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Clothes are often considered mundane, yet they play a crucial role in people’s 
lives beyond mere bodily protection. The meaning of a piece of clothing changes 
the moment it is worn, as it becomes associated with its wearer. Because attire can 
demonstrate affiliation with a particular religious, ethnic, or political group, it 
serves as an important means of constructing self-identity and plays a vital role in 
social acculturation and assimilation. To understand what clothing reveals about 
the ethnicity, beliefs, social rank, profession, gender, or age of the wearer, one 
must examine its sociocultural context and the nonverbal language it conveys.

This volume takes a multidisciplinary and comparative approach to dress 
studies in the ancient world. Spanning a wide geographic spectrum, from the 
Near East and North Africa to the Mediterranean world and the Americas, it 
explores the cultural, social, and political significance of attire and engages the 
reader in a debate about the cross-culturally developed role of dress in construing 
and projecting various identities. Essays by experts from a range of disciplines, 
including art history, anthropology, archaeology, classics, Near Eastern studies, 
and conservation, approach the subject from different perspectives, apply varied 
methodologies, and draw on a diverse array of primary sources, including 
artifacts, iconography, and texts, to offer a nuanced understanding of the clothed 
self in ancient societies. This book will be of interest not only to experts in 
dress studies but to everyone interested in the cultural anthropology of dress 
and fashion.
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Seminar participants. 
Left to right, top row: Benjamin R. Foster, Jana Mynářová, Laura Gawlinski,  

Margarita Gleba; second row: Claudia Brittenham, Megan Cifarelli, Robert K. Ritner, 
Jean Evans; third row: Emily Teeter, Ran Boytner, Margaret C. Miller;  
fourth row: Petra Goedegebuure, Marie-Louise Nosch, Ursula Rothe, 

Allison Thomason, Brian Muhs; bottom row: Catherine Witt, Tasha Vorderstrasse, 
Aleksandra Hallmann, Rita P. Wright, Ann C. Gunter. 

Photo by Charissa Johnson.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The volume is the result of the fourteenth annual postdoctoral fellow seminar “Outward 
Appearance vs. Inward Significance: Addressing Identities through Attire in the Ancient 
World,” held March 1–2, 2018, at the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures (ISAC) of 
the University of Chicago.1 The seminar aimed to create a venue for an engaging debate 
about the cross-culturally developed role of dress in construing and projecting various 
identities. It gathered experts from diverse disciplines, broadly defined as art history; an-
thropology; archaeology of the ancient Near East, Mediterranean, and ancient Americas; 
classics; Near Eastern studies; and conservation, to approach the subject from different 
angles and to cross disciplinary boundaries. 

The book contains twenty contributions prepared by twenty-three authors. In keeping 
with the seminar’s interdisciplinary aim, the chapters here are not organized chronologi-
cally or geographically but instead are gathered into four thematic parts, with a fifth part 
containing three responses. Most of the studies in this volume were presented at the confer-
ence, but a few were added to broaden the scope of the topic. Scholars applied various the-
oretical approaches and methodological strategies, but all of them concentrated on dress- 
related studies within a wide geographic and chronological spectrum. In doing so, they took 
us on a journey through the revealing world of ancient dress in places such as North Africa, 
West Asia, the Mediterranean world, parts of Europe, and the ancient Americas. 

The seminar and the publication of the present volume would not have been possi-
ble without the support of many people. First, I warmly thank Christopher Woods, Gil 
Stein, James Gurchek, Petra Goedegebuure, and the entire ISAC postdoctoral committee 
for their interest in this topic that resulted in the organization of the seminar and the pub-
lication of this volume. Generous funding for this event was provided by ISAC, as well as 
its esteemed patrons Arthur and Lee Herbst. The logistical arrangements were achieved 
largely thanks to the constant support of Mariana Perlinac. I am grateful to Polina Kasian, 
D’Ann Yoder Condes, Nate Francia, and volunteer Catherine Witt, who in various ways 
helped organize this event, as well as to Knut Boehmer, who was of inestimable help with 
all technical matters during the entire conference. I wish also to thank the chairs of the 
different sessions—Janet Johnson, Susanne Paulus, and Emily Teeter—who kept us on top-
ic and on schedule and asked stimulating questions. Much gratitude is due to Jean Evans 
and Kiersten Neumann for their engaging introduction to the ISAC Museum collection. 
In addition, I offer my thanks to previous postdoctoral fellows Miriam Müller, Stephanie 
Rost, and Ilona Zsolnay, who were always eager to share their experiences and provide 
much-needed input. 

From the time the conference was held in March 2018 until the time this book was 
published, the world was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. During these years ISAC also 

1 For a report on the seminar, see Hallmann 2018.
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viii PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

witnessed changes, and, regrettably, we saw the sad passing of contributors to this volume. 
In 2020 we learned of the loss of Vicki Cassman, professor at the University of Delaware, 
who passed away on August 6. The following year, the ISAC community mourned pro-
fessor Robert K. Ritner, who left us on July 25, 2021. As editor of this volume, I am deep-
ly honored that their legacies will be commemorated in this book. Let me again extend 
my hearty thanks to all the participants, who stimulated inspiring discussion and created 
an exceptional atmosphere during the event and who stayed on board through turbulent 
times, including the extended process of publishing the seminar’s proceedings. All of them 
prepared truly outstanding and inspiring contributions to the present volume, which has 
been enriched by the inclusion of three additional essays. 

The preparation of manuscripts would have been impossible without the assistance 
of the ISAC editorial office and its consecutive managing editors—Tom Urban, Charissa 
Johnson, and Andrew Baumann—who provided editorial support for the conference and 
the book’s publication. Huge thanks are due to Charissa Johnson, for designing the stun-
ning poster and conference program and for taking photos during the seminar (including 
the group photo on page ii), and to Andrew Baumann, current managing editor of ISAC 
publications, who was essential to the book’s smooth production process. I also warmly 
thank Johannes Weninger for allowing me to publish his painting Carrying Tutankhamun 
in this volume.

Last but not least, I would like to thank Petra Goedegebuure, director of the postdoc-
toral program, for being a wonderful mentor, as well as all my colleagues at ISAC for shar-
ing their experience and knowledge and for creating a friendly and inspiring atmosphere. 

Aleksandra Hallmann
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1

Introduction: Approaches to Addressing Identities  
through Dress in the Ancient World

Aleksandra Hallmann 
Polish Academy of Sciences 

. . . The crown has outlasted the head.
The hand has lost out to the glove.

The right shoe has defeated the foot.

As for me, I am still alive, you see.
The battle with my dress still rages on.

It struggles, foolish thing, so stubbornly!
Determined to keep living when I’m gone!

—Wisława Szymborska, Museum

The image on the cover of this book is a collage of various clothing items, taken out of 
context from objects in museum collections, principally that of the University of Chica-
go’s Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, to visualize metaphorically the role of 
dress in expressing identity. The collage was made from a fragment of dress represented 
on an Egyptian statue (ISACM E10618) dated to c. 2414–2347 bce, an Egyptian faience 
tile from Medinet Habu depicting a Nubian prisoner (Nubian Museum JE 36457H) dated 
to c. 946–715 bce, an Egyptian stela (ISACM E1351) dated to c. 946–715 bce, a Sumerian 
statue from Tell Asmar in Iraq (ISACM A12332) dated to c. 2700–2600 bce, and an Assyri-
an relief from Dur-Sharrukin (ISACM A7368) dated to c. 721–705 bce. The collage visual-
izes the theme of the seminar “Outward Appearance vs. Inward Significance: Addressing 
Identities through Attire in the Ancient World,”1 a topic that, on the most basic level, is 
pertinent to all of us, since the role of dress in identity formation today is similar in many 
respects to that in the ancient world. Then and now, clothing, an ordinary appurtenance 
of day-to-day life, has a significance much greater than merely providing protection from 
the elements. The role of dress in creating and projecting various identities is the leitmotif 
of this volume, which takes us on a journey through the revealing world of dress in places 
such as the ancient Near East and North Africa, West Asia, the Mediterranean world, parts 
of Europe, and the ancient Americas. 

1 For a report on the seminar, see Hallmann 2018.
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2 ALEKSANDRA HALLMANN

DRESSING IDENTITY

Dress as a universal human phenomenon plays a fundamental role in personal perception. 
As a powerful tool in communication on a nonverbal level, it is a visible expression of a 
person’s identity.2 But how does dress communicate? The communication properties of 
dress have been widely recognized by scholars, but it was French semiotician Roland Bar-
thes who proposed that clothes can be understood as a system of signs that form a type of 
language.3 This semiotic approach to dress studies was questioned by American anthropol-
ogist Grant McCracken, who argued that clothing, unlike language, cannot communicate 
new messages, since it lacks a grammatical structure, but instead is a closed “conservative 
code” revealing a certain and unchanged message.4 Thus, even though he rejects dress as a 
language metaphor, he stresses dress’s cultural values. 

Although it is no longer considered a language, dress serves as a nonverbal commu-
nication tool,5 a system of signs helping one navigate social interactions and situating one 
within a group or society.6 Some authors even argue that dress frequently precedes verbal 
communication in forming an individual’s identity.7 However, the message dress conveys 
is very specific to a given culture or group, and the awareness of this condition seems to be 
the predicate to comprehending dress’s meaning. Thus dress, which by its outward appear-
ance aims to communicate many messages, may be perceived on various levels and lead to 
numerous understandings of its inward significance. But equally important is how dress is 
defined. The concept of dress as “an assemblage of modifications to the body and/or sup-
plements to the body,” proposed by American anthropologists Mary Ellen Roach- Higgins 
and Joanne B. Eicher, is currently the most influential in the conceptual framework of 
dress studies.8 This very broad and neutral definition of dress allows for cross-cultural 
research. It changes the focus from material things—garments that clothe the body—to the 
body itself and all possible experiences connected with dressing and adornments, includ-
ing a phenomenological approach to the dressed body. The body seems, then, to be cen-
tral,9 and the meaning of a piece of clothing changes the moment it is worn, for it becomes 
associated with its wearer. 

Having established the basic definition of dress and the way it communicates, the 
crucial questions for the present volume are what dress communicates and, most relevant 
here, how an inward significance of dress manifests in outward appearance. As in the pres-
ent day, the selection of clothing and its layers in the ancient world constituted a way of 
affirming and construing not only individual identity but also group identity, which can 

2 Roach-Higgins and Eicher 1992, 1.
3 Barthes 1990. A similar approach was adopted by Lurie (1981). See also the theoretical discussion in 
Skov and Melchior 2008, 8; Lee 2015, 20–24.
4 McCracken 1987, 120.
5 Lee 2015, 23.
6 Joseph 1986; Stig Sørensen 1997, 93.
7 Eicher and Roach-Higgins 1992, 17.
8 Roach-Higgins and Eicher 1992, 1. 
9 Kuper 1973; Cordwell and Schwarz 1979; Entwistle 2000.
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INTRODUCTION 3

overlap in many ways.10 Thus, for example, in the present volume Marie-Louise Nosch 
asks whether royal and priestly attires in ancient Greece express “their divided or unified 
functions” (chapter 9), and Laura Gawlinski inquires what priestly identity was in ancient 
Greece and how it manifested in priests’ dress (chapter 10). 

In terms of social impact, dress can include or exclude an individual from a cer-
tain group, thereby playing a part in acculturation or assimilation. It does not happen 
unconsciously but relates to how people appear to one other, since an appearance is 
usually directed toward a given group.11 These issues are tackled by Benjamin R. Fos-
ter (chap ter 5), who argues that Akkadian elite distinguished themselves by a newly 
fashioned form of dress, and by Margaret C. Miller (chapter 4), who observes that the 
detailed representation of foreign delegations in the Apadana reliefs in Persepolis was 
purposely done to allow the viewer to recognize various ethnicities that formed the 
Achaemenid Empire. 

However, it is crucial to be aware of the limitations of our interpretations, since only 
an observer familiar with a particular sociocultural context and understanding of the non-
verbal messages that its dress conveys can ascertain what dress may reveal about the 
ethnicity, beliefs, social rank, profession, gender, and age of the wearer. Moreover, the 
message encoded in the multiple layers of the clothed body allows for many levels of com-
munication and will be read differently by various observers.12 As a thought-provoking 
example, I decided to include here a modern painting depicting a man carrying the bust 
of the famous boy-king Tutankhamun (see page 4).13 The man is an Egyptian worker of 
the 1920s who carries the statue of the king of his ancestors. The dress of both figures, the 
textiles that were used to wrap the bust (and that perhaps once served as the pharaoh’s 
clothes), the environment, and the fact that they are represented by a modern artist evoke 
an open interpretation about the multifaceted roles of dress in creating and projecting 
various identities, but also stress the complex role of interpreters.

The sociocultural approach to dress is relatively new to the study of dress in the 
ancient world. Until recently, studies of clothing in antiquity were pursued mostly from 
the point of view of construction and draping. Gradually, an interdisciplinary approach 
that also included textile technology and fiber types was introduced, while studies con-
cerning the social meaning of dress and its wider context continued to be neglected.14 
A milestone in the study of ancient dress in this framework was a seminar organized 
in 1988 titled “The Religious, Social, and Political Significance of Roman Dress,” the 
proceedings of which were published in 1994.15 From this time onward, more studies 
of the social meanings of attire in antiquity began to appear, and the results have been 

10 Stig Sørensen 1997, 93–95; Lee 2015, 27.
11 Stig Sørensen 1997, 95.
12 Joseph 1986.
13 The painting Carrying Tutankhamun was created in 2022 by the modern artist Johannes Weninger to 
celebrate the centennial of the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb. I warmly thank the artist for kindly 
allowing me to reproduce his painting in this book. For the historical document that inspired the artist, 
see Riggs 2019, 156, fig. 5.8.
14 Lee 2015, 1–19.
15 Sebesta and Bonfante 1994.
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INTRODUCTION 5

Carrying Tutankhamun, 2022 (acrylic on canvas, 60 × 45 cm; in a private collection), by 
Johannes Weninger. The painting depicts an Egyptian workman of the 1920s carrying the statue of 
another Egyptian, who happens to be the king of his ancestors, the famous boy-king Tutankhamun 
(Cairo JE 60722). The clothes of both men, including the fabrics that were likely used to wrap the 
statue and that possibly once served as the pharaoh’s clothes, are thought-provoking examples of 
how open to interpretation the role of dress is in creating and projecting various identities, and they 
also highlight the role of the observer in interpreting them.

In the words of the artist:16 “I found it inspiring to see a contemporary Egyptian carrying the 
bust of the king of his ancestors. I felt as if historic boundaries had blurred and no longer existed. 
The photograph that was possibly taken by Arthur Mace and published in a recent book by Christina 
Riggs, Photographing Tutankhamun, served as the inspiration for this painting. It originally had more 
figures, but I chose to paint just one, and the bust, to show the almost intimate relationship of a man 
and the bust of the king.

“By painting this scene, I wanted to capture the long-lasting relation between people who 
have lived, and still live, among Luxor’s ancient ruins, tombs, and temples. The people who are the 
descendants of ancient Egypt. Looking at the various depictions of Tutankhamun I constantly see 
the faces of my colleagues and neighbors with whom I share my life in Luxor.”

published and presented at various thematic conferences.17 Initially, the focus was on an-
cient Rome and Greece, whereas other regions, such as the Near East and Egypt, were 
under represented or neglected. This situation is gradually changing. The entire discipline 
of dress studies is growing (see below) and now also includes studies on ancient textiles 
and dress.18 Scholars who focus on areas other than the Greco-Roman world more fre-
quently participate in the dialogue about the sociocultural meanings of dress in the ancient 
world.19 Thus, the role of dress in the construction of identities has become widely recog-
nized among scholars.

APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF DRESS AND FASHION STUDY

The study of dress and fashion study developed into a separate, multidisciplinary field 
by the last decades of the twentieth century.20 The various backgrounds of the scholars 
interested in this field are also reflected in different methodological approaches. To some 
extent, each historical period—because of its specific needs and the availability of primary 
sources—requires an individualized methodology.21 Two general approaches are usually 

16 https://sites.google.com/view/johannesweninger/paintings. Accessed March 11, 2025.
17 For some conferences, see, e.g., Cleland, Harlow, and Llewellyn-Jones 2005; Harlow 2012; Zimi and 
Tzachili 2012. Note also the entire Ancient Textiles series, a collaboration of the Centre for Textile Re-
search of Copenhagen University and Oxbow Books, that by 2023 had produced forty-one volumes.
18 There are separate societies; e.g., the Centre International d’Etude des Textiles Anciens in France and 
the Danish National Research Foundation’s Centre for Textile Research in Copenhagen, as well as various 
networks that center on ancient textiles and dress studies; see Brøns and Harris 2021, 13.
19 E.g., Cifarelli and Gawlinski 2017; Cifarelli 2019. 
20 Skov and Melchior 2008, 3, 9; Harlow and Nosch 2014, 1–3; Lee 2015, 19. 
21 Various methodological trajectories in dress study are presented in Taylor 2002; 2004, 279–310. A 
summary of methodologies in dress and textiles study in the Greco-Roman world is offered in Harlow 
and Nosch 2014. And contemporary dress theory in the framework of studying ancient Greek dress is 
presented in Lee 2015, 1–32. 
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distinguished in the study of dress. The first approach, the “study of dress and costume / 
history of dress,” focuses on the artifact by dealing with its workmanship, style, and type to 
situate it within a historical context. Such studies lead to new insights into the materiality 
of clothing, workmanship, and technological aspects based on the given objects or group 
of objects, which include works of art, textile remains, and the like. The second approach, 
“fashion studies / fashion theory,” which has emerged in the past few decades, is more 
theoretically oriented. It focuses on abstract concepts or principles that can be applied to a 
larger context or phenomenon in which the objects in question existed. Objects serve only 
as a visualization, an articulation, or sometimes a challenge to the theoretical framework 
of these research methods.22 

The ongoing discourse can be described as a dialogue between the values of an artifact- 
centered approach versus a culture-centered approach.23 This has been the case historical-
ly; the early historiography of dress focused heavily on the artifacts themselves and mostly 
dealt with reconstructions of ancient dress based on visual representations and, more re-
cently, on material remains. Objects served as the sources for such reconstructions, leading 
to general statements regarding the shape of ancient dress. More recently, dress has been 
analyzed in a sociocultural framework,24 and this trend has applied also to scholars study-
ing ancient dress.25 

The role of an object or artifact in both approaches was recently studied by Italian 
cultural historian Giorgio Riello, who argues that both approaches are a discourse between 
“(material) object” and “(immaterial) idea” in which a deductive approach confronts an in-
ductive one.26 Thus, in the “study of dress and costume / history of dress,” an object-based 
analysis leads to abstract interpretations, whereas in “fashion studies / fashion theory” 
the analysis starts with abstract ideas that are applied to particular object-oriented case 
studies.27 The present trend in dress studies is to find a middle ground between both ap-
proaches. Riello presents an attempt to merge an artifact-oriented methodology with a 
theoretical approach by using material-culture theory.28 He argues that material culture, 
which he defines as the “attribution of meaning to objects by the people who produce, use, 
consume, sell and collect them,” can serve as a platform to blend both approaches, since 
it incorporates technical and purely data-driven study with the object’s cultural meaning. 
Riello coined the expression “the material culture of fashion,” where an artifact is analyzed 
equally from abstract and material points of view, so the materiality of the object is ques-
tioned from the point of view of the object’s maker as well as its consumer. This approach, 

22 Taylor 2004, 279ff.; Riello 2011.
23 Skov and Melchior 2008, 9–11.
24 Skov and Melchior 2008.
25 Cleland, Harlow, and Llewellyn-Jones 2005, xii–xiii; Harlow and Nosch 2014; Lee 2015. 
26 Riello 2011, 2–3.
27 Riello 2011, 2.
28 Different methodological approaches to studying the history of dress have been analyzed by Lou 
Taylor (cf. Taylor 2002, 2004). The application of methodological trajectories is developed in a chapter 
of Taylor’s titled “The Marriage of New Dress History and New Museology Approaches” (Taylor 2004, 
279–310). Those methods from the point of view of “the role of object in the history of fashion and dress” 
are discussed in Riello 2011.
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which relies heavily on the theory of material culture,29 is very relevant for research on 
ancient cultures because the materiality and agency of an object are important aspects 
of that discipline. It also refers to the concept of dress used in nonverbal communication, 
discussed above, that works only within a given social context.

The social and cultural meaning of dress reconstructed from material remains must 
take into consideration that an object’s meaning changes depending on the circumstances 
of its use and reuse. According to the theory of the cultural biography of things, the cul-
tural connotations of an artifact shift.30 The same object, for example, may lose the status 
of a commodity and acquire a different cultural meaning, thus gaining its own cultural bi-
ography. Until the industrial revolution of the nineteenth century, textiles were expensive 
commodities, and thus their longevity and constant reuse are a good example of a cultural 
biography of things—in this instance, a garment or textile. Organic remains of textiles are 
the main source for understanding the patterns of their use and reuse, since such informa-
tion is difficult to gain from other kinds of evidence.31 Ancient Egypt, for example, provides 
many examples of textiles that were reused for various purposes. The wraparound nature 
of most Egyptian garments allowed the same textile item to be wrapped around different 
parts of a body and thus to fulfill various functions. The same item of cloth could be worn, 
for instance, as a dress or a cloak. This practice is similar to the modern usage of a kanga in 
Africa, where the same item of cloth serves not only as various garments but also, for ex-
ample, as a sling for a baby.32 In ancient Egypt, clothing and textiles used during a lifetime 
were frequently reused for wrapping objects in tombs and for wrapping the mummified 
body. The act of wrapping had the symbolic function of protecting; thus, the secular func-
tion of the same garment changed to a ritual one.33 

DRESS AS AN ARTIFACT, DRESS AS AN IMAGE, DRESS IN TEXTS

All the aforementioned approaches to the study of dress utilize various kinds of primary 
sources, such as artifacts, images, and texts,34 and these categories relate to what Barthes 
distinguished in his book The Fashion System as “image-clothing,” “written clothing,” and 
“real clothing.”35 Even though his distinction is based on modern fashion, it shows the dis-
crepancy and limitation of these sources if they are each taken into consideration individu-
ally. The types of available primary sources may vary depending on the historical period or 
periods under study. In addition, not all artifacts can be treated as archaeological remains, 

29 See, e.g., two seminal articles by Jules Prown about methods and theory in material culture (Prown 
1982, 1996). The application of the material-culture theory in dress studies is a subject of numerous in-
vestigations; for some recent approaches, see, e.g., Küchler and Miller 2005; Crane and Bovone 2006; 
Auslander 2014.
30 Kopytoff 1986.
31 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 12.
32 The comparison of the kanga’s and other modern garments’ function to that of Egyptian clothing is 
discussed in Hallmann 2023a, esp. 40, 51–52, 68.
33 The function of wrapping and unwrapping in ancient Egypt is discussed in Riggs 2014, 19–32.
34 Lou Taylor, for example, categorizes the application of various types of sources as different method-
ological approaches; see Taylor 2002, passim.
35 Barthes 1990, 3–5.
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and visual sources such as paintings, statues, and reliefs can be included in the artifacts 
category. Not all types of visual sources are available in every epoch, and this is especially 
true of modern imaging techniques, such as photography and film. Finally, different types 
of primary sources pervade the methodological approaches and analytical frameworks ap-
propriate for different disciplines, such as art history, archaeology, anthropology, cultural 
studies, and linguistics. The contributors to the present volume usually use more than one 
kind of evidence to draw a more comprehensive picture. 

Figurative art offers numerous opportunities for analyzing dress and the clothed self, 
but, like all kinds of sources, it has its limitations. Clothes represented in any artistic me-
dium are governed by artistic conventions and by the skill of the artist. Artistic evidence 
can illuminate but also obscure the represented garments; it is often debated whether the 
artist drew on firsthand experience or used various kinds of templates, and to what extent 
the artistic creation represents reality and a snapshot of dress at a given time or is a selec-
tion of elements chosen to create the desired image. Thus, it is a challenge to recognize in 
iconographic sources whether an evolving image reflects actual differences in fashion or 
hearkens back to noble tradition. It could even be treated as a fashion anachronism and 
called “fossilized fashion,” or it might mirror different artistic conventions. Consequently, 
one wonders to what extent figurative art reflects changes in social customs or economic 
situations. In either case, there is no doubt that the created image was understandable by 
the viewer for whom it was created and who was able to comprehend the message the 
dress conveyed. 

A prevailing position of visual material in dress studies has been well captured by En-
glish fashion historian Aileen Ribeiro: “The visual arts are the reflection of human history, 
and carry far more complex intellectual baggage than the actual garments themselves, or 
the documentary evidence of accounts, invoices and laundry lists. In a work of art, more 
of the whole picture of clothed humanity is literally revealed; we can see details of the 
clothes themselves, how they ‘work’ on the body, and what they signify with regard not 
just to sex, age and class, but to status and cultural aspirations.”36 And indeed, this category 
of sources prevails in the study of dress; in this volume, visual sources were used by all the 
contributors of chapters 1–17 at least to some extent.

There is no doubt visual sources are crucial for understanding how clothes were worn 
on the body and with what accessories. This is especially relevant for cultures in which 
clothes were draped rather than tailored, such as those of Egypt, Greece, and Rome.37 How-
ever, to be able to interpret figurative art, one needs to recognize the garment to contex-
tualize it properly. And it is central to keep in mind that those draped clothes are textiles 
that are seen on the dressed body and that their appearance may differ when analyzed 
in two versus three dimensions. Recognition of this fact has led to comparative analyses 
of depicted dress in various artistic media but also in relation to preserved textiles. Such 
an approach is, in many situations, fruitful because figurative art and preserved textiles 
appear to correspond whenever such comparisons are possible.38 Thus, the parallel study 
of preserved textiles and figurative art can help one both better understand the artistic 

36 Ribeiro 1998, 320.
37 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 12; Hallmann 2017; Brøns and Harris 2021.
38 Brøns and Harris 2021, 11; Hallmann 2023a, esp. 43–67.
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representation governed by various artistic conventions and contextualize the preserved 
organic material. For example, comparative analysis of the dress remains of Central Asian 
nomads—for instance, those presumably of Sakas or related ethnic groups found in the Is-
syk kurgan in Kazakhstan—matches the attire represented on the walls of the Achaemenid 
Apadana at Persepolis, where Sakas are depicted among the foreign delegations to the 
Persian king (see also Miller, chapter 4, on the Apadana reliefs).39 

The prevalence of visual sources when studying dress in ancient times is obviously 
dependent on the preservation of organic remains. While some areas allow various kinds 
of primary sources to be investigated, others do not. This holds especially true for organ-
ic material such as textiles, which are prone to decomposition in some environmental 
conditions.40 And while dress, for example, can be analyzed via figurative art and organic 
remains in ancient Egypt or Sudan,41 it is more challenging in other regions of the Mediter-
ranean, where textiles do not preserve well.42 The striking disproportion is also observed 
in the preservation of textiles from northern and southern Europe: those from the north 
are surprisingly well preserved in comparison to “scraps and threads” from the south.43 
The abundance of information one can gain when studying fragmentary textiles is repre-
sented in this volume by Margarita Gleba (chapter 14), who focuses on textile fragments 
from first-millennium ce Mediterranean Europe. Textiles serve also as the starting point 
for the investigation by Magdalena M. Wozniak and Elsa Yvanez (chapter 3), who focus on 
well-preserved organic material from medieval Nubia. 

The developing body of evidence furnished by ongoing studies of ancient textiles in 
the past few decades allows us to benefit fully from the potential of organic material in 
dress studies.44 Studies of textile remains provide insight into the production techniques, 
chaîne opératoire, and economic value of textiles, as well as their social aspects.45 And these 
aspects are presented in two already-mentioned chapters (those by Gleba and by Wozniak 
and Yvanez), as well as in the chapter by Hans Barnard, Ran Boytner, and Vicki Cassman 
(chapter 17), which focuses on textiles from northern Chile. 

Also important is the complex relationship of textiles to the body itself, since they 
constitute the clothes chosen to create the clothed self. When analyzed, they cannot be 
divorced from the context in which they were discovered. They can be investigated on 
preserved bodies dressed in clothing chosen specifically for burial purposes, such as the 
mummified remains of the ancient inhabitants of Central Asia.46 Such studies can also 
be conducted on unintentionally preserved remains—for example, the mummy of Iceman 
Otzi, whose garments are well preserved.47 A significant number of textiles have survived 
from ancient Egypt, where the deceased was not only wrapped in actual garments and 

39 Schmidt 1953, pl. 37; Jacobs 2007; Samašev 2007. On Scythian costume as identity, see Gleba 2008.
40 Gleba 2011, 7–9.
41 Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993; Hallmann 2023a, 2023b.
42 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 8; Brøns and Harris 2021, 1.
43 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 7.
44 Brøns and Harris 2021, 11.
45 Barber 1991; Gleba 2011; Harlow and Nosch 2014.
46 Menghin et al. 2007.
47 Egg and Spindler 2009.
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bandages frequently made of old clothes but also given textiles as burial goods. The best-
known examples are the wardrobes of King Tutankhamun48 and of the Eighteenth Dynasty 
architect Kha and his wife, Merit, from Deir el-Medina.49 Moreover, the reuse of textiles (a 
sort of recycling) was a common practice in ancient Egypt, and many pieces of old clothing 
were used to wrap not only mummified bodies but also statues and sacred objects.50 All 
these practices reflect the cultural and symbolic values that textiles had in ancient Egypt. 

Depending on the geographic area and historical phase in question, ancient texts 
may bring yet another perspective and level of information useful for dress study. Textual 
sources of various genres—ranging from law collections to inventories to poems—focused 
on different sets of information and served different purposes, and thus may even present a 
contradictory image of the dressed body.51 The production and consumption of textiles and 
garments in ancient texts is widely recognized and studied, and at the same time, written 
records are also important for investigating the clothed self. Administrative, economic, 
and legal texts, for instance, include information about textile prices, trade, distribution, 
and exchange as gifts, as well as details about the raw materials used in manufacturing, 
dye recipes, and quality.52 In this volume, the Amarna letters and other written sources 
allow Jana Mynářová (chapter 2) to discuss textiles in gift exchanges in the Late Bronze 
Age (sixteenth to twelfth centuries bce), while various genres of written texts allow Brian 
Muhs (chapter 15) to trace the use of cloth and clothing as a form of currency in Egypt 
from the third to the early first millennium bce. A plethora of classical sources is used by 
Nosch (chapter 9) to investigate power relations in Classical and Hellenistic Greece among 
priests and kings as expressed by their sartorial choices. She also contrasts that evidence 
with written sources from Mesopotamia and Israel. Similarly, Allison Thomason (chap-
ter 11) invokes various historical and literary texts from ancient Mesopotamia to study 
the sensory experiences that dress provided. One of the most famous literary sources is 
The Descent of Inanna to the Netherworld, in which the undressing of the goddess Inanna 
during her journey to the netherworld is a metaphor for her vulnerability and humiliation.

An unequal availability of written sources results in bias when using them versus 
other evidence. For example, the textile industry of some regions, such as the eastern 
Mediterranean and Near East, traditionally was studied mostly through textual sources.53 
This is also the reason a well-established aspect of clothing studies for the ancient Near 
East, specifically for ancient Mesopotamia, concerns ancient dress terminology.54 Until re-
cently, a similar bias dominated in the field of textile study in the ancient Mediterranean, 
where literary sources were used as a departure point. For example, there was a notion 
that “Greek dress consisted primarily of the chiton, peplos, himation and chlamys, and that 
Roman wardrobe primarily of the toga for men, and the tunic, the stola and the palla for 

48 Vogelsang-Eastwood 1997, 1999.
49 Schiaparelli 2007.
50 Riggs 2014.
51 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 9.
52 Janssen 1975; Gleba 2011, 5.
53 Gleba 2011, 4.
54 E.g., Michel and Nosch 2013.
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women.”55 But recently the field of dress study has changed this approach; various kinds 
of evidence are now in play, with the consideration that all kinds of sources have their 
limits—only their juxtaposition can give a broader understanding of the subject. 

Written evidence provides a rich terminology related to the types of garments them-
selves but also their prices, raw materials, and manufacturing technologies. Among the 
written sources that offer an abundance of dress-related terminology are the royal archives 
from third-millennium bce Ebla;56 Papyrus Harris I (BM EA9999,43), dated to the end of 
the reign of Ramesses III (1186–1155 bce), and various ostraca from the period;57 and Dio-
cletian’s edict of maximum prices from Rome, dated to 301 ce.58 However, even though 
the amount of data is large, many terms are simply unidentified, and some are wrongly 
recognized or applied too widely.59 The problem with translating ancient Egyptian items 
of clothing is tackled in the present volume by Muhs (chapter 15). One of the main ob-
stacles in studying textiles and clothes in texts is understanding ancient terminology and 
associating ancient terms with items of clothing/textiles unearthed during excavation or 
represented in art.60 Research in the semantics of terms will not advance without taking 
into consideration the actual garments and textiles. This is a vital problem, especially for 
civilizations whose clothes were mostly draped and where a single piece of rectangular 
fabric could have been worn on many parts of the body. The problem is particularly rele-
vant for ancient Egypt61 but also for the Greco-Roman world.62 In the present volume, the 
terminological difficulties of correlating terms and archaeologically preserved textiles are 
discussed by Tasha Vorderstrasse (chapter 16), who focuses on Coptic textile terminology 
in Egypt. 

 Some information, such as the already-mentioned terminology, can be grasped only 
from written sources. But other information can be best obtained from written evidence, 
such as the prohibition or proscription of using certain fibers or wearing certain clothes. 
For example, according to Herodotus (2.81.1), wool was prohibited in temples and buri-
als in ancient Egypt, and the Theodosian Code (14.10.2) includes restrictions on wearing 
trousers in fourth-century Rome.63 Imperial policy toward social control of sartorial habits 
is investigated also in this volume by Claudia Brittenham (chapter 1), who focuses on the 
Inca and Aztec empires. The written sources tell us not only what was prohibited but also 
what was appropriate to wear, and here again Herodotus (2.37.3) claims that Egyptian 
priests were to wear only linen garments and sandals made of papyrus, while detailed 
epigraphic material illuminates the regulation of the dress code in Greek sanctuaries.64 In 

55 Brøns and Harris 2021, 11.
56 Gleba 2011, 4.
57 Janssen 1975, 249–98; 2008.
58 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 15.
59 Janssen 1975, 2008; Michel and Nosch 2013.
60 Harlow and Nosch 2014; Brøns and Harris 2021, 12.
61 Hallmann 2023a, esp. 46–69.
62 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 10.
63 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 9, 14.
64 Gawlinski 2017, 163; Harlow and Nosch 2014, 14 and n. 69.
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this volume, the contributions by Nosch (chapter 9) and Gawlinski (chapter 10) both tackle 
the subject of regulating the priestly dress code in ancient Greece. 

One of the most famous ancient Near Eastern dress regulations can be found in the 
Middle Assyrian Laws (twelfth century bce), where an unusual paragraph (§40) deals en-
tirely with regulations about wearing a veil (see Thomason, chapter 11). Doing so was a 
unique privilege of married and unmarried women from the aʾīlu (free and privileged) 
class. A veil served as a form of nonverbal marker allowing the viewer to recognize that 
the woman in question was a member of the aʾīlu class and therefore under the protection 
of her husband or father (and, consequently, protected by the law). That status was strictly 
guarded, and independent women (ḫarimtu), concubines, and slave women did not share 
this privilege and therefore were not allowed to wear veils. The punishments for a low- 
status woman’s wearing a veil were quite severe—they included a beating with rods and 
the pouring of hot, liquid bitumen over her head (essentially an extremely painful execu-
tion performed on the body part that transgressed the regulation).65

Bringing all these lines of evidence together—visual, archaeological, and textual— 
allows the material to be investigated from various new angles, and additionally applying 
various methodological approaches facilitates a more complete and complex understand-
ing of ancient dress. The different kinds of information provided by the three categories of 
sources was well summarized by two dress historians, Cecilie Brøns and Susanna Harris, 
regarding the Roman toga.66 This approach is seen in all the chapters in this volume that 
attempt to analyze various types of primary sources and apply diverse methodologies and 
analytical frameworks. Nevertheless, regardless of the kind of evidence analyzed, the main 
obstacle in research is the fragmentary state of preservation of the ancient sources. 

The mere layering of various types of evidence does not create interdisciplinarity, 
however, as dress historians Mary Harlow and Marie-Louise Nosch pointed out.67 They ar-
gued that it is necessary to consider broad patterns in dress evolution that are not confined 
to a specific time or culture and to ask common, simple questions that are relevant for all of 
human history. For example, questions that are relevant both today and in antiquity, such 
as “How was clothing worn and used?” “Who wore it, and when?” and “How was it made?” 
should be posed. And only these common research questions should be the trigger to cross 
disciplines and use all possible sources to advance knowledge. A similar approach was 
adopted in this volume, where the contributors ask questions such as who, when, and why.

Obviously, some methods are more challenging or even impossible in ancient studies. 
The study of dress in modern societies has the advantage of applying anthropological and 
sociological methods based on ethnological fieldwork that may give tangible insight into 
cultural interaction. It is impossible to pursue this approach fully in ancient studies, but 
the outcome of such modern research can be used as a theoretical framework for investi-
gating ancient dress.68 An important method employed in such analysis is ethnoarchaeol-

65 See, e.g., the discussion in Assante 1998, 32–34; Lafont 1999, 461–63. For the standard edition of the 
Middle Assyrian Laws, see Roth 1995, 167–69.
66 Brøns and Harris 2021, 3.
67 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 12.
68 Rothe 2012.
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ogy,69 which has not yet been widely applied to the study of ancient attire. In this volume, 
for example, “ethnohistory” is applied by Brittenham (chapter 1). A philosophical approach 
recently gaining in popularity in the study of dress—namely, phenomenology—is present-
ed in this volume by Thomason (chapter 11). In this approach, not only is the dressed body 
central to the investigation,70 but also, as Ann C. Gunter (chapter 18) points out, this meth-
od takes into account the “physical and sensory dimensions of social interactions around 
attire, which could involve manipulation of ambient light, sound, and scent.”71 

PRINCIPLES, GOALS, AND CONSTRUCTION OF THE SEMINAR  
AND PROCEEDINGS

The seminar “Outward Appearance vs. Inward Significance: Addressing Identities through 
Attire in the Ancient World,” organized at the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of 
the University of Chicago in March 2018, aimed to continue a dialogue leading to a multi-
disciplinary and comparative approach to dress study in the ancient world, one focusing 
on dress as an analytical tool used to inquire the identity of the wearer. Thus, common 
research questions asked included “Who wears it?” and “What messages can dress convey 
about various identities?” The outward versus inward meaning of dress was the leitmotif 
of the seminar, and it is the leitmotif of this volume as well. 

The venue brought together scholars who work on clothing-related studies across 
a wide geographic and chronological spectrum, all while pursuing common themes in 
their scholarship. The geographic areas included the ancient Near East and Egypt, the 
ancient Mediterranean world, some parts of Europe, and the ancient Americas. The au-
thors approached the subject with diverse methodologies and conceptual frameworks, as 
Rita P. Wright has insightfully summarized: “At the seminar, both strategies were at play: 
on-the-ground identities and the root causes of the symbolism and social organization 
associated with them, or the inward mental templates invoked to reveal physical structure 
and technical knowledge.”72

Most of the studies in this volume were presented at the seminar; however, a few 
(those of Katarzyna Kapiec, Muhs, and Wozniak and Yvanez) were added to broaden the 
scope of the topic. The book includes contributions by seventeen authors that are divided 
into four parts, each of which focuses on a different thematic approach to clothing, and 
concludes with three responses that comment on the evidence presented. Although the 
chapters are organized into thematic parts, the fact that the content of many of them could 
fit into other sections as well only stresses the variety and crossover of approaches and 
methods used. The main issue linking all sections is the relationship between dress and 
identity and the attempt to construct a definition of the clothed self by applying multiple 
trajectories of clothing’s role in the construction of various identities in the ancient world.

69 London 2000.
70 Entwistle 2000. See also the discussion regarding the method’s application in studying ancient Greek 
dress in Lee 2015, 31–32, as well as examples provided by Gunter in chapter 18 in this volume. 
71 Gunter, chapter 18 in this volume.
72 Wright, chapter 20 in this volume.
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CLOTHING AND IMPERIAL IDENTITY 

Dress influences how we perceive social and culture norms, but also tradition and heritage, 
a fact that holds as true now as it did in ancient times. Those norms and traditions often 
originated in a top-down manner, from the ruling class to the rest of society. In many 
instances, sartorial habits were formed and influenced by the imperial ideology that af-
fected how people dressed and were allowed to dress. Thus, those norms had an impact on 
how people projected but also comprised their various identities, which in many instances 
could be collective.73 

Brittenham, in her contribution (chapter 1), addresses the imperial policies of empires 
in the ancient Americas toward dress. She notes that, while expanding their empires, the 
Aztecs and Incas encountered diversity in dress, and consequently both states extended 
their control over the sartorial habits of their subjects. For example, they both standardized 
military uniforms. By forcing conquered populations to wear ethnic dress, they curbed the 
movement of people of various ethnicities who were supposed to stay within a designated 
region. After the Spanish conquest, Christian standards of dress were imposed on con-
quered peoples, yet indigenous people were prohibited from wearing noble Spanish dress.

Mynářová (chapter 2) analyzes the role of garment and textile gifts in diplomatic ex-
change in the eastern Mediterranean based on correspondence and documents from the 
Late Bronze Age (sixteenth to twelfth centuries bce), focusing on the Amarna letters and 
sources from the Ramesside period. She observes that although Near Eastern kings never 
required garments and textiles, they were sent by Egyptian rulers as part of bride-wealth 
inventories and were highly valued by the rulers of Alashiya and Arzawa (neighbors of 
Hatti). Levantine Egyptian vassals were allowed to use textiles as a form of payment in 
addition to silver. New Kingdom Egyptians seemingly did not value Near Eastern textiles, 
although they participated in diplomatic exchanges involving these products with the Ae-
gean region.

The study by Wozniak and Yvanez (chapter 3) focuses on textiles found in Nubia at 
the site of Gebel Adda. The analysis of preserved textiles and iconography led the authors 
to trace changes in the sartorial habits of the region’s elite from the Late Meroitic period 
(c. 200–300 ce) to the late medieval era (fifteenth century ce). They observe that Meroitic 
elite dress, which included a loincloth, apron, and cape, was replaced by the tunic after the 
fragmentation of the Meroitic kingdom, and that archaeological material sees the intro-
duction of trousers during the Early Christian period. During the late medieval era, Middle 
Eastern attire consisting of trousers and a coat open at the front was adopted. The changes 
were accompanied by diversification of weaving techniques and an increase in the number 
of imported textiles during the medieval era. The authors see these changes as reflecting 
political and cultural developments in the region.

Miller (chapter 4) analyzes dress and ethnicity in Achaemenid Persia (c. 550–330 bce). 
She identifies “sartorial biculturalism” in the funerary monuments of the empire’s west-
ern Anatolian provinces and contrasts it with a lack of sartorial biculturalism in the rep-
resentations of foreign delegations depicted in Darius I’s Apadana reliefs at Persepolis. At 
the Persian court during the reign of Darius, two main types of dress coexisted: the court 

73 On collective identities, see Gunter, chapter 18 in this volume. 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   14Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   14 4/24/25   3:09 PM4/24/25   3:09 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



INTRODUCTION 15

robe and riding dress. Miller notes that in Persian Anatolia, elites were sartorially bicul-
tural and, depending on the situation, could wear dress of a different ethnic origin, often 
mixing local and Iranian elements. Persian glyptic seems to depict two types of enemies: 
eastern nomads, who wear riding dress, and western enemies, who wear crested helmets 
and carry round shields (implying inhabitants of Greece and western Anatolia). Persians 
called Greeks “Yauna,” a term that also included some western Anatolian peoples, but they 
were aware of subdivisions within this group, to judge from various epithets of the Yauna 
in Achaemenid inscriptions. The accuracy with which the Persians depicted the ethnic 
dress of their subjects confirms the importance of such detail in their visual repertoire. 
Miller argues that people from different parts of the empire could recognize themselves on 
the Apadana reliefs in Persepolis and thereby see themselves as a part of larger regional 
ethnic groups.

DISTINCTIVE, ASSOCIATIVE, AND TRANSFORMATIVE  
FUNCTIONS OF DRESS 

Contact with others was always a catalyst for new political and cultural dynamics and 
the creation of new identities. As Muhs observes, such “identities can be reconstructed or 
renegotiated through the appropriation and adaptation of foreign attributes or signifiers.”74 
New encounters also exposed people to new fabrics and weaving techniques, clothing, and 
fashion trends that could find a place in indigenous fashion or simply be rejected. Changes 
in clothing behavior were determined by the kinds of interactions between various groups 
and the longevity of exposure to the new culture. Here, as mentioned above, the imperial 
setting played an important role. Thus, clothing had the important function of distinguish-
ing oneself from the other. It was used as a fashion statement, especially by collectives that 
wanted to stress their ethnic identities. Several authors in this volume discuss the distinc-
tive and associative function of dress and the role it plays in society. 

Foster (chapter 5) observes that the Akkadian period (c. 2300–2100 bce) witnessed 
a radical change in clothing in comparison with earlier periods, and he states that those 
changes were inspired from “outside.” The newly built Akkadian state created new elites 
eager to build new identities and to affirm their status through attire. Foster proposes that 
courtly clothing was inspired by the cultures of subjugated polities, including those in Iran, 
northern Syria, and southern Anatolia. Those new styles of attire were adopted by both the 
elites and other parts of Akkadian society to identify themselves as Akkadians. However, 
as Foster stresses, imperial strategies were applied to worn dress to clearly distinguish the 
status of the wearer; thus clothes played a role in constructing the wearer’s social identity. 

In chapter 6, I discuss the so-called “Persian costume” on the basis of the dress of Ptah-
hotep on his statue in the Brooklyn Museum dated to the fifth century bce. Inspired by 
John Cooney, this and other derivative terms found their way into publications on Egyp-
tian and Near Eastern art and gave birth to theories about the bicultural character of dress 
among Persian sympathizers during the Persian occupation of Egypt. I show that all ele-
ments of Ptahhotep’s attire have well-documented antecedents among indigenous Egyptian 
pieces of clothing, and I argue that calling the attire of Ptahhotep “Persian” and ascribing 

74 See Muhs, chapter 19 in this volume.
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ideological reasons for it are unfounded. I note that the only clear element of Persian origin 
is Ptahhotep’s jewelry, a torque, most likely a gift from the king or a high Persian official. 

In his posthumously published study, Robert K. Ritner (chapter 7) discusses the dis-
tinctive and associative functions of dress among Libyans through the lens of Egyptian 
sources. He perceives that Libyans belonging to various historical tribes are depicted dis-
tinctively in Egyptian art: usually naked with a phallus sheath or in a long open cloak, hav-
ing a hairdo with a single sidelock and adorned with feathers, and so forth. This template 
appears in Egyptian art since the time of the Old Kingdom and may be based on authentic 
Libyan rock art presenting some of the same features. When people of Libyan origin start-
ed to acquire important administrative positions in Egypt during the late New Kingdom 
(Twentieth Dynasty) and later, they used some of this ethnic attire along with traditional 
Egyptian clothing to emphasize their ethnic identity. Only a conscious effort by the Saite 
Dynasty (also of Libyan descent) removed markers of ethnic identity from Egyptian art, 
thereby emphasizing the Saite return to “pure” Egyptian forms. Nevertheless, occasional 
elements of Libyan identity appear until the end of the dynastic period in Egypt.

Ursula Rothe (chapter 8) discusses the various effects of Roman dominion over the 
sartorial habits of inhabitants of Rome’s northern provinces through analysis of their 
gravestones. She notes that in the earliest phase of Roman rule, the monuments from the 
northern provinces show a generic indigenous male costume and a more elaborate, tribe-
based style for women. The tribe style disappeared in the western provinces, whereas it 
continued in the Danube provinces. In some families, men used Roman-style dress, while 
women wore local attire. There was also a hybrid style combining Roman and indigenous 
elements. This rich material allows Rothe to conclude that some groups continued the old 
tradition, while others merged Roman tradition with the indigenous one to form “a new, 
‘pan-Gallic’ identity.”75

CONSTRUCTION OF CULTIC AND RELIGIOUS DRESS 

Studies of priestly and royal attire, and their role in ancient societies, lead to discussion 
about the transformative function of dress and its social importance. The sartorial habits 
of people give insight into the social structure of society.76 The dialogue of the mundane 
and sacred spheres seen, for example, in ancient Egyptian temple decoration reflects the 
decorum and social order of society77 that is also visualized in the dress of depicted fig-
ures. The crucial role of the king and his unique relationship with the gods was shared by 
many societies of the ancient Mediterranean, Near East, and Egypt, as well as the ancient 
Americas. This fact leads to the interweaving of iconography in the dress of deities, kings, 
and possibly some priests (see the chapters by Brittenham, Gawlinski, and Nosch). Several 
contributions to the present volume discuss the function of dress in the religious sphere 
from various points of view.

Nosch (chapter 9) discusses the relationship between royal and priestly functions and 
the attire that signified them in ancient Greece. She questions whether royal official dress 

75 Gunter, chapter 18 in this volume. 
76 Kuper 1973, 365.
77 Baines 1997.
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can be a clue to understanding the combined sacerdotal and secular duties of rulers. The 
sophisticated royal dress and exquisite quality of royal clothing in the ancient Near East, 
particularly Persia, was often observed by Greek writers. Hellenistic rulers were known for 
their extravagant and luxurious clothing, often reflecting their grand ambitions. Whereas 
evidence for priestly dress in ancient Greece is sparse, the Near Eastern sources offer a 
plethora of information. Babylonian priests, for example, wore different clothing reflecting 
their functions, and dress could be changed depending on the rituals and ceremonies being 
performed. The color purple and a scepter or staff seem to be attributes shared by priests 
and kings. Many royal insignia, such as the diadem, crown, and mantle, seem to be focused 
on the head and torso of a ruler, in accordance with a natural focus on the upper parts of 
the human body. Nosch then discusses the many elements of dress that seem to be shared 
by kings and priests.

A similar topic is developed by Gawlinski (chapter 10), who notes difficulties in iden-
tifying priestly dress in ancient Greece. Thus two chapters, those by Nosch and Gawlinski, 
are significant contributions to the subject of religious dress in ancient Greece. Gawlinski 
observes that the priesthood was not easily defined in Greece; the priesthood’s eligibil-
ity requirements, functions, and titles varied from city to city and seem to have been a 
largely local affair. Some dress elements, such as color, garment quality, headbands, and 
a few accessories, could be markers of priesthood, although they were not exclusive to it. 
The priesthood appears to have reflected status, so the holders of priestly titles are often 
represented in elaborate attire appropriate to wealth and high social stature. Gawlinski 
concludes that dress mirrors the fluidity of priestly status in Greece.

Thomason (chapter 11) seeks to study dress in Mesopotamia by applying theories 
of phenomenology and sensory experience. She questions stereotypical associations of 
mirrors found at Mesopotamian sites with female self-care and points out that mirrors 
were also used as cultic objects in magic and rituals, offering a gaze into liminal spaces. 
She also notes the importance of movement in Mesopotamian dress: tasseled fringes, com-
mon in Mesopotamian depictions of attire, were a marker of status because they required 
sophisticated crafting techniques; tassels were particularly visible when a person moved, 
thereby intensifying the sensory experience of observer and wearer alike. Jewelry offered 
similar sensory experiences. Thomason notes that the most lavish garments were reserved 
for the cult statues of gods and activated the relationship between the divine and human 
in ritual contexts. 

Megan Cifarelli’s study (chapter 12) sheds light on ornaments worn by a cult statue at 
the site of Hasanlu in western Iran. She aims to redefine the purpose of the so-called lion 
pins found at the site: previously understood as elements of elite attire, they now appear to 
have been part of the divine dress for a cult statue. The pins were mostly distributed among 
skeletons found in the large temple (the so-called Burned Building II), the victims of the 
catastrophic destruction of Hasanlu at the hands of Urartian conquerors around 800 bce. A 
crucial comparison is provided by a small Urartian bronze statue of a seated female deity, 
now in the History Museum of Armenia in Yerevan, which is adorned with an object in the 
shape of a lion between her breasts—seemingly a lion pin. Cifarelli suggests that the lion 
pins found at Hasanlu served as part of the dress assemblage of the cult statue in Burned 
Building II, similar to the pin depicted on the Urartian statue. The lion pins were crafted 
through an elaborate process, resulting in unique and valuable objects. As such, they were 
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perhaps used in a ritual connected to the cult statue, after which they were stored in the 
temple building. For the residents of Hasanlu, the lion pins must have been inextricably 
connected with the divine power of the deity worshipped in the temple. Cifarelli proposes 
that during the catastrophic event of their city’s destruction, the inhabitants of Hasanlu 
clutched the lion pins, counting on the protective power of the deity with whom the pins 
were associated.

Kapiec (chapter 13) discusses colored textiles in the context of temple rituals in ancient 
Egypt as a marker of associative identity. Her study is based on both textual material (rit-
ual texts and inscriptions) and iconographic sources (temple scenes) from the dynastic and 
Greco-Roman periods in Egypt. One of the main rituals discussed is the daily temple ritual; 
a number of other festivals and funerary rituals are discussed as well. Kapiec concludes 
that colored linen had a transformative character in the context of the temple.

TEXTILES AND THE SOCIOECONOMIC FUNCTIONS OF DRESS 

Weaving achieved a high level of sophistication in the ancient world and had a significant 
impact on the economies of ancient civilizations. As they gradually developed, ancient 
societies increasingly demanded textiles, with the court, temples, and army being perhaps 
their largest consumers. Temples in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece were not only the 
consumers but also the producers of textiles, which were used there in the daily cult and 
service.78 Textiles were also in high demand by the army and navy—for example, in Rome.79 
Research on the technology of textile production has demonstrated that extensive knowl-
edge about a society, its culture, and its economy can be acquired through the study of tex-
tiles.80 Thus, while many contributions to this volume refer to various aspects of textiles, a 
few of them focus on their technical features (e.g., the chapters by Barnard and colleagues, 
Gleba, and Wozniak and Yvanez). Those features, when studied with the application of 
modern techniques, can shed light on the textiles’ function, use and reuse, provenience, 
and trade, as well as their role in construing identity.81 Through its material value, dress 
was also an important tool in manifesting the economic position of the wearer, as several 
chapters address (e.g., Muhs, chapter 15). The importance of weaving and the culturally 
constructed mental templates embedded in the production process have been called “hid-
den identities” by Wright, one of the seminar’s respondents (chapter 20).

Gleba’s study (chapter 14) is based on the analysis of textile fragments found during 
archaeological excavations in Mediterranean Europe. The samples studied allowed her to 
trace similarities and local differences in production techniques, and the various weaving 
techniques allowed her to trace the traditions of weavers connected with a particular time 
and culture. Gleba observes that the exchange of “textile-related know-how” between re-
gions requires the movement not only of textiles, through either trade or diplomatic ex-
change, but also of tools and the weavers who could transmit the craft.

78 See various contributions in Brøns and Nosch 2017.
79 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 5.
80 E.g., Barber 1991; Kemp and Vogelsang-Eastwood 2001; Völling 2008; Gleba 2011.
81 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 7.
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Muhs (chapter 15) discusses the important role that cloth played in an evolution of 
money in the third and second millennia bce, when it served as a store of wealth and a 
medium of exchange. He demonstrates that large sheets of cloth were stored as stockpiles 
during the third millennium, whereas items of clothing replaced raw textiles in the second 
millennium because of the increasing availability of silver and copper. Muhs concludes 
that the wider accessibility of silver in the first millennium bce significantly decreased the 
role of cloth either as a raw material or as a finished product.

Vorderstrasse (chapter 16) argues that known Coptic terms for items of clothing do 
not match archaeological textile finds. While that situation may partly reflect the vagaries 
of preservation, some issues remain. For example, Coptic has clear gendered terms for 
clothing, whereas it is difficult to differentiate textiles gender-wise in the archaeological 
material. The archaeological remains do reflect a variety of colors and styles, however. 
On the other hand, archaeological finds show more diversity in children’s dress than the 
textual sources reflect. Vorderstrasse argues that differences between textile terminology 
usage and excavated textiles result from the different ways that Late Antique Egyptians 
thought about textiles.

The study by Barnard, Boytner, and Cassman (chapter 17) tackles the subject of dye 
technology in pre-Columbian northern Chile. The large dataset contains 765 samples from 
256 textiles from the Azapa Valley and Arica region in Chile, dating between 8000 bce 
and 1500 ce. It shows that the vast majority of the samples were dyed with one dye, and 
only 15 percent with two dyes. The research confirms the longevity of dyeing techniques 
and traditions in the study area. The sporadically observed changes in the Arica region 
are attributed by the authors to trade and exchange activities, since the region was “never 
dominated by outsiders.” 

TOWARD THE FUTURE

This volume concludes with responses by Gunter, Muhs, and Wright that comment on 
various chapters and stress the importance of the topics discussed and the direction of 
future scholarship. As Wright elucidates, the “written contributions are stunning demon-
strations of the ways in which we can connect with the ancient world and human behav-
ior.”82 Discussing and debating the meanings and interpretations of ancient dress deepens 
our understanding of the human experience in the past. While clothing was a practical 
necessity, it also served as a marker of social status and identity and a reflection of cultural 
and religious beliefs.

Such research is not free of obstacles, as Gunter astutely states: “scholars still contend 
with a persistent gender stereotyping of studies of dress and ornament, conventionally 
linked to presumed modern female preoccupations with fashion and jewelry.”83 Research 
is too often dismissed as superficial or focused solely on women’s clothing and fashion, 
rather than on broader issues related to cultural identity and society. The plethora of new 
approaches and methodologies presented in this volume should help put these prejudices 

82 Wright, chapter 20 in this volume.
83 Gunter, chapter 18 in this volume.
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to rest and further establish dress study as an important branch of art history and the ar-
chaeology of the ancient world.

As Muhs puts it, “no single perspective, ancient or modern, can hope to describe the 
many complex relationships between clothing and identity in the ancient world.”84 At the 
risk of stating the obvious, a cross-cultural framework and multidisciplinary approach to 
research are the future of dress study. As the editor of this volume and the organizer of the 
seminar, I hope that an awareness of the state of the art, critiques, and advances in dress 
studies within the broader field of ancient studies will serve to foster a renewed discourse 
and help develop potential new strategies for research within the discipline. 

84 Muhs, chapter 19 in this volume.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Assante, Julia
1998 “The kar.kid/ḫarimtu, Prostitute or Single Woman? A Reconsideration of the Evidence.” 

 Ugarit-Forschungen 30: 5–96.

Auslander, Leora
2014 “Culture matérielle, histoire du genre et des sexualités: L’exemple du vêtement et des textiles.” 

Clio: Femmes, genre, histoire 40: 171–96.

Baines, John
1997 “Temples as Symbols, Guarantors, and Participants in Egyptian Civilization.” In The Temple in 

Ancient Egypt: New Discoveries and Recent Research, edited by Stephen Quirke, 216–41. Lon-
don: British Museum Press.

Barber, Elizabeth
1991 Prehistoric Textiles: The Development of Cloth in the Neolitic and Bronze Ages with Special Refer-

ences to the Aegean. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Barthes, Roland
1990 The Fashion System. Translated by Matthew Ward and Richard Howard. Berkeley: University 

of California Press.

Brøns, Cecilie, and Susanna Harris
2021 “Introduction: Approaching Textiles in Ancient Mediterranean Iconography.” In Textiles 

in Ancient Mediterranean Iconography, edited by Susanna Harris, Cecilie Brøns, and Marta 
Żuchowska, 1–18. Ancient Textiles Series 38. Oxford: Oxbow.

Brøns, Cecilie, and Marie-Louise Nosch
2017 Textiles and Cult in the Ancient Mediterranean. Ancient Textiles Series 31. Oxford: Oxbow.

Cifarelli, Megan, ed.
2019 Fashioned Selves: Dress and Identity in Antiquity. Oxford: Oxbow.

Cifarelli, Megan, and Laura Gawlinski, eds.
2017 What Shall I Say of Clothes? Theoretical and Methodological Approaches to the Study of Dress in 

Antiquity . Selected Papers on Ancient Art and Architecture 3. Boston: Archaeological Institute 
of America.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   20Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   20 4/24/25   3:09 PM4/24/25   3:09 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



INTRODUCTION 21

Cleland, Liza, Mary Harlow, and Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, eds.
2005 The Clothed Body in the Ancient World. Oxford: Oxbow.

Cordwell, Justine M., and Ronald A. Schwarz, eds.
1979 The Fabrics of Culture: The Anthropology of Clothing and Adornment. World Anthropology. The 

Hague: Mouton.

Crane, Diana, and Laura Bovone
2006 “Approaches to Material Culture: The Sociology of Fashion and Clothing.” Poetics 34, no. 6: 

319–33.

Egg, Markus, and Konrad Spindler
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clothing and imperial identity
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1 Dress and Empire in the Ancient Americas

Claudia Brittenham 
University of Chicago

Around the world, people have often used dress to signify aspects of identity, includ-
ing gender, age, social status, religion, and ethnicity.1 The Americas are no exception. But 
while it is possible to summon many ancient and modern examples of clothing signifying 
identity at the national, regional, linguistic, class, or ethnic level, what is notable about the 
Americas is how hyperlocal traditional Indigenous dress can be, sometimes signaling be-
longing within units as small as a single town or community.2 In spite of discrimination and 
reprisal, many Indigenous people continue to wear their traditional, community- specific 
clothing, often termed traje, from the Spanish word for dress or costume. For many, this 
kind of ethnic attire has become a symbol of pride and resistance.3 

Yet dress has never remained static. While there are important similarities, and even 
continuities, between prehispanic and modern Indigenous costume, scholars have doc-
umented drastic changes in various communities’ traje over the course of the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries.4 But change began even earlier. Crucially, the basic elements 
of modern Indigenous dress, especially for men, are often those of imperial Spanish rather 
than precontact Indigenous fashion.5 In prehispanic textile traditions, cloth was rarely cut: 
clothes were either wrapped around the body or woven to size on a backstrap or ground 
loom. When Spanish missionaries introduced tailored shirts, pants, and other garments in 
the sixteenth century, the change to a system in which cloth was cut and sewn and tailored 

1 I use the terms “dress,” “costume,” and “attire” interchangeably to denote the sum total of clothing, jew-
elry, body paint, hairstyle, and other adornment that constitute a complete self-presentation. For further 
discussion, see A. Rowe 1995–96, 38 n. 1; Brezine 2011, 6–26.
2 Hendrickson 1995, 51–66; Avila 1997, 95; Rodman 1997, 27.
3 Meisch and Rowe 1998, 44–45; Carlsen 2003; Velásquez Nimatuj 2003.
4 Cordry and Cordry 1968, 13–16, 172–80; A. Rowe 1981; Hendrickson 1995, 53–55, 182–92; Carlsen 
2003; Morris and Karasik 2015. The appeal to continuity with precontact tradition is often more explicit 
in Mesoamerica, where fewer ancient textiles survive and there are notable iconographic similarities to 
prehispanic clothing. Often-cited examples include the similarity in textile patterns between the lintels 
of Yaxchilan Structure 23 (dedicated in 726 ce) and modern Maya huipils, or the similar form of head 
wrapping documented on the seventh- to eighth-century stelae of Copan, Honduras, and today worn 
by women from the Maya community of Santiago Atitlán, Guatemala. See, e.g., Altman and West 1992, 
22–24; Holsbeke 2003, 26–29; Montoya 2003, 112–17; Morris and Karasik 2003, 82–83; 2015, 7–14, 22–23, 
38, 40–44. In the Andes, continuity is often cited at the level of technique (weaving on backstrap or ground 
looms) and individual types of garments; see, e.g., Franquemont 1991; Rodman 1997.
5 Altman and West 1992, 34–52. On gender and Indigeneity, see de la Cadena 1995.
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to the body entailed major ontological and technological shifts.6 Other scholars, pointing 
to resemblances between traje and eighteenth-century Spanish peasant dress, suggest it 
was only at this moment that the intricate and varied traje traditions began to develop.7 
Certain elements of costume have even more historically contingent roots. For example, 
during Carnival in Chamula, Chiapas, Mexico, the spider-monkey clowns, or max, wear 
costumes based on French army uniforms from the 1860s, a lasting reminder of France’s 
short-lived American imperial ambitions.8

While some weaving technologies and garment types have persisted, it is clear that 
modern systems of traje do not have exclusively prehispanic roots. And yet there is some-
thing about the ways clothes relate to identity that I wish to suggest may have begun to 
take on some of its present ideological weight late in precontact history. In the century 
or so before the Spanish invasion, expansive empires came to dominate regions of Meso-
america and the Andes. As their territories grew, both the Aztec and Inca states encoun-
tered diverse patterns of dress and body adornment among newly conquered peoples. This 
diversity predated imperial expansion, the result of different climates and resources in 
different geographic regions. Notably, both states made control over dress an important 
strategy of governance. Like many other rulers around the world, both Inca and Aztec 
emperors enacted sumptuary laws to defend elite prerogatives and gave gifts of clothing 
to their retainers. Military costume was standardized and codified, and, for the Aztecs, an 
elaborate sumptuary vocabulary points to the importance of insignia of rank. But what is 
equally important is how both states made the linkage of dress and ethnicity a strategy 
of imperial control. For the Incas, the requirement to maintain ethnic dress limited the 
mobility and autonomy of resettled peoples, while for the Aztecs, stereotypes of different 
ethnic groups were put to the service of state ritual and militarism. In both cases, imperial 
policy hardened the lines of costume, transforming ordinary habit into political rhetoric. 

Regrettably few textiles will appear in the subsequent pages. Textile preservation is ex-
tremely poor in the prehispanic Americas, with the exception of the coastal desert of Peru 
and remote Andean mountain peaks, where climatic conditions have ensured extraordi-
nary survivals.9 But even these are rarely sufficient to see the kinds of specific nuances or 
broad patterns described by textual sources. A number of accounts written in the century 
or so after the Spanish invasion, by both Spanish and Indigenous chroniclers, address the 
question of clothing and its regulation. Because they are retrospective records of a world 
already destroyed, it is important to be aware that these sources could exaggerate the 
normativity of the practices they describe, presenting a regime far more ordered than the 
historical reality. Nonetheless, this rhetoric itself is a kind of data about dress and empire, 
albeit one about aspiration and memory rather than practice. It is also important to bear in 
mind that these texts came into being during the Spanish occupation of the Americas, yet 
another imperial project deeply concerned with the regulation of attire.

6 A. Rowe 1981, 14–18; Altman and West 1992, 20–21, 36–53; Miralbés de Polanco and Knoke de Ara-
thoon 2003, 52–53; Brezine 2011, 136–253.
7 Arriola de Geng 1991; Altman and West 1992, 38–50; Miralbés de Polanco and Knoke de Arathoon 2003, 
54–61.
8 Blom 1956, 281; Morris 1987, 174; Morris and Karasik 2015, 62–63.
9 For Andean textiles, see A. Rowe 1978, 1992, 1995–96; Stone-Miller 1992; for Mesoamerican textiles, see 
Johnson 1954; Mahler Lothrop 1992; Filloy Nadal 2017; López Luján and Guilliem Arroyo 2017.
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THE INCAS: UNITY AND DIVERSITY

At the time of the Spanish invasion in 1532, the Inca Empire controlled a vast territory 
stretching from modern Ecuador to Argentina (fig. 1.1).10 The expansion had been swift: in 
little more than a century, the land under Inca control grew from a small base in the Pe-
ruvian highlands near Cuzco to span a variety of terrains and climates and to encompass 
a considerable number of preexisting clothing traditions. As the empire expanded, local 
rulers were required to swear fealty to the Sapa Inca and enter into a system of reciprocal 
gifts and labor obligations; but in many regions, outside Inca administrative outposts, daily 
life and everyday clothing may have changed relatively little under Inca rule, although the 
theorization of clothing practices shifted.11 Indeed, diversity in clothing, headdress, and 
hairstyle may have been encouraged—or even mandated—by Inca authorities.

Many sixteenth- and seventeenth-century authors commented on the variety of cloth-
ing worn throughout the Inca Empire and on the relationships between dress and regional 
or ethnic identity. These chroniclers used many different words to describe the groupings 
that are distinguished by dress, including etnía, nación, generación, casta, and parcialidad, 

10 For overviews of the Inca Empire, see D’Altroy 2002; Kolata 2013.
11 Rostworowski de Diez Canseco 1999, 224–25; J. Rowe 1982, 110. The Inca ruler was known as “the 
Inca” or “the Sapa Inca.” 

Figure 1.1. Map showing the extent of the Inca and Aztec Empires, c. 1520. Map by Dale Mertes.
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none of which correspond exactly to modern conceptions of ethnicity.12 Ayllu, a nominally 
kin-based social grouping, is one key emic term, although many of the regional groups 
described in the chronicles seem more like macroethnic groups, which would encompass 
many different ayllus.13 For example, writing in the mid-seventeenth century, Jesuit priest 
Bernabé Cobo cataloged a tremendous diversity of regional and ethnic dress:

They had this insignia on their clothes with different stripes and colors, and the men 
wore their most distinguishing insignia on their heads; each nation was identified by 
the headdress. Although they all had long hair, some had it cut off under their ears 
and others had it very long there; some wore braids, others let their hair hang loose, 
and the majority had it banded and encircled with diverse kinds of ligatures. The 
Cañares, who were the natives of Tumibamba, put on their heads a round wooden 
crown similar to the ring for a sieve or the rim of the small box used for preserves. 
The Indians of Cajamarca had their hair tied with a sling, and their neighbors used 
thin cords made of red wool that they wrapped around their heads many times. [The 
text continues with many more examples of regional dress] . . . the headdresses were 
distinguished by the fact that some were made of wool, others of cabuya (which is 
their hemp), some thinner than others, and some of one color and others of another; 
with these and other differences the Indians of each province were distinguished, but 
these insignias are used by only a few now, because the Indians are adopting the use 
of our hats.14

Cobo describes how outward appearance, including clothing, hairstyles, and headdresses, 
served to identify different “nations,” corresponding to different regions of the empire. To 
describe these groups, Cobo sometimes uses geographic terms, such as “the Indians of 
Cajamarca,” and at other times ethnic ones, such as “Cañares.” Cobo observes that these 
distinctions persisted well into the seventeenth century, though they were being eroded by 
the adoption of European-style clothing and hats. Nearly a century earlier, the distinctions 
were much more marked: conquistador Pedro de Cieza de León wrote that “each tribe was 
also distinguished by differences in the head-dress. . . . To this day, when we see an assem-
blage of people, we presently say that these come from such a part and those from such 
another part; for in this way, as I have explained, they were known from one another.”15 
Neither Cobo nor Cieza mentions body modification, but archaeological evidence suggests 
that cranial modification was another key marker of ethnic identity.16

Inca rhetoric cast this sartorial variety as the result of deliberate imperial policy. One 
Inca origin story, recounted by Indigenous chronicler Joan de Santa Cruz Pachacuti Yamqui 
Salcamaygua in 1613, credits the creation of distinctions in ethnic dress to Manco Capac, 
the first (and largely mythical) Inca king, who “ordered that the dress and costume of every 
community should be different, as were their ways of speaking, to know them, because in 
that time one could not simply look at the Indians and know what nation or community 

12 For reviews of some relevant concepts, see Jones 1997; Schwaller 2016, 19–30; Ndiaye and Markey 2023.
13 D’Altroy 2005, 265; Kolata 2013, 51–71, 216.
14 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 24, 196–97; see also Cieza de León 1883 (1554), ch. XXIII, 72–73; Guamán 
Poma de Ayala 2001 (1615), 901 (915).
15 Cieza de León 1883 (1554), ch. XXIII, 72–73.
16 Verano 2003, 91–97; D’Altroy 2005, 294; Haun and Cock Carrasco 2010.
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they belonged to.”17 Chronicler Garcilaso de la Vega, son of an Inca noble woman and a 
Spanish conquistador, offers a fuller account of the same origin story, focusing on hairstyle 
as the most distinctive ethnic marker:

The earliest privilege that the Inca [Manco Capac] granted his subjects was to order 
them to imitate him in all wearing the plait around their heads, though it was not to 
be of many colors like his own, but of one color only, which was to be black.

After some time had passed, he granted them the favor of another mark of dis-
tinction which they esteemed more highly: this was to order them to have their hair 
shorn, though in different styles for the various tribes of vassals and all theirs different 
from his, so that there should be no confusion in the distinction he had ordered to be 
made between each province and tribe and no lessening of the difference between him 
and them.18

In these accounts, preexisting variation is transmuted into imperial intention, explained 
as a policy that made the origins of imperial subjects immediately legible and at the same 
time emphasized their distance from the ruler. 

Other accounts placed the genesis of ethnic dress in even more remote times, as a 
decree of the creator-god Viracocha. In an account recorded by Cobo, Viracocha painted 
varied costumes on the sculptures of primordial people: “the Creator used clay to form all 
the nations that there are in this land; he painted each one with the clothing to be used 
by that nation, and he also gave each nation the language they were to speak, the songs 
they were to sing, as well as the foods, seeds, and vegetables by which they were to sustain 
themselves.”19 According to Spanish priest Cristóbal de Molina, the creator ordained that 
“each nation dress and wear the clothing with which they dressed their huaca,” a huaca 
(or wak’a) being a kind of sacred thing—a figural image, an aniconic stone, or something 
else entirely.20 In still other origin stories, the ancestors emerge from their places of origin 
fully clothed, already wearing markers of status and ethnicity.21 These accounts assert that 
varied ethnic dress was part of the order of creation.

In some cases, historical Inca rulers continued to mandate dress and hairstyle for new-
ly conquered peoples. In northern Ecuador, for example, after the Inca conquest, subjects 
were required to wear Inca-style tunics and dresses to conform to Inca ideas of modesty 
and decorum.22 Compulsory “gifts” of Inca-style clothing to local rulers, which brought 
them into a relationship of reciprocal obligation with the Inca state, also had the effect of 
remaking local systems of dress, at least for elites.23 The high prestige of Inca-style cloth-

17 Santa Cruz Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1873 (1613), 245–46, my translation; see also Harrison 
1982, 62; Herring 2015, 135, 208 n. 83.
18 Garcilaso de la Vega 1966 (1609–17), Part 1, Book 1, ch. XXII, 56, cited and discussed in Stone 2007, 
393–94.
19 Cobo 1990 (1653), Book 1, ch. 2, discussed in Zuidema 1982, 446–47; Stone 2007, 391; see also Molina 
1943 (1574), 8.
20 Molina 1943 (1574), 9, discussed in Zuidema 1982, 447; Stone 2007, 402; for wak’as, see Cobo 1990 
(1653), Book 1, ch. 11, 44–46; Bray 2015.
21 Dransart 1992, 146–50, discussed in Pillsbury 2002, 74.
22 A. Rowe 2011, 92–93, citing Cieza de León 1984 (1553), Part I, ch. 38, fols. 56v/124, 125.
23 Garcilaso de la Vega 1966 (1609–17), Part 1, Book 5, ch. 12, 265; Murra 1962, 721–22.
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ing also meant that it was copied throughout the empire.24 In decreeing particular kinds 
of clothing or hairstyle for different communities, later Inca rulers were continuing in the 
tradition of their gods and ancestors.

Sumptuary privileges were also tightly regulated. Fine textiles, or qompi, could be 
worn only by gift of the Inca ruler, and the wearing of particular kinds of textile patterns 
was similarly restricted.25 In another foundational act, Pachacuti (r. 1438–71), the first his-
torical Inca emperor, is credited with establishing sumptuary laws. Conquistador Juan de 
Betanzos, who married an elite Inca woman and included some of her knowledge in his 
chronicles, wrote: 

The [Sapa] Inca ordained that no cacique in all the land, no matter how important he 
might be, could wear fine clothing or feathers or own valuable litters or wear wool 
strings on the shoes, only cabuya, unless the garments or feathers or litters had been 
given by the Inca for their services. And anyone who wore such garments without 
receiving the things from the Inca would die. Any orejon warrior who found someone 
like that would hang the person right there on the spot. This was to ensure that there 
would not be equality and that the vassals could be identified and so that they would 
not try to be equal to the lords of Cuzco.26 

The threat of violence for flouting sumptuary laws highlights the importance of maintain-
ing visible distinctions in rank. Although this is on the surface a ruling about class dis-
tinctions, ethnicity is also implicated in it. Betanzos’s “lords of Cuzco” are ethnically Inca, 
and part of the right they are defending is the right to maintain a distinctive ethnic dress.27 

In all these accounts, what is crucial is the assertion that status had to be immediate-
ly legible through outward appearance. As literary scholar Regina Harrison phrases it, 
“Knowledge, then, was conveyed through visual signs, and this cultural mapping was so 
complete that one could identify at a glance the participants at a ceremonial gathering.”28 
But in addition to a kind of semiotic legibility, these accounts of dress and ethnicity insist 
on correspondence between internal and external substance: dress does not conceal or 
disguise but instead makes visible. An orderly realm rests precisely on this correspondence 
between inward significance and outward appearance.29 

The importance of regional and ethnic dress to the Inca Empire is most clear in the 
case of the mitmaqkuna (or mitimaes in Spanish), communities that were forcibly displaced 
from one area of the Inca Empire to another. In groups ranging from tens to thousands 

24 A. Rowe 1992; 1995–96, 33–36.
25 Murra 1962, 719–20; J. Rowe 1979, 239; A. Rowe 1995–96, 9–11.
26 Betanzos 1996 (1557), ch. XXI, 105; see Murra 1962, 719–20, and Julien 1996, 72 n. 25, for other citations 
about Inca sumptuary law.
27 Some particularly favored foreign lords would be titled Incas de privilegio (“Incas by privilege”) and 
granted the right to wear these fine garments, along with other prerogatives (Bauer 1992; D’Altroy 2002, 
89; Kolata 2013, 78–80).
28 Harrison 1982, 74, cited in Herring 2015, 208 n. 83.
29 Such a synchronicity between interior and exterior recalls Heather Lechtman’s remarks on Andean 
metallurgy: “The essence of the object had to be inside it, as part of its internal structure, in order to be 
realized at its surface as an innate quality. The surface color was the visible manifestation of an inner state 
or an inner property” (Lechtman 1996, 41).
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of families, mitmaqkuna could be resettled thousands of miles from their original homes, 
although typically in zones of similar climate.30 Resettlements would accompany con-
quests, as conquered peoples would be moved away from their homes, and other Inca 
subjects moved into the newly conquered territories. Army families were often transferred 
to secure borderland garrisons, and underpopulated lands were cultivated by displaced 
mitmaqkuna. Resettlement could be a reward for imperial service or a punishment for 
rebellion; in addition, artisans were relocated to produce crafts for state-controlled work-
shops.31 Terence D’Altroy estimates that three to five million of the ten to twelve million 
Inca subjects were resettled in this way.32

Mitmaqkuna were required to maintain the ethnic dress of their community of origin. 
Cobo writes that “they were to remain there as perpetual residents of the towns where 
they were placed; and they were to follow the practices and way of life of the local people, 
except that they retained the dress, emblems, and symbols of the people from their nation 
or province.”33 Cobo also describes penalties for disobedience: 

The vassals were not permitted to move from one province to another on their own 
free will. In fact, all vassals had to reside in their towns; they could not leave or wan-
der around or take trips through strange lands without permission from their ca-
ciques. The men and women of each nation and province had their insignias and em-
blems by which they could be identified, and they could not go around without this 
identification or exchange their insignias for those of another nation, or they would 
be severely punished.34 

In many areas, the mitmaqkuna remained identifiable well into the colonial period based 
on these distinctive traditions of dress.35 

This policy had several important effects for Inca imperial rule. First, distinctive ethnic 
dress reinforced divisions between mitmaqkuna and the neighboring communities near 
which they were resettled. Second, it restricted the mobility of all citizens, but especially 
that of the mitmaqkuna, who would stand out if they strayed far from their own villages, 
particularly if they sought to return to their territories of origin. Indeed, the Incas played 
up rivalries between mitmaqkuna and Indigenous populations. As Cieza writes, “In this 
way, all was made secure, for the natives feared the mitimaes, while the mitimaes suspect-
ed the natives, and all learnt to serve and to obey quietly.”36 Finally, the visible difference of 
the mitmaqkuna reinforced imperial ideology at the local level, both restating the power of 
the empire to move its citizens and highlighting the geographic scope of the Inca Empire 
through juxtapositions of ethnic dress.

30 Cieza 1883 (1554), ch. XXII, 67–71; Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, chs. 23–24, 189–97; Espinoza Soriano 
1975; J. Rowe 1982, 105–7, 110–11; Wachtel 1982; D’Altroy 2005; Mumford 2012, 28–39; Kolata 2013, 80–84.
31 D’Altroy 2005, 269–70, 281–85.
32 D’Altroy 2005, 265.
33 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 23, 190.
34 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 24, 196–97.
35 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 23, 190; see also D’Altroy 2005, 281–86, 290–92.
36 Cieza de León 1883 (1554), ch. XXII, 68–69; see also Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 23, 190.
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Ironically, the mandate to maintain ethnic dress shifted its meaning. Instead of being 
a matter of local consensus, negotiated within a community, what constituted “the dress, 
emblems and symbols of . . . [each] nation or province”37 became a matter of state juris-
diction. It may also have changed the meaning of particular kinds of clothing. Rather than 
assume that each community in a given region had a sharply and distinctively defined kind 
of dress, similar to modern traje, and that this costume was largely unchanged by forced 
migration, we might also imagine a kind of continuum of clothing that shifted gradually 
throughout a region. When a commu-
nity was uprooted and transported to 
another region, their clothes, which in 
their original context had signaled re-
gional identity, now marked them as 
part of a community of mitmaqkuna, 
and their wearing was mandated in a 
way it may not have been previous-
ly. Even if the rules were enforced by 
local leaders in the decentralized Inca 
administrative system, such state con-
trol could have resulted in simplified or 
stereotyped notions of ethnic costume 
and thereby stunted natural processes 
of change in attire—all in the service of 
greater control and legibility. 

Indeed, the legibility of ethnic 
costume became a central part of Inca 
state ritual. The Inca Empire was called 
Tawantinsuyu, “the four parts togeth-
er,” and people clothed in regional 
dress embodied and made empire vis-
ible at key ritual moments. An illus-
tration by Quechua nobleman Felipe 
Guamán Poma de Ayala in Mercedar-
ian friar Martín de Murúa’s Historia 
general del Piru shows the Inca ruler 
Huascar (r.  1527–32) carried in a pa-
lanquin borne by representatives of the 
four main provinces of the Inca Empire, 
their bodies enacting imperial order 
with the ruler at the center (fig. 1.2).38 

37 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 23, 190.
38 Houston and Cummins 2004, 374–77. This image was created by Indigenous artist Felipe Guamán 
Poma de Ayala in about 1590 for an earlier version of Murúa’s text and pasted into the 1616 manuscript. 
(I am grateful to Andrew Hamilton for clarifying this sequence of events.) On Tawantinsuyu and its prov-
inces, see Astuhuamán Gonzáles 2011.

Figure 1.2. The Sapa Inca supported by bearers 
from the four quarters of the empire; the names 

of the four suyus are also written on the rails 
of the litter. Image by Felipe Guamán Poma de 
Ayala, c. 1590, pasted into Martín de Murúa’s 

Historia general del Pirú, fol. 84r. Getty Museum, 
Ms. Ludwig XIII 16, Object no. 83.MP.159. The 

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, digital image 
courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program.
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The varied costumes associated with the four quarters of the empire made this gesture leg-
ible to its audiences. In the illustration, different colors and patterns of tunics, the presence 
or absence of capes, and complex headdresses serve to distinguish the four bearers, and 
the names of the four provinces are written on the bars of the palanquin to reinforce the 
message. These regional costumes correspond with visual and verbal descriptions of the 
dress of the four provinces in other sources, and the four figures are arranged according to 
the precedence of the provinces within the Inca Empire.

Some of the same patterns can be seen in Guamán Poma’s illustration of the Inca ruler 
with his royal council, including the feathered headdress of the advisor from Antisuyu on 
the Sapa Inca’s privileged right-hand side and the truncated conical headdress of the advi-
sor from Condesuyu on the left (fig. 1.3). Yet costume could quickly grow more complicat-
ed: in addition to representing the typical dress of the four regions, or su yus, of the empire, 
Guamán Poma also represents the at-
tire of the upper and lower (hanan and 
hurin) moieties of Cuzco, as worn by 
the two outermost figures on the front 
plane of the composition.39 There is un-
doubtedly a degree of ethnic stereotype 
involved in all these representations, 
since there were of course many ethnic 
groups within each of the four provinc-
es, with distinctive patterns of attire—
and, furthermore, costume might vary 
because of status, moiety, and individ-
ual expression within each group. As 
in figure 1.2, these representations may 
be intended to portray specific histori-
cal individuals, although painted more 
than a generation after the fact.40 But 
simplification was also what made cos-
tume so powerfully legible within the 
empire.41

Cuzco, the Inca capital, was con-
stituted as a microcosm of empire in 
many ways; one of them was the reset-
tlement of communities from all over 
the empire.42 As Cieza puts it, “It must 
be understood that the city of Cuzco 

39 Ossio 1973, 179–81; Wachtel 1973, 177–78; Adorno 1986, 93–95; Wilson 1998, 189; Frame 2010, 36–37.
40 I am grateful to Andrew Hamilton for this point (personal communication, 2023).
41 Adam Herring discusses Garcilaso’s account of other public rituals where clothing makes empire 
legible, such as when subjects, dressed in their ethnic costume, entered the plaza in the order in which 
their regions were conquered by the Incas so that their entrance could visibly recapitulate the formation 
of empire (Herring 2015, 135).
42 J. Rowe 1967, 62.

Figure 1.3. “Concejo real destos reinos / Capac Inca 
Tavantin Suio Camachicoc,” the royal council of the 
Inca kingdom, showing lords from all the regions of 
Tawantinsuyu. Guamán Poma de Ayala 2001 (1615), 

364 (366). Royal Danish Library, GKS 2232 kvart. 
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was also full of strangers, all occupied in some industry. . . . To this day there are in Cuz-
co men of Chachapoyas and Cañaris, and people from other parts, descended from the 
settlers who had been placed there.”43 Some of these “strangers” accompanied Indigenous 
nobles, who were required to live in Cuzco for four months of each year and to leave their 
sons in Cuzco to be educated by the Incas.44 Still other communities may have been more 
purposefully resettled, in approximately the same geographic configuration as their ethnic 
homelands.45 As archaeologist John Rowe writes, “There was apparently some attempt 
made to have the people from a particular part of the empire live in an outlying settlement 
which was in the direction of their home provinces; for example, the Chachapoyas and 
Cañares, who came from the northern part of the empire, were settled in or near Carmen-
ca, through which passed the main Inca road to the north.”46 What matters is that these acts 
of representative resettlement were made visible through the clothing and hairstyles of the 
resettled people, who were required to maintain their ethnic dress. 

Such resettlement also occurred at other ritually significant places within the Inca 
Empire. For example, according to one seventeenth-century source, people of at least forty 
ethnic groups were also resettled by the Incas in the city of Copacabana in modern Bolivia, 
near the sacred Islands of the Sun and the Moon in Lake Titicaca.47 In addition, people of 
varying ethnicities were often drafted into the service of royal households as royal retain-
ers, or yanakuna.48 Bioarchaeologist John Verano’s analysis of the bodies buried at the 
royal estate of Machu Picchu has identified representatives of several ethnic groups based 
on differences in cranial modification and the ceramics buried with the bodies.49 If markers 
of ethnic difference were preserved in body modifications and also in ceramics, it seems 
quite possible that they were also visible in dress, although textiles do not survive from 
Machu Picchu. In all these royal and sacred contexts, the presence of varied forms of ethnic 
dress and body modification would serve to demonstrate the vast range of the Inca Empire.

In contrast to the diversity of ethnic dress, certain elite units within the Inca army 
pioneered a dazzling standardization, another kind of demonstration of imperial might. A 
key army uniform consisted of a tunic with a black-and-white checkerboard pattern and a 
red yoke (fig. 1.4).50 More than twenty examples of this kind of tunic are known, many of 
them unfortunately looted rather than scientifically excavated. The existing tunics demon-
strate an unprecedented degree of standardization and uniformity in the context of An-
dean textile traditions, pointing to new forms of social organization of craft production 
and the changing ways that clothing signified in the Inca Empire.51 At least some army 

43 Cieza de León 1883 (1554), ch. XXII, 71.
44 J. Rowe 1967, 62, 69 nn. 27–28.
45 D’Altroy 2005, 270, 288–91.
46 J. Rowe 1967, 69–70 n. 29.
47 Ramos Gavilán 1988 (1621), 93–95, cited in D’Altroy 2005, 290–92; see also Bauer and Stanish 2001, 
155, 173.
48 J. Rowe 1982, 96–102; Kolata 2013, 84–87.
49 Verano 2003, 91–97; Burger 2004, 94–97; Burger and Salazar 2004, 126–54; Niles 2004, 57–58; Salazar 
2007.
50 J. Rowe 1979, 245–48; Stone-Miller 1992, 172; Pillsbury 2002, 74–75; Stone 2007, 409–13; Herring 2015, 
103–13; Hamilton 2018, 213; 2024, 24–25, 197, 200–202.
51 Murra 1962; J. Rowe 1979.
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uniforms were woven by profession-
al male weavers called qompikamayoq 
and by aqllakuna, or chosen women, 
wards of the state who produced tex-
tiles, maize beer, and other important 
exchange goods.52 The simplicity of the 
Inca checkerboard tunic allowed it to 
be produced in standardized form in 
workshops across the empire: all tunics 
had a grid of black and white squares, 
ten squares across (with additional half 
squares at both sides to create a verti-
cally symmetrical pattern) and ten or 
eleven squares high, and were remark-
ably similar in width, although the ex-
panse of the red yoke could be adjusted 
to make the tunics suitable for wearers 
of different heights.53 

A number of early sources describe 
army units wearing the checkerboard 
tunics. For example, Francisco de Xe rez, 
personal secretary to conquistador 
Francisco Pizarro and an eyewitness to 
the Spanish capture of the Inca emperor Atahuallpa at Cajamarca in 1532, describes the 
ruler’s entry into the city in this way: “First came a squadron of Indians dressed in a livery 
of different colors, like a chess board. They advanced, removing straws from the ground, 
and sweeping the road. Next came three squadrons in different dresses, dancing and sing-
ing.”54 Other authors also described the checkerboard tunics, including Juan Ruiz de Arce,55 
Cristobal de Albornoz,56 and an anonymous conquistador.57 Yet as Xerez indicates, not all 
Inca warriors wore this tunic; art historian Andrew Hamilton suggests that it may have 
been reserved for an elite unit in service to the emperor.58 Further, as art historian Joanne 

52 Murra 1962, 717; J. Rowe 1979, 239–41; Stone-Miller 1992, 172; Costin 1998, 134–38; Stone 2007, 
409. While it has been proposed that male qompikamayoq wove military uniforms (J. Rowe 1979, 239; 
Stone-Miller 1992, 172; Costin 1998, 136–37), one early account suggests that aqllakuna could also have 
had this task: “They found a great and strong building in that town of Caxas, surrounded by a mud wall 
with doorways, in which there were many women spinning and weaving cloth for the army of Atabaliba 
[Atahuallpa]” (Xerez 1872 [1534], 28, discussed in Stone 2007, 409). Moreover, Andrew Hamilton notes 
that there are notable differences in quality between the checkerboard tunics still surviving today (per-
sonal communication, 2023).
53 J. Rowe 1979, 245–47.
54 Xerez 1872 (1534), 53, discussed in Hamilton 2018, 213.
55 Ruiz de Arce 2002 (1543), 85, cited in Herring 2015, 103.
56 Albornoz 1967 (after 1580), 22, cited in Pillsbury 2002, 98 n. 40.
57 Trujillo 1954 (1571), 133; discussed in Herring 2015, 103.
58 Hamilton 2018, 213.

Figure 1.4. Checkerboard army tunic. Inca, Peru, 
c. 1450–1533. Metropolitan Museum of Art 

2017.674, Purchase, Fletcher Fund, Claudia Quentin 
Gift, and Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 2017.
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Pillsbury notes, such high-quality cloth would have been restricted to the upper echelons 
of the Inca military; indeed, Inca subjects could wear fine tapestry weave only if it was a 
gift from the Inca ruler.59

On the battlefield, the effect of an entire unit dressed in this uniform was striking. 
The varying heights of the red yokes allowed the checkerboard grid to continue from one 
body to the next, forming an unbroken wall of pattern and color.60 It is possible that the 
checkerboard pattern also thwarted the effective targeting of projectile attacks, as did 
World War I naval dazzle camouflage.61 Art historians Rebecca Stone and Adam Herring 
explore how the uniforms signified collectively as well as singly; they argue that the tu-
nics of soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder produced a pattern evoking the shapes of 
mountain peaks and valleys.62 The claim that the Incas could mobilize the very landscape 
to their defense has powerful parallels in a foundational episode in Inca history, one re-
calling the story of the puruawqas, stones that came alive to defend the Incas during the 
war with the Chancas.63

Checkerboard tunics transformed individual Inca subjects into a collective unity in 
which each soldier in his tunic became a metonym for that collective. Yet ethnic identity 
may not have been entirely subsumed by Inca identity in this situation: instead, both 
may have been expressed on the body through the combination of standardized dress and 
ethnically varied body modification, hairstyle, and headdress. A mummy bundle now in 
the Museum der Kulturen, Basel, combines the standard Inca checkerboard tunic with a 
wrapped headdress, which may have indicated ethnic affiliation (fig. 1.5). Cobo suggests 
that such combinations were quite common and, indeed, part of Inca military and polit-
ical strategy:

They were so well known by these insignia that on seeing any Indian or when any 
Indian came before him, the Inca would notice what nation and province the Indian 
was from; and there is no doubt that this was a clever invention for distinguishing 
one group from another. Since the different nations that gathered for any general 
convocation called by the king were almost innumerable, since all the Indians were 
beardless and of the same color, aspect, and features, and since they used the same 
language and dressed the same way, it would be impossible to distinguish each nation 
in any other way. Moreover, when they went to war, it was something to see the large 
army composed of such a variety of people as there were marching, distributed in 
various regiments and squadrons; and with these insignias the variety was evident at 
a distance, and each group was easily identified by its general and the rest of the field 
officers, and in battle it was impossible for the nation that showed the most valor to 
be overlooked.64

59 Pillsbury 2002, 75.
60 Stone 2007, 411–12.
61 Rodriguez McRobbie 2016; I am grateful to Clark Evans for this observation (personal communication, 
2018).
62 Hogue 2006; Stone 2007, 411–12; Herring 2015, 108–13.
63 Cobo 1990 (1653), Book 1, ch. 8, 35–36; MacCormack 1991, 288–89, 408–9; Niles 1999, 57–61; Dean 
2010, 39, 49–50.
64 Cobo 1979 (1653), Book II, ch. 24, 196–97. Cobo seems to suggest here that it is only headdress, and 
not clothing, that distinguishes various Inca ethnic groups, although in other places he mentions the role 
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Again stressing the themes of imme-
diate legibility, this passage suggests 
that people in the Inca army may 
have combined a standardized army 
uniform, which expressed shared Inca 
identity, with distinctive headdress-
es and hairstyles, which expressed 
diverse ethnic identities. Indeed, a 
principal strategy of Inca rule was 
precisely to produce this kind of unity 
in diversity.

The clothing of the Sapa Inca, 
or Inca emperor, embodied similar 
themes of unity and diversity in pow-
erfully distinctive ways. The Sapa Inca 
might assume, through clothing and 
headgear, the ethnicity of any of his 
subjects. Cieza writes of Inca ruler 
Tupa Inca Yupanqui (r. 1471–93) that 
“in each town, he wore the dress used 
by the natives, a thing which gave 
great pleasure to them.”65 Betanzos 
describes how the emperor Huayna 
Capac (r. 1493–1527) would be met on 
the road by messengers carrying the 
clothing of a local town, along with a 
matching hairpiece, so that when he 
entered, the Sapa Inca might look “like 
a native of that province.”66 Through 
this series of performances, Stone sug-
gests that “what he [the Sapa Inca] wore on his body can be seen to represent the entire 
empire.”67 Yet unlike the Aztec performances of ethnicity that will be considered shortly, 
these new costumes should not be considered as disguises or temporary identities but in-
stead as revelations of a new aspect of the Sapa Inca’s personhood.

of dress and headdress (Cobo 1979 [1653], Book II, ch. 24, 196–97). Since this observation is made in the 
context of army practice, it may be that Cobo is describing the kinds of standardized uniforms discussed 
above. However, since the basic form of Andean male costume varied little (in most of the empire, an 
uncu, or tunic, was the basic garment for men), Cobo may not have been sufficiently attentive to vari-
ations in patterning that signified ethnic difference. It may also be that the adoption of European-style 
clothing caused patterns of differentiation in clothing to disappear more quickly than those in headgear. 
Illustrations in Guamán Poma and Murúa suggest that other observers were better able to discern differ-
ences in both clothing and headdress (see figs. 1.2 and 1.3). 
65 Cieza de León 1883 (1554), chs. LII, 167, LVI, 178; Murra 1962, 721.
66 Betanzos 1996 (1557), ch. XLII, 168–69.
67 Stone 2007, 392.

Figure 1.5. Mummy bundle wearing Inca 
checkerboard tunic. Peru, c. 1450–1533. 
Museum der Kulturen, Basel © IVc 2813. 
Acquired from Franz Xaver Weizinger, 
1921. Photo by Markus Gruber, 2007.
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At other times, the diversity of empire could be represented not through sequential 
costume but through a single tunic decorated with a multiplicity of patterns. Guamán 
Poma frequently depicts the Inca ruler as wearing a tunic patterned all over with repeating 
symbols.68 A surviving example of this kind of tunic, now in the collection of Dumbarton 
Oaks, may well have been a royal tunic worn by the last Inca ruler, Atahuallpa; Andrew 
Hamilton suggests that in the furor of the conquest, it was not burned after it was worn, 
as was typical for the clothes of the Sapa Inca (fig.  1.6).69 Many of the patterns on the 
tunic, known as toqapu, also appear in repeating bands on limited portions of other sur-
viving Inca tunics, but with only a single pattern or a limited number of patterns per tu-
nic (fig. 1.7).70 Reduced-scale versions of the checkerboard army tunic also occupy spaces 
throughout the grid.71 Other patterns on the royal tunics have no precedent, representing, 
as Stone has argued, territories yet to be conquered and symbols yet to be assigned mean-
ing.72 The result, Stone suggests, is a tumult of chaotic potentiality, which only the charis-
matic power of the Sapa Inca’s body can bring into imperial order.73 

68 J. Rowe 1979, 242; Zuidema 1982, 447–48; 1991; Frame 2010; Ossio 2015.
69 For the survival, see Hamilton 2018, 208; 2024, 239–83; for the Dumbarton Oaks tunic more generally, 
see J. Rowe 1979, 257–59; Rowe and Rowe 1996, 457–65; Stone 2007; Hamilton 2018, 208–15; 2024.
70 J. Rowe 1979, 242, 248–51, 258–59; Rowe and Rowe 1996, 461–64; for toqapu, see Cummins 2011.
71 Hamilton 2018, 212–15.
72 Stone 2007, 401.
73 Stone 2007, 404–7; for the Inca royal body, see Houston and Cummins 2004, 372–85.

Figure 1.6. All-toqapu tunic, perhaps 
intended to be worn by an Inca ruler. 
Inca, Peru, c. 1530. Dumbarton Oaks 
PC.18.0005 © Dumbarton Oaks, Pre-

Columbian Collection, Washington, DC.

Figure 1.7. Tunic with toqapu pattern. 
Inca, Peru, c. 1500. The Textile Museum, 

Washington, DC, 91.147. Acquired 
by George Hewitt Myers, 1932.
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In sum, costume played a large part in the rhetoric of the Inca imperial order. Inca sub-
jects, especially the resettled mitmaqkuna, were required to wear their customary ethnic 
dress, and people in regional costume embodied the four quarters of the empire in state 
ritual. The effect depended on the legibility of ethnic costume and its perceived correspon-
dence to inner substance, so that variously dressed bodies made visible the scope of the 
Inca Empire. At the same time, standardized Inca textile gifts, army uniforms among them, 
projected Inca identity as superseding and simultaneously coexisting with ethnic diversity, 
a kind of meta-ethnicity.74 The Sapa Inca himself was shown to transcend all sartorial re-
striction, assuming the clothes of different ethnicities and donning tunics full of symbolic 
potential. In all these manifestations, the Incas demonstrated an exquisite awareness of 
how dress might shape identity in service of the imperial state. 

THE AZTECS: PERFORMING ETHNICITY

Like the Inca Empire in the Andes, the Aztec Empire in Mesoamerica expanded rapidly 
in the century before the Spanish invasion to include a diversity of ethnic, geographic, 
and linguistic groups in territories corresponding to modern Mexico and Guatemala (see 
fig. 1.1). Sartorial control was also a tool of Aztec rule, deployed in patterns similar, but 
not identical, to the Inca case. There is no evidence for Aztec sumptuary regulation of the 
provinces, as there is for the Inca Empire; instead, evidence focuses more tightly on the 
regulation of subjects within the imperial capital of Tenochtitlan. In addition to standard-
izing the costume of military ranks, Aztec rulers encouraged performances of ethnicity in 
the service of militarism, commerce, and state ritual.75

For the Aztecs, clothing was a marker of civilization. It was one of the things that 
distinguished Toltecs, the wise builders of the distant past, from Chichimecs, barbarian 
nomads from the north who wore only animal skins.76 In modern times, it was part of the 
measure of non-Nahuatl-speaking ethnic groups. Writing about the Otomí, for example, in 
the encyclopedic Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva España, Fransciscan friar Berna-
dino de Sahagún and his Indigenous collaborators say: “These Otomí had a civilized way 
of life. The men wore capes, clothed themselves, wore breech clouts, wore sandals. The 
women wore skirts; they wore shifts. The clothing, the capes, the sandals of the men were 
of good quality; the skirts, the shifts of the women were of good quality.”77 Huaxtec men, 
by contrast, wore excellent capes but no loincloths. Sahagún and colleagues write of “the 
defects of the Huaxteca: the men did not provide themselves with loincloths, although 
there were many large capes.”78

74 The term is from Turchin 2009, 201.
75 The term “Aztec” is a colonial invention, popularized during the nineteenth century (Barlow 1945). Be-
fore the Spanish invasion, the city-state or altepetl was a more important form of identification than any 
larger political or social unit (see below). I use the term “Mexica” to refer specifically to the inhabitants 
of the imperial city-state of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, and “Aztec” to refer to all Nahuatl-speaking peoples 
around the Valley of Mexico before the arrival of the Spanish, as well as to subjects of the empire con-
trolled by the Triple Alliance of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, Tlatelolco, and Tlacopan.
76 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 12, ch. 29, 165–76, 196–97; Umberger 2008, 73–78.
77 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 176, 184; see discussion in Olko 2014, 322–24.
78 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 186.
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Even among the relatively homoge-
nous Nahuatl-speakers of the Central Mex-
ican altiplano, distinctive patterns of dress 
and adornment defined different ethnic 
groups. Sixteenth-century accounts give 
a sense of profoundly local conceptions of 
identity, what James Lockhart has termed 
“microethnicity.”79 Identification with a 
community or city-state (altepetl in Na-
huatl), if not an even smaller lineage-based 
unit within the community, was far more 
important than the broad linguistic or re-
ligious groups that we tend to identify 
today.80 On folio 42r of the Codex Mendo-
za, for example, captives from the nearby 
city-states of Tlaxcala, Cholula, and Hue-
jotzingo are listed among the kinds of trib-
ute to be paid by the province of Tepea-
cac (fig.  1.8).81 In addition to place-name 
glyphs, each of these “gentile nouns”82 is 
indicated by a human head wearing the 
characteristic ornament of the city-state: 
the aztaxelli, or two-heron-feather head-
band, and a pointed labret for Tlaxcala; the 
aztaxelli combined with a red headband for 
Cholula; and a red headband and curving 
labret for Huejotzingo.83 The exceptional-
ly rich sumptuary vocabulary in Nahuatl, 
the language spoken by the Aztecs, points 
to the importance of distinctions in rank 
as indicated by clothing: different capes, 
headdresses, earrings, labrets, and other 
items of adornment were known by precise 
names, as was an equal panoply of warrior 
costumes, shields, and devices.84

79 Lockhart 1992, 14–17, 27, 115.
80 See also Marcus 1983; Schroeder 1991, 119–53, 205–22; Brumfiel 1994; Brumfiel, Salcedo, and Schafer 
1994; Hirth 2003; Restall 2004; Berdan 2008; Umberger 2008.
81 Berdan and Anawalt 1992, 2:100 and 4:88–89, discussed in Umberger 2008, 78–81. Note that the cap-
tives are not included in the Spanish text listing tribute from the province on fol. 41v.
82 The phrase is from Umberger 2008, 78.
83 For the aztaxelli, see Olko 2014, 57–59.
84 Olko 2014.

Figure 1.8. Captives to be paid in tribute by the 
province of Tepeacac. Individuals from Tlaxcala, 

Cholula, and Huejotzingo are indicated by 
“gentile nouns” combining place-name glyphs 

with classifiers in the form of human heads 
with the kind of ornament characteristic 
of each city-state. All three city-states lie 
within 120 km of the Aztec capital. Codex 
Mendoza, detail of fol. 42r. Nahua, Mexico, 

c. 1540. Bodleian Libraries MS. Arch. Selden. 
A. 1, fol. 42r. Photo Bodleian Libraries.
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The right to wear such garments depended on rank. Sumptuary regulations prohibit-
ed commoners from wearing cotton, feathers, and other luxury items, at least in public.85 
Some scholars have questioned how tightly Aztec sumptuary laws were enforced,86 given 
conquistador eyewitness accounts detailing the amazing variety of goods that could be 
bought in the markets in Tenochtitlan, including many of the apparently restricted items.87 
But other kinds of evidence point to at least some enforcement of sumptuary law, such 
as accounts of wealthy merchants wearing their most splendid clothing only on state- 
sanctioned ritual occasions and otherwise dressing in humble maguey-fiber cloaks to 
avoid harassment.88 

Whatever the actuality, colonial-era accounts of sumptuary restriction are important 
both as normative statements and as rhetorical devices. In the chronicles, the establish-
ment of sumptuary laws occurs at the beginning of imperial expansion, as though control 
of dress were central to the construction of Aztec rule. It is described as a response to 
the growing and multiethnic character of the Aztec capital. In his retrospective history, 
Dominican friar and chronicler Diego Durán assigns the sumptuary regulations to Mote-
cuhzoma I (r. 1440–69), the king who presided over the most dramatic expansion of Aztec 
territory. He writes, “Motecuhzoma saw that he was now a great sovereign, that his city 
was rich and prosperous, that it had increased in size, was filled with wealth, that there 
were innumerable lords and distinguished men, that the city was bursting with people, 
foreigners as well as locals and Aztec citizens.”89 Sumptuary laws begin Motecuhzoma’s 
law code, with nearly all of the first ten regulations dedicated to appearance and ornament: 

1. The king must never appear in public except when the occasion is extremely im-
portant and unavoidable.

2. Only the king may wear a golden diadem in the city. . . . 
3. Only the king and the prime minister Tlacaelel may wear sandals within the 

palace. . . .
4. Only the king is to wear the fine mantles of cotton brocaded with designs and 

threads of different colors and adorned with featherwork; these will be worked 
with gold and embroidered with royal insignia. The king is to decide which type of 
cloak is to be used by the royal person and at which times, in order to distinguish 
him from the rest.

5. The great lords, who are twelve, may wear special mantles of certain make and 
design, and the minor lords, according to their valor and accomplishments, may 
wear others.

85 Durán 1971 (1576–79), 200–201; 1994 (1581), chs. XXVI, 208–9; LVIII, 435; Alva Ixtlilxochitl 1975–77, 
2:101; Tezozomoc 2001 (1598), chs. 38, 172; 41, 181–82; 70, 300; see discussion in Anawalt 1980; Olko 2014, 
310–12.
86 E.g., Olko 2014, 310–11, citing Smith 2003, 255–57; for a competing view, see Anawalt 1980; Clendin-
nen 1991, 40–41.
87 Cortés 2001 (1520), 104; Díaz del Castillo 2008 (1568), 173–75; Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, 
chs. 16–17, 61–63; see also Hirth 2016, 59–72.
88 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 9, ch. 2, 5–8; ch. 6, 31–32; Clendinnen 1991, 137.
89 Durán 1994 (1581), ch. 25, 207, discussed in Clendinnen 1991, 41.
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6. The common soldiers are permitted to wear only the simplest type of mantle. They 
are prohibited from using any special designs that might set them off from the 
rest. Their breechcloths and waistbands must be in keeping with the simplicity of 
the mantle.

7. The commoners will not be allowed to wear cotton clothing, under pain of death, 
but can use only garments of maguey fiber. The mantle must just cover the knee 
and not be worn longer than this. If anyone allows it to reach the ankle, he will be 
killed unless he has wounds received in war on his legs. . . . 

  [Regulation 8 is the exception: it limits the building of two-story houses to nobles and  
 great warriors.]
9. Only the great lords are to wear labrets, ear plugs, and nose plugs of gold and 

precious stones, except for commoners who are strong men, brave captains, and 
soldiers, but their labrets, ear plugs, and nose plugs must be of bone, wood, or 
other inferior material of little value.

10. Only the king of Tenochtitlan and sovereigns of the provinces and other great 
lords are to wear gold armbands, anklets, and golden rattles on their feet at the 
dances. . . .90 

According to Durán, Motecuhzoma’s sumptuary laws drew clear distinctions between 
king, nobles, and commoners, as well as between nobles of different ranks. Nobles were 
granted the right to enforce these rules. Rhetorically, sumptuary laws serve as the basis for 
all future regulation: only after these questions of precedence and the signs of authority 
have been established does the law code go on to set up tribunals, define punishments for 
adultery and theft, and create institutions for schooling. Regulation of attire was thus a 
foundational imperial act.

Colonial sources also report that extensive regulations governed the dress and hair-
style of warriors, with different costumes awarded to those who had taken one, two, three, 
or more captives in battle.91 The Codex Mendoza, a mid-sixteenth-century document de-
scribing life before the Spanish invasion, describes and illustrates how “these warrior 
costumes identified the warriors according to rank, rising higher in authority with each 
rank, by the number of captives they capture in warfare. . . . with their warrior costumes 
and clothing, the warriors demonstrate the perquisites and ranks that warriors achieved” 
(fig. 1.9).92 Significantly, accomplishments yielded not only kinds of standardized uniforms 
to wear on the battlefield but also cloth capes with different kinds of decorations that 
might be worn within the city, making status visible beyond purely military contexts.93 

Often, these costumes were gifted from the hand of the Aztec emperor, or tlahtoani, 
in public ceremonies awarding honor to brave warriors, especially those of noble lineage 
(fig. 1.10). For example, when a noble youth took his first captive without assistance, he

90 Durán 1994 (1581), ch. XXIV, 208–9.
91 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 8, chs. 20–21, 73–77; Durán 1971 (1576–79), 197–200; see also Olko 
2014, 324–31.
92 Codex Mendoza fols. 63v, 64r; translation from Berdan and Anawalt 1992, 4:132.
93 Clendinnen 1991, 114–21.
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Figure 1.9. The devices and capes awarded to warriors after having taken 
different numbers of captives. Note especially the warrior at center left (next to 
the number “3”) wearing the Huaxtec costume after having taken one captive, 
and the warrior at lower left (next to the number “4”), a warrior of the Otomí 
rank. Note also that the captive he is taking is shown to be from Huejotzingo 

(cf. with fig. 1.8 above). Codex Mendoza, fol. 64r. Nahua, Mexico, c. 1540. 
Bodleian Libraries MS. Arch. Selden. A. 1, fol. 64r. Photo Bodleian Libraries.
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Figure 1.10. The Aztec emperor gives capes and adornments to warriors. 
Florentine Codex, Book 8, ch. 21, fol. 56v. Bernardino de Sahagún and 

Indigenous collaborators, Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva España, 
Book 9, ch. 5, fol. 18v. Spanish/Nahua, Mexico, 1575–77. Florence, Biblioteca 

Medicea Laurenziana, Ms. Med. Palat. 219, fol. 306v. With the concession of the 
Ministerio della Cultura. Any further reproduction by any means is prohibited.
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was therefore named a leading youth and a captor. And when this came to pass, then 
they took him before Moctezuma [the Aztec emperor], there at the palace. And by 
his command he was then stained with yellow ochre; his face was colored with red 
ochre. They applied it to all of his face. And the majordomos of Moctezuma anointed 
his temples with yellow ochre. 

And at that time, Moctezuma granted him favors; he gave him an orange cape with 
striped border and a scorpion design to bind on, and a carmine colored breech clout 
with long ends, and a breech clout of many colors. And then he began to wear capes 
with designs.94

In sum, changes in dress marked the rite of passage of taking one’s first captive in battle. 
A new hairstyle, distinctive body paint, and the right to wear certain capes and loincloths 
were visible signs of this newly acquired status.

The emperor awarded gifts of clothing on other occasions as well. In preparation for 
conflict or at the conclusion of a campaign, 

the king summoned all the soldiers and valiant men who had accomplished great feats 
in the war. He congratulated them for their actions and then had special clothing giv-
en to them: fine mantles, breechcloths, and sandals, all very luxuriant, well made and 
adorned, the best among these things that arrived through tribute. These mantles were 
called “shadow of the kings.” They were called this because those mantles could be 
worn only by the kings and noble lords, thus, they were called “shadow of the kings” 
because only the sovereign could give permission to wear these; this clothing was a 
special honor for the king and his lords.95 

Such sartorial privileges were a signal honor, and the clothes were explicitly recognized 
as belonging to the ruler who awarded them: “For they did not lightly attain all the ruler’s 
gear that they put on; it was worth their life.”96 As the ruler’s possessions, such honors 
required ongoing vigilance to maintain. A display of cowardice in battle would result in 
the stripping of honors and the clothing associated with them.97 As archaeologist Elizabeth 
Brumfiel notes, this had the effect that “traditional markers of ascriptive status were rede-
fined by the state as markers of military achievement,” strengthening the military at the 
expense of the hereditary nobility.98

Performances of ethnicity might be incorporated into the gifting and wearing of war-
rior costumes.99 Individuals who had taken one or two captives in battle wore a uniform 

94 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 8, ch. 21, 76.
95 Durán 1994 (1581), ch. 19, 167; see also ch. 40, 306; Tezozomoc 2001 (1598), ch. 59, 254.
96 Sahagún 1997 (1561), 245–46, translated in Olko 2014, 33; see also Durán 1994 (1581), ch. 20, 173; also 
Brumfiel 1987, 109–16.
97 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 8, appendix C, 88; 1997 (1561), 245–46; discussed in Clendinnen 
1991, 117–18, 141. 
98 Brumfiel 1987, 114, citing Durán 1994 (1581), ch. 29, 234–35. I am grateful to Allison Caplan for direct-
ing me to this source (personal communication, 2023).
99 In the 2018 conference presentation that preceded this volume, I referred to this practice as “ethnic 
drag” as shorthand for the ways these performances exaggerated stereotypes of ethnicity. The term is also 
used, in a slightly different context, by Sieg (1998, 2002). But upon further reflection, these state-sponsored 
and normative projects cannot have any of drag’s subversive and liberatory potential, and I have removed 
references to the term in the body of the text. For primers on drag, see Butler 2007 (1990): 186–93; Doonan 
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called the cuextecatl or “Huaxtec” suit, a colored, full-body suit decorated with parallel 
black bars similar to Huaxtec body-paint patterns (see fig. 1.9, center left).100 The suit was 
worn with a cone-shaped hat, crescent nosepiece, and unspun cotton earrings, all elements 
associated with the Huaxtec peoples of the northern Gulf Coast region. However, there 
is no clear evidence that people in the Huaxteca typically wore these costume elements 
together, and warrior suits of this form were paid in tribute by twenty provinces in the 
Aztec Empire, all of them outside the Huaxtec region.101 As Nahuatl scholar Justyna Olko 
suggests, “it is not improbable that the cuextecatl outfit, as it was used in the Valley of 
Mexico and beyond at the time of contact, was not a borrowed item in its entirety but a 
conventional set constructed by the Nahuas themselves of several elements they identified 
with Huastec origin.”102 That is, this costume embodied a stereotyped notion of Huaxtec 
dress. It was a relatively low-status warrior costume, appropriate to negative stereotypes 
about the Huaxtecs as lascivious and cowardly drunkards.103 Sahagún and his colleagues 
identify it as a costume awarded to commoners in public gifting ceremonies during the 
festival of Ochpaniztli: “to all of those who were only commoners were given the Huaxtec 
devices.”104 At the same time, however, it was one of the most common warrior costumes 
because it was awarded for taking just one prisoner.105 Perhaps the implicit insult was in-
tended to spur warriors to excel even further in combat.

The performance of ethnicity was made even more explicit in other military ranks. 
After having taken five or six captives in battle, Aztec warriors were awarded the title 
of “Otomitl,” a rank named after the Otomí, a northern ethnic group renowned as brave 
hunters and warriors (see fig. 1.9, lower left).106 The rank included particular capes, a lip 
plug, and a distinctive shorn hairstyle, as well as a vow never to retreat in battle. As with 
the example of the Huaxtec costume, the idea was not that the warriors were Otomí107 but 
instead that they embodied Aztec ideas about Otomí ethnicity, for good and for ill. While 
the Otomí were praised as great hunters, they were also cast as vain and lazy, and accord-
ing to the Florentine Codex one might insult someone by calling them an Otomí: “Thus was 
there the scolding of one untrained. It was said, ‘Now thou art an Otomí. . . . How is it that 
thou understandest not? Art thou perchance an Otomí? Art thou perchance a real Otomí? 
Not only art thou like an Otomí, thou art a real Otomí, a miserable Otomí, a green-head, a 

2019; Edward and Farrier 2020, 2021. The term “ethnic masquerade,” proposed by Rosa Fong (2020) may be 
more apt; Philip Deloria’s idea of “playing Indian” may also have some useful resonance (Deloria 1998).
100 Anawalt 1992, 113–15; 1993, 24–25; Berdan 2008, 112; Olko 2014, 117; also Seler 1902–23, 2:604–10.
101 Broda 1978, 128–29; Anawalt 1993, 25.
102 Olko 2014, 117.
103 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 185–86, 193–94; Anawalt 1993, 24–27; DiCesare 2009, 
119–20.
104 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 2, ch. 30, 123.
105 Anawalt 1993, 25.
106 Durán 1994 (1581), chs. 19, 164; 40, 306; Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 8, appendix C, 87–88; Book 
10, ch. 29, 171, 176–81; Hassig 1988, 45–47; Clendinnen 1991, 34–35; Berdan and Anawalt 1992, 2:185, 3–4: 
fol. 64r; Brumfiel, Salcedo, and Schafer 1994; Olko 2014, 63–64 et passim.
107 Although there were Otomí speakers living within the Valley of Mexico; see Brumfiel 1994; Brumfiel, 
Salcedo, and Schafer 1994.
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thick-head, a big tuft of hair 
over the back of the head, 
an Otomí blockhead.’”108 In 
this way, performances of 
ethnicity ultimately rein-
forced the superiority of the 
Mexica, leaders of the Aztec 
Empire.109 

At other times, knowl-
edge of ethnic dress was put 
to strategic use in service of 
the expansive state. Long- 
distance pochteca merchants 
disguised themselves as lo-
cals by altering their cloth-
ing, hairstyle, body paint, 
and even forms of speech 
(fig. 1.11). While ostensibly 
independent, pochteca mer-
chants operated with the 
support of the Aztec ruler 
and sometimes served as 
van guard for military troops.110 Sahagún and colleagues describe how pochteca merchants 
adopted the speech, manners, and dress of the Maya in the region of modern Chiapas and 
peoples elsewhere on the borders of empire: 

When the merchants went into Tzinacantlan before the people of Tzinacantlan had 
been conquered, to enter so that they did not look like Mexicans, they took on the 
appearance of the [natives]. As was the manner of cutting the hair of the people of 
Tzinacantlan, of Cimatlan, of the Otomi, of the Chontal, just so did the merchants cut 
their hair to imitate them. And they learned their tongue to enter in disguise. And no 
one at all could tell whether they were perchance Mexicans when they were anointed 
with ochre.111 

In contrast to the boastful and stereotyped ethnic performances of warriors of different 
ranks, the goal of pochteca merchants was to inhabit a foreign ethnicity through clothing, 

108 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 178.
109 Brumfiel 1994; Brumfiel, Salcedo, and Schafer 1994; Berdan 2008; Umberger 2008. There may be 
other ethnic performances still to be identified within Aztec warrior costume. The quauhchictli or “shorn 
warrior” next to the Otomí warrior on fol. 64r of the Codex Mendoza (see fig. 1.9) is one possibility; the 
netted chalca-ayatl, or “Chalco mantle,” would be another likely candidate (see Aguilera 1997, 10–11). See 
also Anawalt 1993, 29–32.
110 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 9, chs. 2, 3–8; 5–6, 17–24; Clendinnen 1991, 133–40.
111 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 9, ch. 5, 21. Brackets are the translators’ original.

Figure 1.11. Aztec pochteca merchants on the road. The Mexica 
merchants on the left, wearing non-Mexica haircuts, converse 

with a Totonac on the right (compare the costume with Florentine 
Codex, Book 10, ch. 29, fol. 134r). Bernardino de Sahagún and 

Indigenous collaborators, Historia general de las cosas de la 
Nueva España, Book 9, ch. 5, fol. 18v. Spanish/Nahua, Mexico, 
1575–77. Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Ms. Med. 

Palat. 219, fol. 326v. With the concession of the Ministerio della 
Cultura. Any further reproduction by any means is prohibited.
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body adornment, and language in situations where the consequences for discovery could 
be fatal.112

It was not only warriors and merchants who imitated other ethnicities. In the Aztec 
capital of Tenochtitlan, performers singing the songs of distant cities would also assume 
the costume and accents of their inhabitants:

If the song were to be intoned after the manner of Uexotzinco, they were adorned 
like men of Uexotzinco, and spoke even as they did; they were imitated with the song 
and in their adornment and their equipment. Likewise if a song were to be intoned 
after the manner of Anauac, the speech of the men of Anauac was imitated, and their 
adornment as well was imitated. Likewise, if a song were to be intoned after the man-
ner of the Huaxteca, their speech was imitated, and their headdresses were taken, with 
which to imitate them in coloring their hair yellow, and the masks [had] arrow marks 
[painted] on the face, noses pierced like jug handles, teeth filed [to a point] and coni-
cal heads. And they [were clad] only in their capes. Likewise [they did] other songs.113 

In other words, performances of ethnicity might extend to the realm of entertainment, 
when musicians within a lord’s house dressed and adorned their bodies to resemble the 
ethnicity of the creators of the songs that they performed. As with other instances of Mex-
ica performances of ethnicity, there is no reason to expect that the costumes or accents in 
these performances were especially faithful or respectful recreations of ethnic costume.

These performances of ethnicity extended even to state ritual. Individuals dressed as 
priapic and scantily clad Huaxtecs also accompanied the teixiptla, or god-embodier, of the 
goddess Toci during the festival of Ochpaniztli (fig. 1.12).114 In this festival, the goddess 
Toci shared attributes with Tlazolteotl, a deity with roots in the Huaxteca whose cult was 
appropriated by the Aztecs after their conquest of the region during the reign of Axaya-
catl between 1469 and 1481. The presence of the “Huaxtecs” accompanying the goddess (a 
priest dressed in the flayed skin of a sacrificial victim and the goddess’s clothing) served 
as a visible reminder of the goddess’s foreign origins. Durán makes it clear that these are 
“men disguised as Huaxtecs,”115 and indeed, on close examination, the figures in the Codex 
Borbonicus illustration appear to be costumed performers embodying familiar notions of 
exaggerated ethnic performance. The cone-shaped headdresses and “hawk scratch” body 
paint are familiar markers of Huaxtec ethnicity, but it is notable that the “Huaxtec” dancers 
are wearing loincloths in combination with exaggerated penis sheaths, even though Huax-
tecs were famous for going about without loincloths.116 The loincloths suggest a concession 
to Mexica morality in the midst of a celebration of fertility. At the end of the festival, “those 
who had impersonated the Huaxtecs and the others now took off their disguises, hanging 
them on the corners of the platform, leaving them as trophies.”117 With the clothing set 
aside, the performance of ethnicity ceased.

112 For another perspective, see Clendinnen 1991, 134.
113 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 8, ch. 14, 45.
114 Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 2, ch. 30, 118–26; Durán 1971 (1576–79), 229–37, 447–49; Brown 
1984; Clendinnen 1991, 200–205; Anawalt 1993, 24; Harris 2000, 74–84; DiCesare 2009.
115 Durán 1971 (1576–79), 233.
116 E.g., Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 186.
117 Durán 1971 (1576–79), 236.
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In the Aztec world, ethnic difference was worn or inscribed on the body rather than 
being inherent within it. Despite archaeological evidence for ethnically determined 
body alteration practices, such as head shaping or dental modification, physical features 
only rarely distinguish different ethnic groups in sixteenth-century accounts.118 Instead, 
 costume, modes of speech, face and body paint, hair color, and hairstyle were the most 
consistently cited markers of ethnic identity—all elements that could be modified to permit 
ethnic performances. This lability of ethnic identity and the way it might be assisted by 
dress also had deeper ontological roots within Aztec society. An instantiation of an Aztec 
deity, or teixiptla, was the result of assembling the proper attributes, be it on a ritually 

118 Berdan 2008, 127; see Sahagún 1950–82 (1575–77), Book 10, ch. 29, 165–97.

Figure 1.12. Performers in Huaxtec costume accompanying the goddess Toci 
during the festival of Ochpanitztli. Codex Borbonicus, page 30/31. Nahua, 

Mexico, c. 1530. Bibliothèque de l’Assemblée nationale, Paris.
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prepared human body or in the form of a statue.119 Wrapping and dressing thus did not 
simply change outward appearance; they created a space where a deity might manifest and 
where identity could be transformed. 

The Aztec emperor’s own clothing might also be construed as a series of similar acts of 
transformation. The “turquoise-knotted cape,” or xiuhtlapilli tilmatli, worn by Aztec rulers 
was an element of clothing understood to have deep Toltec roots, as was the xiuhhuitzolli 
diadem that was the emblem of rulership.120 By assuming these elements, the emperor per-
formed the identity of a Toltec, one of the quasi-mythical progenitors of civilization. On 
other occasions, the kings might instead perform Chichimec identity, honoring the fierce 
and austere roots of their nomadic progenitors.121 For example, on the Teocalli of Sacred 
War, dedicated in 1507, art historian Emily Umberger argues that Motecuhzoma Xocoyo-
tzin appears as a Chichimec warrior, dressed in animal skin (fig. 1.13).122

On other occasions, however, the king would use dress not to assume the identity of 
a generic class of people, such as the Chichimecs or Toltecs, but instead to become the 
embodiment of a particular deity, most typically Huiztilopochtli, the patron deity of the 
Mexica. The Codex Xolotl shows Mexica ruler Chimalpopoca in battle dressed as Huitzil-
opochtli, only to be represented without the costume after being taken captive (fig. 1.14).123 
Both accession and funerary rituals for the Aztec ruler entailed the wearing of successive 
garments associated with many deities.124 Art historian William Barnes suggests that at 
these and other moments, “the huei tlatoani was himself a type of deity impersonator, and 
his variant costume elements and associated visual material served to signify that specific 
deities had become manifest in the body of the ruler.”125

Aztec rulers also represented themselves as coextensive with deities in monumental 
art. This practice is most clear on the Tizoc Stone, a round sacrificial stone that commem-
orates a series of Mexica conquests of the surrounding territories. In each scene, the god 
Tezcatlipoca grabs the hair of a subjugated foe, who wears the costume typical of the eth-
nic group and/or patron deity of the conquered city.126 One conquest scene shows the em-
peror Tizoc dressed as his patron deity Huitzilopochtli and capturing the representative of 
the Matlatzinca (fig. 1.15).127 Tizoc’s name glyph—a spotted leg—indicates that this figure 

119 Hvifeldt 1958, 76–100; Boone 1989, 4–9; López Austin 1990, 191–94; Clendinnen 1991, 249–53; Maffie 
2014, 113–14, 526; Bassett 2015, 52–88, 130–61.
120 See fig. 1.10; Anawalt 1990, 1993, 1996; Aguilera 1997; Barnes 2009, 56–83; Olko 2014, 37–54, 86–97. 
On closer examination, both of these items of regalia appear to be “invented traditions” (Hobsbawm and 
Ranger 1983). The xiuhhuitzolli diadem is worn by a wide range of social actors at Tula (which the Aztecs 
understood to be a Toltec capital) and at Chichen Itza, so its adoption as a marker of royal status involved 
resignification. The story of the xiuhtlapilli cape is even more complex: a similar pattern is found on 
aprons and sandals at Tula, but the creation of the cape, whether knotted or tie-dyed, again appears to be 
an Aztec invention, although the Aztecs likely understood it as a garment of great antiquity. 
121 Umberger 2008, 72.
122 Umberger 1981, 176; 2008, 99–100; Olko 2014, 195–96.
123 Boone 1989, 29–30.
124 Olivier 2006, 208–13; 2008, 70, 78–81, 225; Barnes 2009, 89–127.
125 Barnes 2009, 127.
126 Wicke 1975; Umberger 1998, 249–52; 2008, 86–98.
127 Townsend 1979, 43–46.
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represents both king and god simultaneously; it is the first named image of an aztec ruler 
in monumental sculpture.128 as Umberger notes, the victorious deities are also dressed in 
the attributes of toltec warriors, so the representation layers god-embodiment and ethnic 
performance.129 indeed, art historian cecelia Klein has argued that most of the surviv-
ing low-relief images of huitzilopochtli on mexica sculpture are actually images of rulers 
(sometimes recently deceased) impersonating, or assimilated to, the deity (see fig. 1.13).130 
While a king dressing in the clothes of the god to become the representative of that deity 
is not identical to him wearing the cloak and diadem of a toltec ruler, the two kinds of acts 
share some important commonalities. in both cases, dressing in particular clothing enables 
the assumption of a different identity. The royal body could assume multitudes.

These sources allow us to see aztec identity as a series of performances enabled by dif-
ferent forms of clothing and bodily adornment. particular attire allowed the ruler to appear 
as a mythical ancestor and enabled a merchant to transact trade and espionage. Within the 
capital, performances exaggerated the traits of foreign ethnic groups, be it the bravery of 
Otomí warriors or the lasciviousness of huaxtec men. such stereotypes were recognizable 
by the caricatures of ethnic dress donned in performance (or lack thereof, in the case of the 
huaxtecs). it is likely not a coincidence that the regions singled out for such performances 

128 Barnes 2009, 218–19, 253–58.
129 Umberger 1981, 136–37; 2008, 91–91; Olko 2014, 189–91.
130 Klein 1987, 312, 342–44.

Figure 1.13. teocalli of sacred War, c. 1507. the emperor motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin,  
shown to the right, wears the animal-skin costume of a chichimec warrior. to the left of the  

sun disk is a god with attributes of huitzilopochtli (the hummingbird-beak helmet) and 
tezcatlipoca (the foot replaced with a xiuhcoatl serpent). this figure may represent 

motecuhzoma’s predecessor axayacatl (r. 1469–81), deceased and deified. museo nacional  
de antropología, mexico city. photo by Wolfgang sauber, cropped from File:teocalli.jpg, 

cc BY-sa 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=6838207.
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Figure 1.14. The Mexica ruler Chimalpopoca (r. 1417–27) in battle, dressed as 
Huitzilopochtli. The hummingbird headdress, striped face paint, and other costume 

elements identify the god, but Chimalpopoca’s name glyph (a smoking mirror) 
is attached to the figure. To the left, Chimalpopoca, now stripped of his regalia, 

is taken captive and led away. Codex Xolotl, Map 8. Nahua, Mexico, c. 1540. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département des Manuscrits, Mexicain 1–10.

Figure 1.15. Stone of Tizoc, Mexica, c. 1481–87. The stone shows a series of 
confrontations of the deity Tezcatlipoca (identifiable by the smoking mirror in the 
place of a foot), dressed in Toltec garb, capturing individuals dressed in the ethnic 
garb of their communities. One of the confrontations, however, shows the Mexica 

king Tizoc (identifiable by his leg-shaped name glyph) dressed in the hummingbird 
helmet of the god Huitzilopochtli, with additional attributes of the god Tezcatlipoca. 

Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City. Photo by Ricardo Alvarado Tapia.
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lay on the contested borders of the Aztec state. By disparaging and appropriating ethnicity 
through dress and performance, the Aztecs brought foreign groups into their realm even 
before they were conquered.

COMPARISONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Inca and Aztec regimes of control over dress have notable similarities. Both described 
clothing as the mark of civilization, enacted sumptuary laws, and placed particular 
weight on gifts of clothing from the hand of the emperor. But in other ways, the two 
regimes and their underlying philosophies are diametrically opposed. As far as we can 
tell from existing sources, Inca regulation focused primarily on conquered subjects, re-
quiring them to wear distinctive ethnic clothing, while Aztec interventions often cen-
tered on residents of the imperial capital, with much less interest in regulating provincial 
behavior. The chief goal of Inca sartorial regulation was to maintain congruence between 
inner substance and outward appearance, so that bodies and identities might be immedi-
ately legible representations of empire. By contrast, Aztec encounters with ethnic dress 
instead focused on performances of ethnicity that assumed qualities of ethnic others, 
where outward appearance might add a new overlay atop inner substance without ever 
transmuting it entirely into something else. Despite these differences, both Inca and Az-
tec regulations of dress reinforced the superiority of the ruling ethnic group against all 
other imperial subjects.

Ultimately, both Inca and Aztec attention to ethnic costume had similar effects: they 
codified what might have originally been situations of greater fluidity and change. Con-
temporary ethnographic observation stresses that people of different ethnic groups often 
share significant commonalities of clothing and material culture and that the items that 
become signifiers of identity can be quite arbitrary.131 It is also clear that ethnogenesis 
intensifies under pressure, such as in the competition for resources or the need to defend 
against an encroaching imperial power. In other words, in addition to imperial regulations 
that defined certain kinds of ethnic clothing, the mere presence of empire may also have 
hardened the meaning of regional dress into signifiers of ethnic identity. This proposition 
is extraordinarily difficult to test, as almost all our textual records of clothing practices 
were made under such conditions, and archaeologically excavated materials rarely offer 
sufficiently comprehensive samples to sustain an argument. But in at least some cases in 
Mesoamerica, preimperial materials seem to complicate relationships between dress and 
ethnicity—the murals of Cacaxtla stage and then subvert ethnic binaries; patterns of dress 
in the Classic Maya lowlands, 300–800 ce, seem to be regional at best, rather than com-
munity based like modern traje.132 In a similar way, Moche ceramics on the north coast of 
Peru in the first millennium ce draw distinctions between coastal and highland women’s 
clothing, evoking a highland Andean other without necessarily drawing fine-grained dis-
tinctions between particular coastal or highland communities.133

131 Barth 1969; Siverts 1969; Hodder 1982; Jones 1997.
132 Taylor 1983; Brittenham 2015, 133–39. 
133 Scher 2019.
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Nonetheless, for all that imperial regulation might seek to legislate clothing, fixing 
traditions in place, there is evidence that costume did change under imperial rule. In Ec-
uador, Inca-style tunics and dresses are an index of prehispanic imperial presence, as the 
Incas deemed the preexisting local clothing insufficiently modest.134 Women in the Maya 
community of Zinacatan, Chiapas, Mexico, today wear long huipils with central square 
panels, a style more commonly associated with the Aztecs of Central Mexico, and evidence 
of Aztec imperial pressures in Southern Mexico in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.135 

Imperial mobilization of dress was not solely the province of ancient American em-
pires. As Margaret Miller’s work in this volume demonstrates, a situation of “vestimen-
tal fluidity” in private contexts contrasted with rigidly standardized ethnic costumes on 
public monuments, as complex realities were simplified into clearly legible images of the 
vastness of the Achaemenid Empire. Nor is the tendency exclusively an ancient one: the 
codification of both the Sikh turban and the Scottish tartan kilt may have their origins in 
British army regimental uniforms.136

After the Spanish invasion, sartorial regulation continued to be an important tool of 
imperial control. Laws decreeing the wearing of shirts and pants to conform to Christian 
ideas of modesty were promulgated in 1513 and again in 1618, suggesting that the origi-
nal decrees had been unsuccessful.137 Yet emulation could go only so far: sumptuary laws 
prohibited non-noble Indians from wearing fully Spanish garb, as well as from performing 
other markers of nobility such as riding horses or carrying swords, part of an uphill at-
tempt to make status legible through dress. As is suggested by the trial of Juan Gerson, an 
Indigenous man from the community of Tecamachalco, Mexico, who was accused of dress-
ing like a Spaniard, the rules were not always successful.138 The continuing efforts of the 
Spanish Empire to regulate dress and ethnicity are most clearly expressed in casta paint-
ings, an eighteenth-century genre of paintings showing a grid of different family units 
illustrating the products of racial mixing (fig. 1.16).139 Documents of an oppressive system 
of racial classification, they are also inadvertently evidence of its malleability. Dress and 
other markers of class define identity, sometimes more effectively than skin color or other 
aspects of phenotype alone, suggesting possibilities for racial mobility through changes in 
attire. If it is the nature of empires to seek to classify and control, those desires may also 
be resisted and subverted.

134 A. Rowe 2011, 92–93.
135 Johnson 1957; Morris and Karasik 2015, 54–61, 82; see also the discussion in Avila 1997, 105. This 
garment is the endpoint of a long and complex history of exchange. Although Nahua women in Central 
Mexico in the fifteenth century traditionally wore huipils, there is little evidence for this kind of garment 
in Central Mexico before the twelfth century ce; the combination of wrapped skirt and quechquemitl (a 
kind of triangular poncho) was traditional at Teotihuacan, Tula, and other earlier Central Mexican cities. 
In the Maya world, both quechquemitls and long huipils are attested in the first millennium ce. Some 
scholars propose that the huipil has its origins in yet a third region, along the Gulf Coast (Anawalt 1981, 
212–14; Taylor 1983, 122). There is still much to be investigated about these prehispanic shifts in Meso-
american fashion. 
136 Cohn 1983, 1989; Trevor-Roper 1983, 2008.
137 Altman and West 1992, 21.
138 Camelo Arredondo, Gurría Lacroix, and Reyes-Valerio 1964; see also Schwaller 2016.
139 Katzew 1996, 2004; Katzew and Deans-Smith 2009; Cohen Suarez 2016.
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Figure 1.16. Casta painting showing sixteen combinations, Mexico, eighteenth 
century. While this class of images purports to show the results of racial mixing, it 

also highlights how dress was used to define race within the Spanish Empire. Oil on 
canvas, 148 × 104 cm. Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. Photo from 

Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4642698.
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2 “Silver for Clothing . . .”: Textiles and Diplomacy  
in the Late Bronze Age Near East*

Jana Mynářová 
Charles University, Prague

TEXTILES AND THE LATE BRONZE AGE NEAR EAST

The Late Bronze Age (c. sixteenth to twelfth centuries bce) in the Near East (fig. 2.1) is 
often understood as a period of “internationalism.”1 It was characterized by intense and 
long-lasting relations between political centers personified by their rulers, realized through 
active and reciprocal communication (carried out both orally and by means of written 
messages), and secured by an increased flow of goods transported over long distances.2 
The flow of goods was characterized by two main mechanisms, diplomatic exchanges and 
trade—both maritime and overland—using a vast trade network that started to develop in 
the region in earlier periods.

In the Late Bronze Age, textiles—widely attested in epigraphic and archaeological 
sources, as well as by iconographic evidence from the ancient Near East and Egypt— 
represented one of the essential commodities used to maintain and elaborate these rela-
tions. Although references to textiles, cloths, and garments can be found in various types 
of records, the most valuable source of written information on the role of textiles in dip-
lomatic exchange is represented by correspondence, sometimes accompanied by related 
gift inventories. Given the political and social status of the individuals involved in the 
communication, the fabrics and garments mentioned in these texts are undoubtedly to be 
understood as objects of prestige and high status. 

To assess their status and role in the international system of the Late Bronze Age, an 
analysis of the terminology used and its distribution in the documents dated to the sec-
ond half of the second millennium bce is provided here, with priority given to traditions 
related to Egyptian textiles and garments. To address this problem in a broader context, 
data from two textual corpora covering two chronological frameworks, the Amarna period 

1 See esp. Feldman 2006, 2015; Irvin 2007; Tucci 2020.
2 As Burna-Buriaš II, the king of Babylon, eloquently formulates in his message to Amenhotep  III of 
Egypt: “(And) wri[te to me] for what you wish from my country, so they can bring it to you. And I will 
write to you for what I wish from your country, so they can bring (it) [to me]” (EA 1, lines 13–16).

*This study was completed as part of research supported by the Cooperatio Program provided by Charles 
University, research area Archaeology, implemented at the Faculty of Arts of Charles University. 
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(c. mid-fourteenth century bce) and the Ramesside period (c. thirteenth century bce), are 
discussed. Such an analysis provides information on the sociopolitical contexts of individ-
ual traditions as reflected in the Late Bronze Age written documents, while also identifying 
the specifics of the Egyptian tradition.

AMARNA EVIDENCE

The earliest evidence, and a more concrete perspective on textiles and garments and their 
role in the diplomatic and administrative practices of the Egyptian government, are pro-
vided by the Amarna correspondence. In none of the earlier texts dispatched from the 
Egyptian court and addressed to rulers of Levantine city-states3 are any Egyptian gar-
ments or textiles mentioned. The importance of this body of documents lies primarily in 
the fact that it provides a balanced view of both sides of the transaction. On the one hand, 
documents of Egyptian origin mention consignments of textiles and garments sent from 
Egypt; on the other hand, dispatches addressed to Egypt refer to textiles and garments sent 

3 Texts Taanach 5 and Taanach 6, tentatively dated to the second half of the fifteenth century bce; see 
most recently Horowitz, Oshima, and Sanders 2018, 144–47, with further literature.

Figure 2.1. Map of Egypt and the Near East in the Late Bronze Age. Map 
data provided by Pleiades under a CC-BY license. Map tiles provided by 

Consortium of Ancient World Mappers, also under a CC-BY license.
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there. As with other diplomatic gifts,4 requests for Egyptian textiles and garments would 
be expected in letters addressed to the Egyptian king and his government if they were con-
sidered luxuries by the Near Eastern rulers and used as a traditional diplomatic tool. The 
fact that the Egyptian kings of the Amarna period were aware of the value and importance 
of garments and textiles in diplomatic practice is documented by a passage in a letter from 
Amenhotep III to Kadašman-Enlil I—“Is it fitting that you give your daughters in order to 
acquire a garment from your neighbors?” (EA 1, lines 61–62)5—which clearly refers to the 
use of textiles and garments in the diplomatic relations of the time.

As for the Egyptian objects or materials desired by the rulers of the ancient Near East-
ern states, they are explicitly mentioned in the international letters addressed to Egypt. 
Among them, gold and objects made of or decorated with this precious metal (especially 
statues, occasionally embellished with lapis lazuli) play a major role. The letters also con-
tain references to consignments of gold or objects made of or with gold that have already 
been delivered from Egypt to their destinations,6 and these deliveries are also confirmed by 
lists of gifts included in the documents sent by the Egyptian kings themselves.7 In addition 
to gold and golden objects, the gifts to be sent from Egypt include, in particular, furniture 
made of or with ebony and ivory,8 chariots and horses, garments and cloths, vessels of 
sweet/fine oil, silver,9 lapis lazuli,10 statues made of materials other than gold,11 and even 
persons.12 As with gold and golden objects, the contents of the letters dispatched from 
Egypt also largely correspond to these requests, listing silver,13 oil,14 furniture made of or 
with ebony and ivory,15 vessels of wine,16 and linen and garments17 as gifts sent from Egypt. 

4 For an overview, see Cochavi-Rainey and Lilyquist 1999.
5 The translation of Rainey (2015, 63) is based on a new collation (p. 1324) of the problematic part of 
the text, especially the logogram TÚG; line 61: SIG5 ki-i ta-na-an-˹din˺ DUMU.MUNUS.MEŠ-ka a-na ra-
ši TÚG-ta, line 62: ša li-mi-ti-ka. Moran (1992, 2) reads with reservations: “It is a fine thing that you 
give your daughters in order to acquire a nugget of gold from your neighbors!” (similarly Liverani 1999, 
346: “Bella cosa, che tu dai le tue figlie per ottenere doni dai tuoi confinanti!”). For the reading LU-ta by 
Gordon, see Moran 1992, 4 n. 21 (also Knudtzon 1964, 64, 1001, no. 6: “Und doch, wenn sie irgend etwas 
erreicht, dann übersende ich dir etwas Vortreffliches, da du deine Töchter gibst, um Gutes zu erhalten von 
deiner Umgebung”; EA 1, lines 59–62); this reading suggests either ra-ši-lu-ta, “the lucky ones” (see also 
Artzi 1987, 25 n. 15), referring to AHw, 961, or ṭàb-ta, “(to acquire) good thing(s).” For a-na ra-ši liq(UR)-ta, 
following a collation by Artzi (CAD L, 206b), see Moran 1992, 2 (and 4 n. 21 for discussion).
6 Babylonia: EA 3, 4, 7, 9, 11; Assyria: EA 16; Mittani: EA 19, 20, 24, 26, 27, 29; Alashiya: EA 34; Ḫatti: 
EA 41, 44.
7 To Babylonia: EA 1, 5, 14; to Arzawa: EA 31.
8 Mittani: EA 24; Alashiya: EA 34.
9 Alashiya: EA 34, 35, 37.
10 Ḫatti: EA 41.
11 Babylonia: EA 4 (probably); Alashiya: EA 35 (see also Moran 1992, 109 n. 5); Ḫatti: EA 41 (made of 
silver).
12 Babylonia: EA 2, 4 (a daughter of the king); Alashiya: EA 35 (an expert in vulture augury).
13 To Babylonia: EA 1.
14 To Babylonia: EA 1; to Mittani: EA 24; to Arzawa: EA 31.
15 To Babylonia: EA 5; to Mittani: EA 24; to Arzawa: EA 31. A piece of ivory is mentioned in EA 40, which 
is a letter addressed by an official in Alashiya to an Egyptian official.
16 To Arzawa: EA 31.
17 To Babylonia: EA 1; to Arzawa: EA 31.
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As for the textiles and garments, they are named both in separate gift inventories and in 
lists that are part of individual letters. An inventory of gifts addressed to Burna-Buriaš II 
of Babylon (EA 14; see below) provides the most detailed overview of what was sent from 
Egypt. This long inventory, identified as a dowry list, also contains the most extensive list 
of textiles and garments (see EA 14, column III, lines 11–33). 

AMARNA INVENTORIES OF GIFTS

Unfortunately, only four gift inventories have survived among the Amarna documents: a 
fragmentary text, EA 13, of Babylonian origin; an extensive Egyptian inventory, EA 14; 
and two documents from Mittani, EA 22 and EA 25. In terms of the internal organization 
of the texts, these records represent a largely neglected topic.

The only document of Babylonian origin among the inventories, EA 13 (VAT 1717),18 is 
a badly damaged tablet.19 Like the Mittanian inventories (see below), it does not contain a 
heading identifying either the sender or the addressee, but it is generally considered to be 
a dowry list for a Babylonian princess, a daughter of Burna-Buriaš II.20 Although the text’s 
poor state of preservation does not allow for specific details regarding the individual items, 
it is clear that the objects are arranged according to type and the materials from which they 
were made. The inventory begins with the objects decorated with precious stones, gold, 
ivory, and ebony (lines 1–32), including pieces of furniture (lines 1–5?) and metal objects 
made of silver and bronze (lines 6?–25?); possibly, stone vessels decorated with gold (lines 
26?–28) are listed as well. There are no references to consignments of textiles or garments 
to Egypt, and no total or subtotal weight of gold or silver is given or preserved in the text.

The other lists of gifts from Babylonia, contained in individual letters, are also usually 
very fragmentary, but when they do survive, they often mention lapis lazuli21 or horses 
and/or chariots.22 When these consignments pertain to more than one addressee, each set 
of gifts is listed separately.23 In a broken passage of EA 12, from a Babylonian princess, a 
reference to a colored cloth24 precedes a wish for the well-being of the Egyptian king.

EA 14 (VAT 1615 + VAT 2711 + Ash. 1891.1-41 [415])25 is an extensive, multicolumned 
dowry list with a clear internal structure. Although the upper part with the heading is 
damaged and only one to five signs per line are preserved, it is still possible to recognize 
two parts, separated from each other and from the rest of the text by horizontal rules.26 The 
rest of the address is preserved in column I, lines 1–4,27 while the content of the second 

18 WA 216; VS 12, no. 197; Knudtzon 1964, 100–105; Moran 1992, 24–27; Rainey 2015, 108–11 (the inven-
tories are not discussed in Liverani 1999).
19 The text is not included in the study of royal gifts by Cochavi-Rainey and Lilyquist 1999.
20 Moran 1992, 26 n. 1; see the reference to “the gods of Burna-Buriaš” in line 7.
21 EA 2, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11.
22 EA 2, 3, 7, 9, 10.
23 EA 2, 10, 11.
24 EA 12, line 15; Akk. ṣirpu, see CAD Ṣ, 208b–209a.
25 WA 28 + WA 209; VS 12, no. 198; Sayce 1894, pl. XXXII, no. VIII.
26 The horizontal rules are placed in column I between lines 4 and 5 and between lines 7 and 8.
27 Column I, line 1: [.  .  .]-ri-ia LUGAL GAL, line 2: [.  .  .]-bu-ra-ri-ia-aš, line 3: [.  .  . u]l-te-bi-il, line 4: 
[. . .]-šu. The identity of the sender of the letter is generally reconstructed as Napḫururea (Amenhotep IV/
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part of the heading cannot be reconstructed with any degree of certainty.28 The objects in 
the list are divided into groups according to the type of material used for their production 
and their content (if applicable), sometimes separated by horizontal rules,29 starting with 
objects made of or decorated with gold (vessels and containers, jewelry and other objects 
related to the adornment of the body, cosmetic tools, aromatics, statues and statuettes, 
chariots and furniture; column I, line 8?–column II, line 32?), silver (vessels and containers, 
cosmetics, furniture; column II, lines 35–70), bronze (column II, line 75–column III, line 7),30 
linen cloth (column III, lines 11–32), vessels with “sweet oil” (column III, lines  34–44), 
empty stone vessels and containers (column III, lines 47–71, 7431), and wooden and ivory 
objects (column III, 75–column IV, line 61?32). Each category of objects made of or with 
precious metals is followed by subtotals showing the weight of gold33 or silver,34 the total 
weight of silver and gold together,35 or the number of objects (in the case of objects made of 
bronze,36 linen cloth,37 stone vessels with “sweet oil,”38 empty stone vessels,39 and possibly 
also objects made of wood and ivory40).

The large number of textiles and garments is listed in column III, lines 11–32, in a 
section separated by a horizontal rule41 from the preceding list of bronze objects, although 
there is no separation from the next section (listing stone vessels of “sweet oil”) other than 
the sum of all linen cloths (column IV, line 33). The linen garments seem to be organized 
according to the quality of the material, with the most valuable pieces listed first—byssus 
(column III, lines 11–15), followed by garments of idru-quality (column III, lines 16–18) and 
adaḫa-quality (column III, lines 19?–23?)—as well as by their type/function and, in some 
cases, their decoration (column III, lines 24–32). As with the other categories of objects 

Akhenaten), though only [. . .]re-ia LUGAL.GAL “[. . .]rea, the Great King” is preserved in EA 14, line 1; 
see Moran 1992, 27; Rainey 2015, 112–13.
28 Based on the remains of the signs ma-na preserved in line 7, Knudtzon (1964, 106) cautiously suggests 
that the weight in minas might be mentioned.
29 See the horizontal rules in column III between lines 10 and 11, dividing the metal objects from the 
linen cloth, and between lines 46 and 47, dividing the vessels with “sweet oil” and empty stone containers.
30 There is no horizontal dividing rule between the individual types of metals, and the inner division is 
represented by the distribution of the respective subtotals (see other categories below).
31 An entry of “117 whetstones for a barber” in column III, line 74, is mistakenly placed after the subtotal 
of stone objects in column III, lines 72–73.
32 Unfortunately, in column IV, lines 20ff., the inventory is too damaged to reconstruct its content with 
any degree of certainty, and column IV, line 61 is the last partly preserved line.
33 See column II, lines 33–34.
34 See column II, lines 71–72.
35 See column II, lines 73–74.
36 The total of bronze mirrors is mentioned separately in column II, line 77; the total of all objects made 
of bronze is mentioned both as the number of objects and as the weight of the bronze (see column III, 
lines 8–10).
37 See column III, line 33.
38 See column III, lines 45–46.
39 See column III, lines 72–73. 
40 The total of all dispatched gifts was also probably mentioned with wooden and ivory objects, but this 
part of the text is not preserved.
41 Placed between lines 10 and 11.
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listed in the inventory, the linen products are often more precisely identified or specified 
by means of Egyptian loanwords.42 On the other hand, apart from an Egyptian calque of 
“royal linen” or “byssus” quality (Eg. sšr nśw; Akk. GADA LUGAL; EA 34, line 25) in a letter 
sent by the king of Alashiya, not a single Egyptian term referring to linen or a garment 
can be found in any letter of non-Egyptian origin. The internal structure of the part of the 
list dealing with the textiles is standardized: the number of pieces is given first, followed 
by an identification of the type of object (sometimes provided with further details, such as 
its purpose), the quality of the material, and in some cases the size of the piece or pieces.43 

Of the other two international letters of Egyptian origin, EA 1 (BM E29784) and EA 5 
(BM E29787 + CG 4744), only EA 5 contains a list of gifts. In this document, addressed by 
Amenhotep III to Kadašman-Enlil I, the consignment is specified as a greeting gift (šul-
mānu; EA 5, line 18) for a new house. The items are listed in the following order: wooden 
pieces of furniture decorated with ivory and gold (lines 20–25), followed by a subtotal 
mentioning the weight of gold (line 26) and a subtotal mentioning the weight of silver, 
although no silver is explicitly mentioned in the previous lines (lines 27–28: “The weight 
of silver: x [mi]na, 8½ shekels of silver”).44 As in the first part, so also the second part of the 
list gives the pieces of furniture decorated with gold (lines 28–30) and the subtotal of gold 
used for decorating the furniture (line 32: “[Total: x] minas, 10 shek[els] and 7 shekels of 
gold”). Thus, the two parts of the list contain very similar items. Although it is not stated, 
it can be assumed that—as with the Babylonian letters EA 2, EA 10, and EA 11, as well as 
the Mittanian letters EA 17, EA 27, and EA 29—the two “sublists” reflect two consignments 
of gifts intended for two different recipients.

The other two Amarna inventories, EA 22 (VAT 395) and EA 25 (VAT 340 + VAT 2191 
a–c, no. 2), are well-preserved, multicolumned tablets, both sent by Tušratta of Mittani 
to the Egyptian king Amenhotep  III. While in EA  22 the inventory lists gifts for the 
 Egyptian king himself, in the case of EA 25 the objects are intended for Tušratta’s daughter 
 Tadu- Ḫepa and her servants.45 As in the Egyptian inventory EA 14, textiles and garments 
are often identified by means of Hurrian loanwords. Although the internal organization of 
the objects sent to Egypt differs considerably between EA 22 and EA 25, the number and 
types of garments and textiles listed in both inventories are quite extensive, and the mate-
rial and decoration are often mentioned, but the individual entries are scattered through-
out the text.

In the case of EA 22, it is obvious that there was no heading identifying either the 
sender or the addressee, and although the first five lines of EA 25 have not survived at all, 

42 The first systematic treatment of Egyptian loanwords in EA 14 was presented by Lambdin (1953), fol-
lowed by Edel (1974) and most recently Cochavi-Rainey (1998, 2011); see also Helck 1962, 436–39; Hers lund 
2010. The best quality is identified as “royal linen” or “byssus” (Akk. lubultu ša LUGAL; Eg. sšr nśw); see 
Edel 1974, 117–18. There is a word idru, “a band” or “a belt(?)” (Eg. dr?; see Edel 1974, 117–18), as well as 
adaḫa, probably to be identified as “a woven garment” (see Lambdin 1953, 363), and paqa (Eg. pAqt, p(A)qt) 
“fine linen” (Lambdin 1953, 367).
43 Edel (1974, 139), for column III, lines 11–23, identifies the amount and the type of the object under one 
heading as “Verwendungszweck Grössenangaben”; the other two elements are identical.
44 As Moran (1992, 11 n. 9) mentions, “This is the first reference to silver.” It is not discussed by other 
authors (see Liverani 1999, 351; Rainey 2015, 1330).
45 For the gifts intended for Tadu-Ḫepa’s retinue, see EA 25 column III, lines 55–67.
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the absence of a heading there can be assumed as well. In both texts, double horizontal 
rules separate individual objects rather than groups made of the same material, and the 
objects are identified in detail. In contrast to the Egyptian inventory EA 14, EA 22 gives 
the weight of gold for each individual gift made of or decorated with gold or silver, without 
subtotals or totals throughout the text. On the other hand, in EA 25 the weight of gold or 
silver is mostly not given with the individual objects; instead, the number of gold threads 
or the number of precious and semiprecious stones used in these highly decorative pieces 
of jewelry is given. The weight is mostly given for luxury gifts made of solid gold or dec-
orated with solid gold,46 for which it can be specified (e.g., hand bracelets, anklets, ankle 
bracelets, pins, combs, vessels, mirrors47). Similar to EA 22, EA 25 does not provide a sub-
total or total of the gold and/or silver used.

SHIPMENTS OF CLOTH TO EGYPT

Consignments of cloth and garments also occur outside the Amarna inventories. For ex-
ample, in a royal letter from a Babylonian princess to an Egyptian king, a “colored cloth” 
(EA 12, line 15) is mentioned as a royal gift. Similarly, another lengthy Mittanian docu-
ment mentions—among other greeting gifts—“3 garments, 3 pairs of [. . .] garments, [1?] 
city shirt” (EA 29, lines 183–84) for the king, “2 garments” for Teye (EA 29, line 187), and 
“[x] garments” for Tadu-Ḫepa (EA 29, line 189). In EA 27, the Egyptian king is addressed 
with the following garments: “[1] Hurrian shirt, 1 [c]ity shirt, 1 robe” (EA 27, line 110). 
Compared with other products, the number of attestations and the quantity of textiles 
and garments transported are both relatively small. In contrast to other types of Egyptian 
objects and materials, there is not a single example of a request for Egyptian textiles in the 
correspondence of the other “Great Kings” of the ancient Near East.

ALASHIYA

A completely different situation can be observed in the Amarna correspondence from 
Alashiya. In his letter, the king of Alashiya explicitly asks for pieces of linen to be deliv-
ered to him from Egypt: “42 pieces of linen,48 50 linen shawls,49 and 2 linen robes” (EA 34, 
lines 22–23), with a total (EA 34, line 24); “[and] as to byssus, 4 pieces of linen and 4 linen 
shawls” (EA 34, line 25). His desire for Egyptian textiles is expressed once more in this text: 
“Moreover, why have you not sent to me oil and linen for clot[hin]g?” (EA 34, lines 46–48). 

That textiles and garments were considered important elements in the Amarna corre-
spondence of Egyptian kings with rulers of the eastern Mediterranean is further supported 
by another gift of Egyptian textiles and garments. In this case it is a letter, EA 31, of the 
Egyptian king written in Hittite and sent to the king of Anatolian Arzawa. Here the objects 

46 Akk. i-na lìb-bi-šu-nu na-di “used on them”; EA 25 column II, line 28 et passim.
47 EA 25 column II, lines 25–28, 32–39, 41–42, 51–64ff.; column III, lines 14–31, 33–41, 47–70, 73–74; 
column IV, lines 2–36.
48 Moran 1992, 106: “2 [sic] pieces of linen”.
49 GÚ.GADA.MEŠ; see Akk. kišādu: CAD K, 449b; AHw, 490a; Moran 1992, 106 n. 6. Rainey (2015, 337) 
translates “scarves.”
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are listed in the following order: gold, linen garments, vessels with aromatics, and pieces 
of furniture. Their organization thus corresponds exactly to the sequence preserved in 
the Egyptian inventory EA 14, with “3 fine linen garments, 3 li[ght] linen coats, 3 linen 
ḫuzzi, 8 linen mantles, 100 linen walgan, 100 linen ḫapp[a?], 100 linen sashes” (EA 31, lines 
32–34).50 Although the sequence of objects is indeed identical to the one attested in EA 14 
from Egypt, there is also a difference. As in the Mittanian inventory of gifts for the king 
in EA 22 and partly also in the inventory of gifts for a Mittanian princess and her retinue 
in EA 25, the weight of gold is given for every single object in the list that was made of or 
with this precious metal.

Regarding the use of textiles as gifts, the difference between the Egyptian–Near East-
ern and the Egyptian–eastern Mediterranean correspondence is striking. The prominence 
of textiles in the latter, confirmed both by requests for linen garments from Egypt in EA 34 
and by reports of actual shipments of them to Arzawa in EA 31, may well reflect the eco-
nomic and diplomatic traditions of this region.51 And the probability that EA 34 is not the 
only consignment of Egyptian linen garments to Alashiya is reflected in the use of the 
Egyptian calque of “royal linen” or “byssus” used by the king of Alashiya in his own com-
munication (EA 34, line 25).

GARMENTS FOR SILVER

The Levantine part of the Amarna correspondence—the letters of the Egyptian king to 
city-state rulers and vice versa—presents a completely different picture, however. In these 
letters, garments are mentioned only in connection with their direct economic function, 
as a means of payment and exchange of goods. In his letter to Milkilu, the ruler of Gezer, 
the Egyptian king specifies in detail the amount paid for the acquisition of forty female 
servants: “silver, gold, linen garments (GADA.MEŠ) \ ma-al-ba-ši, carnelian and all (kinds 
of) precious stones, an ebony chair; all alike, beautiful things. Total: 160 deben. Total: 
40 female cupbearers; 40 (shekels of) silver is the price of a female cupbearer” (EA 369, 
lines 9–13). Unfortunately, this is the only detailed example provided by the Amarna cor-
respondence. On the other hand, references to the practice of the Egyptian administra-
tion’s paying for services or goods (or both) provided by Levantine rulers occur in other 
letters. Similar to EA 369—where it is Hanya, a stablemaster of the army, making pay-
ment—in EA 265, sent by Tagi of Gintikirmil?, a payment is made by the Egyptian official 
Taḫmaya: “[And] the king, my lord, [s]ent me a consignment in the care of Taḫmaya, 
and Taḫmaya gave (me) a golden cup and twe[lve] pairs of linen garments” (EA  265, 
lines  7–13). In contrast to the international letters, these documents mention requests 
for the shipment of garments, often specifying silver as another means of payment, thus 
indicating and confirming the economic stability of the Levantine rulers—for example, in 
EA 287, from Abdi-Ḫeba of Jerusalem (bread, oil, clothing; line 44), and in EA 82, from 
Rib-Ḫadda of Byblos to Amanappa (silver, clothing; line 30). In EA 101, from Rib-Ḫadda 

50 Unfortunately, the list of gifts is not discussed in Hawkins 2009. See also Hoffner 2009, 273–77, for a 
translation and further discussion.
51 As it is widely attested in the Linear B inscriptions from Pylos, Knossos, and Mycenae; see Burke 
2010a, esp. 64–66; 2010b. See also Gleba 2012 (review of Burke 2010a).
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of Byblos to the Egyptian king, colored garments52 are mentioned as payment or even 
ransom money to Mittani (GADA ZA.GÌN NA4.MAR \ bu-bu-mar, “garment of lapis lazuli 
and mar-stone color”; line 8).

The cloth and garment transactions attested in the Amarna correspondence thus re-
veal a complex structure, both geographically and socially conditioned. On the one hand, 
textiles and garments are clearly used as diplomatic gifts, sent for the purpose of maintain-
ing and confirming relations between individual kings. Although the Egyptian king may 
mention a consignment of textiles—especially linen cloth—in his communications with 
Near Eastern kings, the latter obviously do not value it highly, as they never request it in 
their own dispatches. The correspondence with the eastern Mediterranean, represented in 
the Amarna corpus by the communications with Alashiya and Arzawa, is quite different; 
there, textiles play an important role, and Egyptian textiles are highly valued by the local 
kings. Finally, in the communications between the Egyptian court and the Levantine rul-
ers, garments are attested as a standard means of payment (along with silver) and as such 
are requested to be sent from Egypt.

THE RAMESSIDE EVIDENCE

During the Ramesside period, the evidence for contacts between Egypt and other Near 
Eastern states is largely viewed through the prism of the Egyptian–Hittite correspondence 
from Ḫattusha and the Egyptian–Ugaritic correspondence discovered at Ugarit, both dated 
to the second half of the thirteenth century bce. In contrast to the Amarna period, no epis-
tolary sources reflect communication between the Egyptian king and his administration, 
on the one hand, and the rulers of the Levantine polities (or even regions under Egyptian 
political control), on the other. Thus, the use of cloth and garments as payment for goods 
or services cannot be observed and analyzed.

As far as the diplomatic correspondence is concerned, the Egyptian–Hittite letters 
attest a total of three extensive inventories,53 and similar to the Amarna evidence, further 
lists of gifts are routinely included in individual messages.54 Given the findspots of these 
texts, it is understandable that the set of outgoing messages from Egypt is considerably 
more extensive than in the Amarna corpus: there are more than ninety documents in the 
Egyptian–Hittite corpus,55 with two additional epistolary documents of Egyptian origin 
identified among the Akkadian texts from Ugarit.56 In contrast to the Amarna evidence, 
the Akkadian texts from both Ḫattusha and Ugarit feature textile gifts as a prominent and 
essential component.

The fact that, during the Ramesside period, lists of gifts are already largely formalized 
and standardized is well illustrated by the internal composition of these gift lists. In the 

52 See also the absence of wool in EA 101, line 7.
53 See ÄHK 92 (KBo 28, 33), 93 (KBo 7, 10), 94 (KBo 28, 32). The inventory ÄHK 90 (KBo 28, 34) is just a 
small fragment with only a few signs preserved, but it is clear that even in this list textiles were included.
54 See especially ÄHK 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 15, 16, 17, 44, 45, 46, 47, 49, 51, 75, 76, 91.
55 For a standard edition, consult Edel 1994; see also Singer 2006.
56 RS 88.2158 (Lackenbacher 2001); RS 94.2002+2003 (Lackenbacher and Malbran-Labat 2016, 81–86). 
Because of its fragmentary state of preservation, with only the titulary of Seti II, text RS 94.2176 is not 
discussed.
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documents of Egyptian origin, the order of the items is identical, beginning with objects 
made of gold, silver, and copper, followed by textiles, garments, and wooden objects. Sim-
ilar to the Hittite practice, the weight of gold is clearly stated for each object, followed by 
the subtotal of gold and, if necessary, gold and silver, at the end of the category. Similarly, 
the number of garments sent is regularly listed after each section of the list. If the message 
is sent by and/or addressed to more than one correspondent, the distribution of individual 
items into individual segments—that is, individual sublists of gifts—is clearly visible. In this 
respect, the very same practice is already attested in the Amarna correspondence, as seen 
in the letters from Babylonia, Egypt, and Mittani (see above).

In terms of the role of textiles and garments in diplomatic practice, the Ramesside 
material represents a completely different or new tradition. Is this tradition different from 
that known from the Amarna evidence? The Egyptian–Hittite correspondence preserved 
in the Amarna corpus is unfortunately very limited, consisting of only four texts (EA 41–
44), one of which is preserved in mere fragments and is practically illegible (EA 43). While 
two of them are letters of the Hittite king,57 the third text is addressed to the Egyptian 
king by Zit/da, a Hittite prince. Of particular interest is the letter EA 41 from Šuppiluliuma 
to the Egyptian king Ḫuriya concerning Egyptian–Hittite relations and mentioning the 
exchange of gifts on both sides. While in his communication, EA 44, the Hittite prince 
Zit/da sighs for gold (lines 25–28), it is Šuppiluliuma who is more precise in his request, 
asking for golden and silver statues, a piece of lapis lazuli, and a stand (EA 41, lines 23–28), 
while clearly listing his own greeting gift consisting of “1 silver rhyton, a stag, 5 minas 
its weight; 1 silver rhyton, a young ram, 3 minas its weight; 2 silver disks, 10 minas their 
weight; 2 large nikiptu-trees” (lines 39–43). There is no mention in the text of textiles or 
garments as part of the Hittite gift to Egypt or vice versa (although the Egyptian part of the 
transaction is damaged). On the other hand, the Hittite list of gifts reveals the very same 
practice of recording the weight of precious metals (in this case silver) known from the 
Ramesside Egyptian–Hittite correspondence, and used on both the Egyptian and the Hit-
tite sides. Thus, what we can see in the Egyptian–Hittite correspondence is a combination 
of tradition and innovation that is not limited to textiles and garments being a part of the 
gift-exchange practice. 

EGYPT AND TEXTILES

Although sheep’s wool, goat’s hair, palm fiber, grass, reeds, hemp, and ramie are attested 
as fibers used in the production of textiles in ancient Egypt,58 it is linen cloth made of 
flax that is most frequently recorded in the gift inventories. A new boom in the quality 
of textile production in Egypt is clearly visible in the earlier part of the New Kingdom 
(fig. 2.2). During this period, a vertical loom (or fixed two-beam loom) was introduced as 
an important technological innovation, an advance associated with the military activities 
of the Eighteenth Dynasty kings. Vogelsang-Eastwood cautiously suggests that the ver-
tical loom may have been introduced by the Hyksos as early as the Second Intermediate 

57 An opening passage containing the identities of both correspondents is missing in EA 42.
58 See especially Hall 1986; van’t Hooft et al. 1994; Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993, 2003; Tata 2012; for a larg-
er context, see recently Hodgkinson 2018.
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Period.59 However, both iconographic and written sources suggest a later date, probably 
in the middle of the fifteenth century bce, as a consequence of the military activities of 
Thutmose III in Syria-Palestine.60 Although the king mentions textile workers who were 
to be assigned to the temple of Amun,61 neither the list of gifts brought to the king by 
defeated chieftains nor the lists of booty mention cloths or garments. A similar scenar-
io is found in later documents. The Megiddo booty list consists of a series of sublists of 
items, and although they come from different sources, their inner structure is identical: 
items made of gold are followed by those made of silver and wood. But no textiles or gar-
ments are mentioned.62 Similarly, Minmose’s taxes from Upper Retjenu list silver, gold, 
lapis lazuli, all sorts of precious stones, chariots, horses, cattle, and small livestock.63 The 
absence of foreign textiles and garments from lists in Egyptian sources of the early and 
mid– Eighteenth Dynasty is obvious.

59 Vogelsang-Eastwood 2003, 278.
60 For the iconographic evidence, see especially the tomb of Neferrenpet (TT 133; Davies 1948, pl. XXXV) 
or the tomb of Djehutynefer (TT 104; Roth 1913, fig. 9); see also Dziobek 1992; Kampp 1992. 
61 Urk . IV, 742.
62 Urk. IV, 663/5–664/7.
63 Urk. IV, 1442/4–6.

Figure 2.2. Egyptian gable-topped chest with linen from Hatnefer’s tomb 
(Thebes, Sheikh Abd el-Qurna, 36.3.1; c. 1492–1473 bce). Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, Rogers Fund, 1936. Accession number 36.3.56a, b. Public domain. 
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The theme of the arrival of textiles in Egypt is witnessed in the iconographic evidence 
by the so-called “tributary” scenes depicted in some Theban tombs of the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty. Leaving aside pottery, stone, and metal vessels, weaponry, jewelry, oxhide ingots, 
ivory, and so forth, cloths brought as jnw from the Aegean are depicted in the tomb of 
Menkheperreseneb (TT 86), dated to the reign of Thutmose III.64 The Aegean textiles are of 
a multicolored woolen material, quite distinct from the domestic linen cloths. Barber has 
proposed that the Aegean textiles functioned as a source of inspiration65 for the decoration 
of ceilings in five Theban tombs also dated to the reign of Hatshepsut/Thutmose III.66

In contrast to the Aegean world, the Egyptian epigraphic and iconographic evidence 
of the early New Kingdom reveals a notable absence of textiles and garments brought to 
Egypt from ancient Near Eastern regions. This observation is further supported by a lexico-
graphical study of non-Egyptian loanwords in Egyptian texts. So far, only seven loanwords 
of Semitic origin have been identified in mostly Late Egyptian texts67 related to cloth and 
textiles—ḫ2rt (Hoch no. 353; a garment? a purse?); sq (Hoch no. 383; an inferior type of 
cloth, a sack); gll (Hoch no. 471; a garment); qṣt (Hoch no. 505; a garment, a covering); glp 
(Hoch no. 517; “a jalabiya?”); krt (Hoch no. 492, a cloth strap); and sArt (Hoch no. 359, wool). 
However, none of these terms is attested in texts dated to the Eighteenth Dynasty. There-
fore, it seems that for the Egyptians of the early New Kingdom, textiles or garments of Near 
Eastern origin did not represent a major economic or diplomatic concern. A similar practice 
is still recognizable in the geographic distribution of the evidence in the Amarna corpus, 
where the customs and practices related to textiles and garments are well attested in the 
Alashiyan and Arzawan letters. This practice, in which textiles and garments were part of 
the royal gift-giving procedure, was thus fully adopted by the Egyptian court at that time.

The importance of textiles and garments in the Egyptian diplomatic correspondence 
increases considerably between the Amarna and Ramesside periods, culminating in the 
letters exchanged between the royal courts of Egypt and Ḫatti shortly before and after 
the conclusion of the peace treaty (c. 1259 bce). In fact, other traditions—even outside the 
Egyptian–Hittite correspondence, such as the Egyptian royal terminology in Egyptian– 
Ugaritic documents—reveal the importance of the treaty for the “diplomatic vocabulary” 
of the post–Pax Hethitica Levant. As to the use and diffusion of textiles and garments as a 
component part of diplomatic practice and tools in Egypt, we may suggest tracing it back to 
the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean milieu of (probably) the mid-fifteenth century bce, 
when the first woolen products are depicted being brought to Egypt, over attestations from 
the mid-fourteenth century bce of its importance in the Egyptian–Alashiyan and Egyptian–
Arzawan correspondence, to its becoming a full-fledged and adequate diplomatic tool in the 
Egyptian–Hittite and Egyptian–Ugaritic correspondence of the thirteenth century bce. Un-
doubtedly, more research is needed, especially regarding the distribution of the individual 
Egyptian terms used to identify the types and materials of individual garments and cloths, 
as well as the general distribution pattern of the Late Bronze Age textile terminology.

64 See Wachsmann 1987, pl. III; and recently Matić and Franković 2017.
65 Barber 1992, 346–57.
66 Antef (TT 155), Menkheperreseneb (TT 86), Amenemhat (TT 82), Hapuseneb (TT 67), Amenmose 
(TT 251).
67 See Hoch 1994.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   82Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   82 4/24/25   3:10 PM4/24/25   3:10 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



“SILVER FOR CLOTHING . . .”: TEXTILES AND DIPLOMACY 83

ABBREVIATIONS

ÄHK  Elmar Edel, Die ägyptisch-hethitische Korrespondenz aus Boghazköi in babylonischer und he-
thitischer Sprache. 2 vols. Abhandlungen der Rheinisch-Westfälischen Akademie der Wissen-
schaften 77. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1994

AHw Wolfram von Soden, Akkadisches Handwörterbuch. 3 vols. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965–81
Akk. Akkadian
BM British Museum
CAD Martha Tobi Roth et al., eds, The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University 

of Chicago. 21 vols. Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1964–2010
CG Catalogue général (Egyptian Museum, Cairo)
EA Jørgen A. Knudtzon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln mit Einleitung und Erläuterungen. 2nd ed. 2 vols. 

Vorderasiatische Bibliothek 2. Aalen: Zeller, 1964
Eg. Egyptian
KBo Keilschrifttexte aus Boghazköi. Leipzig: Hinrichs and Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1921–
RS Ras Shamra (siglum)
TT Theban tomb
Urk . IV Wolfgang Helck, ed., Urkunden der 18 . Dynastie. Part 17, Historische Inschriften Thutmosis’ III . 

und Amenophis’ II. Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1955
VAT Vorderasiatisches Museum (Berlin) tablet
VS Otto Schröder, Die Tontafeln von el-Amarna. Vorderasiatische Schriftdenkmäler der könig-

lichen Museen zu Berlin 11–12. Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1915
WA Hugo Winckler and Ludwig Abel, Der Thontafelfund von El Amarna. Mittheilungen aus den 

orientalischen Sammlungen der königlichen Museen zu Berlin 1–3. Berlin: Spemann, 1889–90
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in October 2009, edited by Peter Pfälzner and Michel Al-Maqdissi, 33–41. Qaṭna Studien Sup-
plementa 2. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.

Gleba, Margarita
2012 Review of From Minos to Midas: Ancient Cloth Production in the Aegean and in Anatolia, by 

Brendan Burke. Journal of Hellenic Studies 132: 238–39.

Hall, Rosalind M.
1986 Egyptian Textiles. Aylesbury: Shire.

Hawkins, David
2009 “The Arzawa Letters in Recent Perspective.” British Museum Studies in Ancient Egypt and Su-

dan 14: 73–83.

Helck, Wolfgang
1962 Die Beziehungen Ägyptens zu Vorderasien im 3 . und 2 . Jahrtausend v . Chr . Ägyptologische 

Abhandlungen 5. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.

Herslund, Ole
2010 “Cloths—Garments—and Keeping Secrets: Textile Classification and Cognitive Chaining in 

the Ancient Egyptian Writing System.” In Textile Terminologies in the Ancient Near East and 
Mediterranean from the Third to the First Millennia bc, edited by C. Michel and M.-L. Nosch, 
68–80. Oxford: Oxbow.

Hoch, James E.
1994 Semitic Words in Egyptian Texts of the New Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press.

Hodgkinson, Anna K.
2018 Technology and Urbanism in Late Bronze Age Egypt. Oxford Studies in Egyptian Archaeology. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hoffner, Harry A., Jr.
2009 Letters from the Hittite Kingdom. Writings from the Ancient World 15. Atlanta: SBL Press.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   84Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   84 4/24/25   3:10 PM4/24/25   3:10 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



“SILVER FOR CLOTHING . . .”: TEXTILES AND DIPLOMACY 85

Horowitz, Wayne, Takayoshi Oshima, and Seth Sanders
2018 Cuneiform in Canaan: The Next Generation . University Park: Eisenbrauns.

Irvin, Aaron
2007 “Regional Foundations for Internationalism in the Ancient Near East: The Case of Canaan.” 

UC (Berkeley) World History Workshop working paper. https://escholarship.org/uc /item 
/5gh13054.

Kampp, Friederike
1992 “Bemerkungen zur Datierung der Gräber TT 80 und 104 nach topographischen und architek-

tonischen Gesichtspunkten.” In Eine ikonographische Datierungsmethode für thebanische 
Wandmalereien der 18 . Dynastie, edited by Eberhard Dziobek, Thomas Schneyer, and Norbert 
Semmelbauer, 66–70. Studien zur Archäologie und Geschichte Altägyptens 3. Heidelberg: Hei-
delberger Orientverlag.

Knudtzon, Jørgen A.
1964 Die El-Amarna-Tafeln mit Einleitung und Erläuterungen. 2nd ed. 2 vols. Vorderasiatische Bib-

liothek 2. Aalen: Otto Zeller.

Lackenbacher, Sylvie
2001 “Une lettre d’Égypte.” In Études ougaritiques, vol. 1, Travaux 1985–1995, edited by Marguerite 

Yon and Daniel Arnaud, 239–48. Ras Shamra–Ougarit 14. Paris: Éditions Recherche sur les 
civilisations.

Lackenbacher, Sylvie, and Florence Malbran-Labat
2016 Lettres en akkadien de la “Maison d’Urtēnu”: Fouilles de 1994 . Ras Shamra–Ougarit 23. Leuven: 

Peeters.

Lambdin, Thomas O.
1953 “Egyptian Words in Tell El Amarna Letter No. 14.” Orientalia n.s. 22: 362–69.

Liverani, Mario
1999 Le lettere di el-Amarna . Vol. 2, Le lettere dei “Grandi Re .” Testi del Vicino Oriente antico 3/2. 

Flero: Paideia.

Matić, Uroš, and Filip Franković
2017 “Out of Date, Out of Fashion: The Changing of Dress of Aegean Figures in the Theban Tombs 

of the Egyptian 18th Dynasty in the Light of Aegean Bronze Age Costume.” Studi Micenei ed 
Egeo-Anatolici n.s. 3: 105–30.

Moran, William L.
1992 The Amarna Letters. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Rainey, Anson F.
2015 The El-Amarna Correspondence: A New Edition of the Cuneiform Letters from the Site of 

El- Amarna Based on Collations of All Extant Tablets. Handbook of Oriental Studies I/110. 
Leiden: Brill.

Roth, H. Ling
1913 Ancient Egyptian and Greek Looms. Bankfield Museum Notes. Second Series 2. Halifax: County 

Borough of Halifax.

Sayce, Archibald H.
1894 “The Cuneiform Tablets.” In Tell el Amarna, by William M. F. Petrie, 34–37, pls. XXXI–XXXIII. 

London: Methuen.

Singer, Itamar
2006 “The Urḫi-Teššub Affair in the Hittite–Egyptian Correspondence.” In The Life and Times of 

Ḫattušili III and Tutḫalia IV: Proceedings of a Symposium Held in Honour of J . de Roos, 12–13 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   85Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   85 4/24/25   3:10 PM4/24/25   3:10 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



86 JANA MYNářOVá

December 2003, Leiden, edited by Theo P. J. van den Hout, 27–38. Uitgaven van het Nederlands 
Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten te Leiden 103. Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije 
Oosten.

Tata, Giovanni
2012 “The Expansionist Policies of the New Kingdom and the Increase in Craft Specialization in the 

Textiles Industry.” In Evolving Egypt: Innovation, Appropriation, and Reinterpretation in Ancient 
Egypt, edited by Kerry Muhlestein and John Gee, 45–51. BAR International Series 2397. Ox-
ford: Archaeopress.

Tucci, Giulia
2020 “Dynamics and Internationalism during the Late Bronze Age: Circulation of Raw Materials 

and Production between the Western Indian Ocean Basin and the Southern Levant.” Polish 
Archaeology in the Mediterranean 29, no. 1: 431–43.

van’t Hooft, Philomeen P. M., Maarten J. Raven, E. H. C. van Rooij, and Gillian M. Vogelsang-Eastwood
1994 Pharaonic and Early Medieval Egyptian Textiles. Collections of the National Museum of Antiq-

uities at Leiden 8. Leiden: Rijksmuseum van Oudheden.

Vogelsang-Eastwood, Gillian
1993 Pharaonic Egyptian Clothing. Leiden: Brill.
2003 “Textiles.” In Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology, edited by Paul T. Nicholson and Ian 

Shaw, 268–98. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wachsmann, Shelley
1987 Aegeans in the Theban Tombs. Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 20. Leuven: Peeters.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   86Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   86 4/24/25   3:10 PM4/24/25   3:10 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



87

3 Changing Textiles—Shifting Identities? 
The Transformation of Dress Practices 
in Gebel Adda, Late Antique Nubia 

Magdalena M. Wozniak and Elsa Yvanez 
Centre for Textile Research, University of Copenhagen

“Nubia” is a term applied today to the region located between the extreme south of Egypt 
(south of Aswan) and northern Sudan, along the river Nile (fig. 3.1). During its long histo-
ry, this area has been labeled with various names, its partition evolving with the successive 
political entities and peoples occupying the territory. This article focuses on Late Antiquity 
and the medieval period (fig. 3.2), illustrating through the evolution of dress practices the 
deep mutations and complex dynamics that reshaped Nubian culture during this time.

Successor to the kingdom of Napata (760–300 bce), the kingdom of Meroe (300 bce–
350 ce) extended at its largest from the Egyptian border in the north to the Gezira region 
in the south, between the Blue and White Niles. The heartland of the kingdom and its new 
capital city, Meroe, were set between the Fifth and Sixth Cataracts, bordered by the Nile, 
the Atbara River, and the wadis of the Bayuda Desert. The Kushite realm offered a varied 
landscape and diverse climatic environments, from the dry and rocky areas of Nubia to 
the fertile savannahs of the Gezira, prompting different human adaptation mechanisms 
and subsistence patterns (e.g., sedentary, nomadic, seminomadic). After five centuries, the 
supremacy of Meroe came to an end: the disappearance of the central power led to the 
emergence of smaller states, whose geneses remain largely unknown. This period is called 
“Post-Meroitic” (c. 350–550 ce), and each of those states displays clear Meroitic traits but 
mixed with diverse influences and local characteristics. In Lower Nubia, this period corre-
sponds with the emergence of the Post-Meroitic Nobadian state, whose rulers were buried 
in large, royal tumuli at Ballana.1 

Two centuries later, at the beginning of the sixth century ce, the Middle Nile Valley 
appears reorganized into three main entities. The kingdom of Nobadia, with its capital at 
Faras, occupied the territory between the First and Third Cataracts. Southward from the 
Third Cataract extended the kingdom of Makuria, with its capital at Dongola. The kingdom 
of Alwa began at a location called “al-Abwab” near the Fifth Cataract and established its 
capital at Soba, at the confluence of the Blue and White Niles. The rulers of these states 
converted to the Christian faith consequently to the arrival of Byzantine missions in the 
second half of the sixth century. In 641 ce, an important battle with great consequences 

1 Emery and Kirwan 1938, passim; Williams 1983, passim; Obłuski 2010, passim.
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Figure 3.1. Map of Nubia, with the location of Gebel Adda. 
Map © Robin Seignobos/Magdalena M. Wozniak.
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took place at Dongola, where the united armies of Nobadia and Makuria stopped the pro-
gression of the Arab conquest.2 The protagonists signed an agreement that granted the in-
dependence of the Christian kingdoms. Nobadia and Makuria soon merged into one great 
kingdom, whose golden age lasted for the next five centuries, before internal quarrels 
combined with numerous Bedouin incursions weakened the royal authority and led to the 
progressive dismantling of the kingdom of Makuria.3 

The postmedieval period saw the development of smaller political entities in Nubia: 
written sources refer to meks, who were the leaders of local chefferies. In central Sudan, 
the situation was different. The kingdom of Alwa probably fell at the beginning of the six-
teenth century ce and was replaced by the Funj Sultanate of Sinnar, which maintained a 
centralized authority until the very beginning of the nineteenth century ce.

Turning to the physical aspects of textiles in Nubia, it must be noted that the arid 
 environment of Sudan—especially the dry lands of Lower Nubia—offers excellent condi-
tions for the preservation of organic material. As with other artifacts, a textile is intrinsi-
cally constructed of multiple levels: a piece of fabric is made by the interlacing of a warp 
and a weft, as well as by the interweaving of economic resources, technical knowledge and 
actions, and social needs, desires, and choices. Its study therefore requires a multilayered 
approach.4 A textile is always woven for a purpose (e.g., domestic, religious, commercial) 
and implies the collaboration of various people engaged in the gathering and processing 
of fibers and their treatment from thread to woven cloth. 

The next stage—the confection of garments—engages the same interaction between 
resources, techniques, and society. Terminology helps us define these different levels of 
interpretation. The terms “textile” and “fabric” consider the chaîne opératoire and economic 
value of the item; “garment” designates an item of clothing used to dress an individual’s 
body and can be related to a technical savoir faire; and finally, the terms “costume,” “dress,” 
and “habit” express the embodiment of an individual’s social reality into a garment. This 
last question—how dress communicates the social reality of its wearer—is of paramount 
importance in the study of identities.5 To reach this level of interpretation, studying textiles 
must go beyond a catalog based solely on technical analysis. Indeed, it implies considering 
a variety of approaches and calls for a cross-disciplinary outlook.6 Traditionally strongly 

2 The Arab army of the Rashidun Caliphate had conquered Egypt ten years earlier, and its progression 
into the land of Nubia was a direct attempt to conquer these territories and submit them to Islamic rule.
3 Welsby 2002, passim; Edwards 2004, passim; Seignobos 2015.
4 Andersson Strand et al. 2010.
5 Jones 1997, passim; Stig Sørensen 1997.
6 Harlow and Nosch 2014.

Figure 3.2. Chronological timescale of Late Antique Nubia. Drawing © Magdalena M. Wozniak.
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focused on material culture, archaeology can use textile studies as an innovative research 
tool to understand past societies better. The aims of this study are to test the hypothesis 
that dress practices can help us track cultural changes and to gauge the extent to which 
they participated in the successive remodeling of identities in ancient and medieval Nubia. 

Of the theoretical models developed by anthropologists and archaeologists, we chose 
to integrate the observations of Roland Barthes on the semiology of dress, which he saw as 
part of “a formal system, organized, normative, consecrated by the society.”7 In his seminal 
work “Histoire et sociologie du vêtement,” he defined dress as “both an individual action 
and a collective institution”8 and demonstrated how dress “constitutes an intellectual and 
meaningful relationship between the wearer and his/her group.”9 His study invites us, 
when describing an item of clothing, to assess its positioning within society in terms of the 
institutional system that made its creation and sustainability possible.

Another concept we found interesting is the theory of mediation, which was devel-
oped by Jean Gagnepain during the 1960s and 1970s. It was applied to archaeology by 
Philippe Bruneau and Pierre-Yves Ballut, who sensed its usefulness in the study of clothing 
practices. In 1983, Bruneau devoted a long article to dress, advocating for its reconsider-
ation in archaeology, since, despite being a product of human industry, textiles and cloth-
ing have been largely ignored by the discipline.10 From his analysis, we find it particularly 
stimulating to integrate the notion of social time. People change their clothing depending 
on changes in their own social time: When is a garment worn, and why? A second import-
ant idea is that dressing is a two-way mode of communication between the wearer and 
viewers. A garment embodies constant negotiation between these two identities: Who is 
wearing it? Who is showing it to whom? With these questions in mind, we have tried to 
develop in the following pages an archaeology of dress at Gebel Adda.

GEBEL ADDA: GENERAL PRESENTATION OF THE SITE

The site of Gebel Adda is located in Egyptian Lower Nubia, about 300 km south of Aswan 
and about 20  km north of the modern Sudanese border. It was continuously occupied 
from 200 ce to the Ottoman period. It comprised two main areas: a fortified town built 
on a hill overlooking the Nile, and a series of large cemeteries stretching across the plain 
below (fig. 3.3). The town, designated in field reports as “the Citadel,” included settlement 
buildings, a temple, and several churches. Numbered I to VII, the cemeteries contained the 
burials of Gebel Adda’s inhabitants from the Late Meroitic, Post-Meroitic, Christian, and 
Islamic periods. Two churches were also identified in Cemeteries II and VII.

The site was first surveyed in the early twentieth century by Arthur E. P. Weigall,11 
later by Ugo Monneret de Villard in 1932–33,12 and finally by a team from the University of 

7 Barthes 1957, 433–34: “un système formel organisé, normatif, consacré par la société.”
8 Barthes 1957, 435: “à la fois . . . acte individuel et institution collective.”
9 Barthes 1957, 437: “constitue une relation intellectuelle, notificatrice, entre le porteur et son groupe.”
10 Bruneau 1983.
11 Weigall 1907, passim.
12 Monneret de Villard 1938, passim.
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Alexandria in 1959 under the supervision of Mostapha el-Amir.13 The Alexandrian expedi-
tion conducted excavations in Cemeteries II and I, as well as in some of the Late Christian 
houses in the eastern part of the citadel. Between 1963 and 1967, within the context of the 
International Nubian Campaign, the site was excavated on a high scale by a team from 
the American Research Center in Egypt directed by Nicholas B. Millet.14 Because time and 
financial support were limited, the site could not be excavated in its entirety. A total of four 
excavation seasons allowed an “average sample” of every cemetery and important areas of 
the citadel to be documented, in varying degrees.15 

While the cemeteries cover all the periods of Gebel Adda’s occupation, from Meroitic 
to Ottoman times, the citadel’s original buildings date to the Early and Middle Chris-
tian periods. They were deliberately razed to set up a new city during the Late Christian 
period. Artifacts retrieved from the destroyed layers were necessarily limited. However, 
the general outline of Gebel Adda’s history could still be reconstructed.16 The city was 
an important administrative center during the Late Meroitic period and, in the fourth 
century ce, was probably the capital of the first rulers of Nobadia.17 In the medieval era, 
Gebel Adda remained one of the greatest urban sites of Nobadia and is often compared 

13 El-Amir 1963, 35–38.
14 Millet 1963, 1964, 1967; Huber and Edwards 2009, 2010, 2012, 2016.
15 Millet 1967, 62–63.
16 Millet 1963, 1964, 1967.
17 Edwards 2004, 205.

Figure 3.3. View of the citadel and surrounding cemeteries 
in 1963, before flooding. Photo © Reinhart Hubert.
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to the better-known site of Qasr Ibrim.18 It was placed under the authority of the eparch 
of Nobadia, a kind of viceroy, and may have been the see of his deputy in the second half 
of the eleventh century ce. Finally, in about 1365, the royal residence was transferred 
from Dongola to Gebel Adda, where the kings of Makuria occupied the throne until the 
fifteenth century.

TEXTILES FROM GEBEL ADDA: PRESENTATION OF THE COLLECTION

Despite the lack of a final publication and inventory,19 we estimate that about 80 percent of 
the objects recovered from the site are today housed in the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) 
in Toronto, while the remaining 20 percent are housed in Egypt in the Nubian Museum in 
Aswan. The textiles, if limited in number (170 pieces), represent one of the most interesting 
and best-preserved collections of fabrics found in Nubia but remain largely unknown to 
scholars.

With the notable exception of the 
crypt burials in the citadel’s churches, all 
the textiles were discovered in the vast 
cemeteries surrounding the town. High 
over the level of the Nile waters and dug 
into the desert plain, far from the wadis, 
the tombs stayed very dry and offered 
optimal conditions for the preservation 
of organic material. The textiles interred 
with the deceased were in most cases re-
used items of clothing, carefully select-
ed to accompany the body through the 
funeral and on its last journey. Textiles 
could fulfill different functions in the 
tombs: they could dress or wrap the body 
(fig. 3.4; see also fig. 3.10 below), form a 
funerary bed, and wrap certain offerings 
or be deposited among them for their 
intrinsic value. In every instance, they 
were also participating in the funerary 
display and therefore were meant to be 
seen. Items of clothing were particular-
ly important in this case, bridging dress 
practices of the living with wrapping 
practices of the dead and communicating 
to the assembly the social status of the 
deceased and his or her close community. 
This essay attempts to trace the evolution 

18 Seignobos 2015, 208–10.
19 Grzymski 2010, 25.

Figure 3.4. Textile in situ in a Post-Meroitic 
grave, used as a shroud to wrap the remains 

of a child. Photo © Reinhart Hubert.
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of dress practices in Gebel Adda from the Late Meroitic period to the late medieval era 
and, in doing so, questions the relationship between clothing and identities in Lower Nu-
bia. It proposes an interpretative framework to understand the changing fashion of Late 
Antique Nubia and, we hope, opens new lines of inquiry in the much-debated question of 
cultural identity in this border region. 

Today, the textiles from Gebel Adda are curated both at the ROM and in the Nu-
bian Museum. Together with leather finds20 and personal ornaments, they are part of a 
vast assemblage documenting body and dress practices at the site over many centuries. 
The textiles were first examined in 1979 by Elisabeth Crowfoot, who compiled a short 
report that included detailed comparisons with textiles from Qasr Ibrim. In 1990, Gillian 
Vogelsang-Eastwood was awarded a Veronika Gervers Memorial Fellowship to pursue her 
research on the textiles from Quseir al-Qadim and to further Crowfoot’s work. A first 
attempt to publish the Gebel Adda textiles in 1992 was planned, but the project could not 
be completed. Building on previous research and our new, in-depth analyses, this essay is 
based on several case studies focusing on textile garments (see their full descriptions in the 
chapter appendix). Each of them supports the discussion outlining the general evolution 
process of textile craft and clothing patterns.

MEROITIC COSTUME: KUSHITE DRESS TRADITIONS

introduction to meroitic gebel adda
Since its foundation in the Late Meroitic period (c. 200–300 ce), Gebel Adda undoubted-
ly played a prominent role in the political landscape of Lower Nubia. Located on a high 
promontory, the site was first selected for defense purposes, as a massive mudbrick wall 
with protective bastions and a gate was built around three sides to form a large enclo-
sure or fort. The first settlement consisted of a few habitation structures with associated 
storage pits and animal enclosures. It then grew considerably, in successive phases, to 
become a true town, with several official buildings and a ceremonial center with an im-
portant temple.21 Simultaneously with the town’s development, several large cemeteries 
sprouted around the city’s periphery in the vast plains stretching up to the wadis and 
the river. Cemetery III accommodated most of the Meroitic graves, many of which were 
covered with small pyramids.22 Despite widespread plundering, the contents of the tombs 
show rich funerary assemblages, containing diverse and high-quality artifacts.23 Added to 
the monumental architecture deployed in the town—podium, administrative building, and 
temple, to give a few examples—the material retrieved at Gebel Adda indicates the pros-
perity of its population. The political importance of the site is particularly well represented 
by the affluent Wayekiye family, who originated from Gebel Adda and held high admin-
istrative and military offices across the region during the second and third centuries ce.24 

20 Veldmeijer 2016.
21 Millet 1964, 8; 1967, 54–56; 1968, 47–52.
22 Millet 1964, 8; Huber and Edwards 2016.
23 Grzymski 2010.
24 Millet 1968, 54–55; Török 1978.
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textiles as grave goods
The prominence of its inhabitants had important consequences for the dress practices ob-
served at Gebel Adda. All the textiles discussed in the present study were found in the 
context of elite burials. We ought to remember that a large part of the Nubian popula-
tion probably lived unclothed or partially dressed, using minimal coverings often made of 
leather or material from animal sources, with the occasional textile or skin wrapper.25 It 
appears so quite clearly in classical sources, which record that Nubians “lived naked all the 
time. . . . Some cut the tails off the behind of their sheep and cover their hips with them. . . . 
Some also use the hides of their animals.”26 Together with many leather finds, archaeolo-
gy and iconography seem to confirm this literary motive, a true topos of the “barbarian” 
figure of classical literature. Most of our knowledge also rests on the excavation of elite 
cemeteries, while traces of smaller farming or pastoral communities are more difficult to 
locate. The presence of woven textiles in a grave is, therefore, in itself a strong indication 
of its rather high status. 

Kept in the ROM, the site’s inventory and the excavation archives contain much valu-
able information regarding the textiles’ findspots in the graves. Generally, textiles were 
found well preserved—if rather desiccated—in a fragmentary form. Among the material, 
pieces of garments can be identified with a good degree of confidence, while other frag-
ments can be tentatively assigned to blankets, body wrappings, or textile tapes. Tapes were 
created by shredding a large piece of fabric into long, thin strips, which were used to tie 
the wrappings around the body. This “shroud” was rarely woven for this purpose: it con-
sisted of a large, rectangular piece of fabric, often a reused mantle or tunic. Items of cloth-
ing can therefore be identified as such or among the fragmentary body wrappings. Many 
bear heavy traces of repairs, such as coarse seams closing a tear or keeping the different 
layers of textiles together around the body. Because the graves were reused many times 
and were further disturbed by robbing, it is rarely possible to allocate objects to a specific 
inhumation. Data regarding the sex of the bodily remains are therefore very uncertain. 

Similarly, textile fragments were seldom found in direct connection with the skeleton 
but were instead scattered among other finds in the filling of the access ramp and the 
tomb cavity. As a result, the modalities of funerary gestures such as body wrapping and 
covering remain difficult to ascertain. One element seems clear, however: the bodies were 
not dressed but wrapped in reused items of clothing (see below).27 In this regard, funer-
ary rituals relating to body preparation and perception differ from those at contemporary 
Egyptian sites, such as Antinoe.28 In the rare instances where textiles still adhered to the 
skeleton, fragments tended to be visible around the head and on the leg bones, indicating 
that the body—in an extended supine or crouched position—was not partially covered 
but entirely wrapped (see fig. 3.4). Textiles are indifferently associated with female, male, 
and child inhumations. Notable is the frequency of finds in archers’ graves: fragments of 
bows, thumb rings, wrist braces, and arrowheads all composed the archer panoply of many 

25 Yvanez 2018a.
26 Agatharchides of Cnidus, On the Erythraean Sea, copied by Diodorus of Sicily, second century ce.
27 Yvanez 2023.
28 E.g., Cortopassi 2006.
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high-ranking males in the Kushite hierarchy. The context of the textile finds continues to 
paint the picture of an elite population, well integrated in the Meroitic cultural world and 
sphere of influence.

Of the hundreds of textiles retrieved from Gebel Adda cemeteries, one of the present 
authors29 has managed to conduct a detailed analysis of about 100 objects dated to the 
Late Meroitic and Post-Meroitic periods and kept at the ROM. Research in the excavation 
archives and detailed observation of weaving methods have permitted an outline of the 
evolution of textile production to be drawn. However, because no radiocarbon analysis 
was ever undertaken on the Gebel Adda textiles, we have no absolute dating; and many 
craft traditions such as pottery and weaving were perpetuated through time with little 
noticeable change. Consequently, the clear assignment of the textiles to specific periods 
remains at times problematic. Most of them were brought to the ROM and safely stored 
there without being subjected to a major conservation program. Many pieces are therefore 
still matted together and too desiccated to be manipulated safely. Neither rehumidified 
nor flattened, some textiles are difficult to envision in their entirety, thus precluding their 
identification as specific garments. Without clear chronological boundaries and with the 
textiles in sometimes unintelligible shape, typological approaches are difficult to imple-
ment. Comparisons with other sites and bodies of material can, in some instances, partially 
remedy these issues. Interestingly, the Meroitic textiles and garments found at Gebel Adda 
fit very clearly in the classic Meroitic textile traditions, developed since the end of the first 
century bce and well represented through Nubia and central Sudan.30

meroitic textile traditions 
A very high proportion of the Meroitic textiles found at Gebel Adda is made of cotton. Far 
from insignificant, the choice of this fiber is a strong indicator of the textiles’ belonging to 
the Meroitic sphere, as the central authorities appear to have been heavily engaged in the 
development of cotton’s cultivation.31 Like many other specimens of this period, the fab-
rics are woven in a simple tabby technique (balanced, half-basket, or basket weave), with 
a rather low density (thread count) and with S-spun threads measuring approximately 
0.5/0.6 mm in diameter. Many textile fragments bear typical Meroitic decorations—bands 
of openwork forming decorative lattices; bands and other patterns in blue tapestry; blue 
embroideries; and long, tasseled fringes. 

These types of ornaments most probably decorated large, rectangular pieces of fabric, 
which could be used as clothing in a multitude of arrangements. Wrapped around the 
waist, it could become a skirt; wrapped around the chest and shoulders, it could form a 
long dress or a mantle for warmth on a chilly night. Deprived of diagnostic features such 
as seams and hems, these rectangular, multiuse fabrics are difficult to identify with cer-
tainty among heavily fragmented items. Comparison with iconographical documents can 
help us understand the combination of decorative elements and the way those fabrics were 

29 Elsa Yvanez.
30 Wild 2011; Yvanez 2015.
31 Yvanez and Wozniak 2019.
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worn. It is especially useful in the case of female costume, which seems mostly to have 
consisted of a long, wraparound skirt.32

The large fragment chosen as our first case study (textile A) is a good example of 
“classic” Meroitic textiles: it is made of rather thick cotton threads, spun in an S direction, 
in a balanced tabby weave with a denser weave along the lower edge, where the weaver 
integrated a couple of thin, decorative bands in blue weft-faced tabby. This fragment could 
have belonged to the bottom of a rectangular fabric used as a wraparound garment. The 
bushy fringes are especially congruent with the long skirts worn by Meroitic women and 
men, as shown on painted stelae and reliefs from both Nubia and the region of Meroe. This 
particular element is depicted by means of a series of vertical hatches, generally cover-
ing the calves down to the feet.33 The addition of blue details along the lower edge of the 
garment—here reduced to its simplest expression—is also typical of this type of piece. A 
female ba-statue from Gebel Adda actually depicts a woman wearing a wraparound skirt 
of an entirely blue fabric, with a white horizontal band around the waist.34 Other textiles 
of similar manufacture show more complex versions of tapestry bands, with apotropaic 
designs of pharaonic origin such as offering tables or ankh-crosses.35 This type of large 
fabric must have been especially useful in a funerary context, where it could easily have 
wrapped an individual.

a uniform for meroitic male officials?
Along with unidentified fragments of cotton clothing and wool or cotton blankets, a par-
ticularly well-preserved grave offers a formidable case study (textile B) for the analysis 
of male costume. Located in Cemetery III, tomb 622 contained the inhumations of two 
adult males, one of them totally enveloped in several layers of textiles. The arrangement 
of the grave is unknown, but pictures taken during the excavation show several items of 
clothing laid on the legs of the deceased—an apron—while the body appears wrapped in a 
larger item—a cape(?)—and laid on a thick blanket or rug used as a funerary bed. He was 
not dressed in clothes but rather wrapped in them. Among other textiles in the funerary 
bundle, three pieces form a coherent outfit: a loincloth, a pendant apron, and a cape.36

Traces of knots and corded links on both upper angles of the loincloth show that, in 
life, it surrounded the waist and was fastened at the front, while the pointed extremity 
was passed between the legs, brought in front of the genitals, and secured at the navel. 
Like other Meroitic loincloths, this specimen differs from pharaonic examples, with their 
sharp and acute angles: rather wide and with scalloped edges on the sides, it would have 
enveloped the crotch and stayed rather loose on the hips, probably descending all the way 
to mid-thigh (see fig. 3.13 below). The pendant apron is made of two embroidered panels, 
which, once assembled, form a roughly rectangular shape with a hemispheric top and a 
triangular bottom, reminiscent of a phallus. The left panel of the apron appears still to be 

32 Adams and Adams 2013, pl. 41; Yvanez 2018a, 87.
33 E.g., SNM 5587 in Baud 2010, fig. 343; Yvanez 2018a, fig. 4.
34 Unpublished; Reinhard Huber, personal communication, July 2019.
35 E.g., Yvanez 2018a, fig. 3.
36 Yvanez 2023.
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tied in a thick knot to a band of textile, which could have been used as a belt to attach the 
pendant apron around the waist. Wide and long, the piece would have effectively covered 
much of the man’s front, descending to mid-calves. The outfit was completed with a large-
sized cape(?), probably attached around the neck, hanging down the back and behind the 
legs, and finishing in a triangular shape. 

Although this assemblage represents the one and only complete example of the tri-
partite male outfit, other pieces belonging to the same ensemble have been identified from 
Gebel Adda, Qasr Ibrim, and Karanog, while iconographical representations (ba-statues, 
stelae, and reliefs) give concrete illustrations of the way it was worn in Nubia and at Meroe 
(central Sudan). Every textile specimen seems to follow similar technical features and dec-
orative patterns, especially the “sunburst” flowers.37 

The reliefs in the “Meroitic chamber” of the Isis temple at Philae show a procession 
of high officials dressed in this manner,38 each of them designated with his name and list 
of titles in an inscription above. Comparing the different combinations of garments with 
these administrative titles indicates that this specific outfit was worn by male high dig-
nitaries related to the administration of the viceroy of Nubia (peseto), especially by those 
holding important military or defensive functions.39 Interestingly, the fact that the leader 
of this procession and two other nobles depicted on the Philae monument belong to the 
Wayekiye clan40 reaffirms the connection between Gebel Adda and military officials. His-
torical sources find here a telling parallel in the many archery-related finds from Gebel 
Adda cemeteries. Bows, arrows, quivers, and thumb rings provide clear examples of the 
military attributes of prestige favored in Kushite culture, here especially relevant in sym-
bolizing the power of Meroitic officials in safeguarding the integrity of the kingdom in this 
disputed region.41 A diversified network of evidence therefore seems to indicate a close 
relationship between the tripartite outfit and high-ranking officials with administrative 
and military duties. 

As mentioned above, the Gebel Adda ensemble is not the only one of its kind. A simpli-
fied version—the loincloth and apron ensemble—was discovered at Qasr Ibrim in a child’s 
size, for a two- to four-year-old boy. Repeated through the Meroitic territory from about 
the first century to the fourth century ce, this outfit thus very much befitted the social 
persona of high-ranking males regardless of age, time, and location, rather than specific 
individuals. The Meroitic loincloth and apron outfit therefore makes manifest a general 
social and cultural theory on its wearer, immediately recognizable through codified char-
acteristics. In this regard, it fits the definition of a “uniform” as formulated by Bruneau.42 
By its uniformity, the garment implies the wearer’s conformity to a certain institution and 
its rules. In a Nubian context such as Gebel Adda, it is particularly interesting to note the 
continuity of this type of uniform until the very end of the Late Meroitic period, proving 
the long-lasting influence of the central authorities in this remote northern region. 

37 E.g., Wild and Wild 2006, fig. 13; Yvanez and Wozniak 2019, fig. 13.
38 Pompei 2015.
39 Yvanez 2018b, 113–14; see also Török 1978.
40 Török 2002, 77.
41 Drici 2015, 68–69.
42 Bruneau 1983.
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Taken as a whole, the Meroitic textiles found at Gebel Adda form a homogenous group 
comparable to other textile corpora of the same period in Lower Nubia and, to a lesser 
measure, central Sudan. The repetition of distinctive traits—such as the use of cotton, the 
tabby weave, the blue tapestry or embroidery decorations, and the frequent openwork 
lattices, tassels, and fringes—suggests a certain standardization of Meroitic textile produc-
tion. Clearly sustained by elite consumption, we could infer a certain degree of production 
control and, therefore, the involvement of the royal authorities in the manufacture of spe-
cific types of garments.43 This hypothesis is further supported by additional data, such as 
textile tools, that point to the centralization of parts of textile production in settlements 
linked to royal power and by the significant role of cotton cultivation, probably developed 
with the state’s tutelage.44 Brought together, these different elements indicate that, during 
the Meroitic period, textiles and the sartorial arts carried powerful social meanings at the 
heart of complex relationships between the central authorities in Meroe and the local elite 
in Nubia. 

The distinctive style of Meroitic textiles, with its mix of pharaonic decorative elements 
(e.g., ankh-crosses, uraei) and Hellenistic patterns (e.g., swastikas, meanders), constitutes a 
sort of visual message professing the elite’s belonging to an ancestral and prestigious phar-
aonic culture, and affirming through dress forms and decoration their religious knowledge 
and close relationship to the gods. It also shows the elite’s integration into the larger world 
and their contact with Roman Egypt. Within the Meroitic world itself, this type of dress 
must have been a particularly powerful manifesto: dressed in such a distinctive way, the 
nobles set themselves apart from the rest of the population and, posted throughout the 
kingdom, represented Meroitic power all across the territory.

It seems that as long as Meroe kept a strong foothold in Nubia, this dress type and its 
associated textile traditions endured. However, with the crumbling of the Meroitic state, 
Nubian nobles eventually lost their connection to the capital and their administrative func-
tions. The tripartite outfit, now rendered apparently obsolete, quickly disappeared as well.

LATE MEROITIC/POST-MEROITIC DRESS: A SHIFT TOWARD 
THE MEDITERRANEAN?

post-meroitic transitions in gebel adda
The town of Gebel Adda continued to grow through the fourth century, including larger 
settlement areas and cemeteries (Cemeteries I, IV, V). After the “fall” of the Meroitic king-
dom in about 350 ce, Gebel Adda became part of the Nubian kingdom of Nobadia.45 Now 
cut off from the Meroitic heartland of central Sudan and the Kushite royal authorities, Geb-
el Adda found its place in the Post-Meroitic cultural landscape of Nubia.46 The material cul-
ture developed in the two centuries before the arrival of Christianity (c. 550 ce) is a good 
representation of the melting pot of Late Antiquity, which defines so well the complex 

43 Yvanez 2018a.
44 Yvanez and Wozniak 2019.
45 Obłuski 2010, passim.
46 Edwards 2004, 195–211; 2018.
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dynamics of cultural entanglement occurring at that time throughout the eastern Roman 
provinces.47 While retaining many Kushite traditions, the Post-Meroitic people of Nubia 
stopped looking farther south and turned to the north, toward Egypt and the growing 
Byzantine influence. In Gebel Adda, as at other Nubian sites, this transition is hard to place 
on the timescale with any exactitude. The cemeteries were used continuously (with succes-
sive burials in single graves), and the burial traditions themselves seem to have endured 
with little change. In the absence of a detailed ceramic typology and radiocarbon dating, 
a precise chronological attribution for each grave remains extremely difficult. As a result, 
many textiles are provisionally dated to the very end of the Late Meroitic period or the first 
phase of the Post-Meroitic period. In any case, establishing a definitive division between 
Meroitic and Post-Meroitic textile traditions could lead to methodological mistakes. Craft 
techniques, access to specific raw resources, and aesthetic choices do not perfectly mirror 
political changes: they can take sharp turns or, conversely, be very slow to change, and 
they frequently allow the evolution of divergent but nonetheless concomitant trends. 

the arrival of the tunic and mantle
After more than three centuries of development, and as distinctive as it was, the classic 
Meroitic textile tradition seems to have faded out quite quickly in Nubia with the with-
drawal of the central authorities. It may have persisted a bit later in Qasr Ibrim, until the 
final abandonment of the Isis cult and the desertion of her last shrine at that site.48 But at 
Gebel Adda, as well as at Ballana,49 cotton textiles with blue decorations were replaced 
by different kinds of clothing models, heavily influenced by the Mediterranean basin and 
widespread in Egypt: the tunic and mantle. Instead of being exposed down to the waist in 
skirts, or loincloths and aprons, the local elite opted for a much more modest outfit, cov-
ering themselves from shoulders to shins in a baggy, rectangular piece of clothing. Such 
a meaningful transition is plainly illustrated by a Late Meroitic funerary stela showing a 
dignitary and his successor (son or nephew) dressed in tunics (fig. 3.5). Man and child are 
wearing the same style of tunic: long sleeved, extending below the knees, and decorated 
with a “band” around the collar and two long, vertical stripes (clavi) on the front. Besides 
this outfit, nothing distinguishes this monument from other Meroitic funerary stelae: the 
composition is the same, as are the iconography and attributes (scepter, headband, funer-
ary cloth in hand). The outfit, repeated on a child, continues to endorse a specific social 
meaning, this time turned toward another political entity. While clearly belonging to the 
Meroitic world, this dignitary chose to represent himself not in a Kushite outfit but in a 
“Roman” fashion, proclaiming his ties to Hellenistic Egypt and the Mediterranean world. 

This type of outfit is not indigenous to Nubia. If several tunics are attested in the 
Qasr Ibrim corpus50 and more generally on royal iconography,51 the pharaonic prototype 
of the long “bag-tunic” dress did not establish very solid roots in the Kushite lands. The 

47 James 2008; Dann 2009, passim.
48 N. K. Adams 2006, 2010a.
49 Mayer-Thurman and Williams 1979, passim.
50 E.g., Wild 2011, 119, fig. 19.
51 Török 1990.
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Late Antique tunics and mantles 
are the products of the evolution 
of dress practices in the classical 
world and are strongly linked to 
the history of the Roman toga. 
The outfit is composed of a tunic 
(tunica)—with or without sleeves, 
reaching down to the knees, and 
often tightened around the waist 
with a belt—and a rectangular 
mantle draped over the shoul-
ders (pallium).52 During the first 
three centuries ce, the tunic was 
generally of natural-colored wool 
and decorated with two vertical 
stripes of contrasting color ( clavi). 
The mantle is often decorated 
with tapestry segmenta in its four 
corners: large, geometric figures 
in squares (tabulae), circles (or-
biculi), or shapes like the Greek 
letters gamma (Γ), eta (Η), or iota 
(Ι).53 This model is amply attested 
in Late Antique textile assemblag-
es, particularly in the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire, where such tapestry figures 
appear frequently at ancient Near Eastern and Egyptian sites.54 It was also present in Low-
er Nubia, where it first appeared during the Late Meroitic period and finally imposed itself 
during the Post-Meroitic period. It is notably attested in the Ballana region, for example in 
Qustul, Serra, Sahaba, and Debeira.55

It is, then, not surprising to find fragments of tunics and mantles in the Gebel Adda 
textile corpus. They are especially prominent in Cemeteries III and V, congruent with the 
Late Meroitic to Post-Meroitic date established at other sites. The textile presented here 
as a case study (textile C) for the arrival of tunics in Lower Nubia is a finely woven fabric, 
very fragmented, and made of wool. The ground weave is of natural color, with many frag-
ments showing the presence of a dark-blue band, itself crossed by four picks of natural- 
colored weft threads. The bands continue to the selvedges, which are reinforced with three 
warp cords and are densely woven. We propose to interpret this double band as a clavus, 
the vertical band used to decorate tunics.56 It would have been woven horizontally on the 

52 Lorquin 2003; Baratte 2004.
53 Thomas 2000; Lorquin 2003.
54 E.g., Crowfoot 1961; Yadin 1963, 193–97, 204–40; Mannering 2000; Lorquin 2003; Pritchard 2006, 
passim.
55 Bergman 1975, passim; Mayer-Thurman and Williams 1979, passim; Szymaszek 2017.
56 Bender Jørgensen 2011.

Figure 3.5. Funerary stela from Gebel Adda (64.1.320). 
Cairo Museum (Millet 1964, pl. III, no. 5).
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loom—the bands parallel to the ground—before being turned 90 degrees to form the tunic, 
so the bands became vertical. Folded in half and completed with a neck opening, the tunic 
would need only two lateral seams to be tailored, by closing the sides of the rectangle 
while reserving arm holes. This type of garment was “woven in shape” and required min-
imal processing after the weaving. On our example, no trace of sewing is preserved, but 
the finesse of the weave (still soft to the touch), the blue bands (clavi?), and the reinforced 
selvedges are all good attributes to support its identification as a tunic.

Our next case study (textile D) is an entirely blue woolen fabric, made of a rather 
loose and open tabby that ensures its suppleness. Today torn into several large pieces, the 
garment was decorated with four gamma figures in the corners, each approximately 30 cm 
wide and completed by a “tail” woven with red woolen threads. The selvedges were once 
again reinforced with three warp cords, and the preserved portions of the edge (starting 
or finishing border?) show a thick, interlaced cord incorporating the warp threads. The 
finished garment would have been a rather light rectangular fabric of dark-blue color with 
large red patterns, flanked on its four sides by heavy borders. This composition is congru-
ent with a mantle, and we can imagine the effect that such heavy elements would have had 
on the fall and drape of the piece. 

These technical characteristics are not fundamentally opposed to traits of earlier 
Meroitic textiles: we notice the same types of reinforced selvedges, the overwhelming 
representation of blue dyes and patterns, and the frequency of bands along the upper and 
lower edges. In many ways, they represent the adaptation of Mediterranean textile codes 
into the local repertoire and fashion aesthetics. The Late Meroitic weavers even pushed 
this concept in creating cotton textiles with large, blue tapestry figures (gamma, swastika, 
etc.) filled with a semis of Kushite patterns. By the Post-Meroitic period, however, simpler 
interpretations of the tunic and mantle, with bicolored garments closer to the Mediterra-
nean originals, were widespread in Nubia. One local specificity remained in the important 
size of the segmenta, which regularly measure up to 20 or even 30 cm wide. We also note 
a certain predilection for blue and (to a lesser extent) red fabrics, which stems from the 
Meroitic textiles’ color code and contrasts with the frequent purple designs of Egyptian 
garments. Since we know that the Kushites were not totally unfamiliar with tunics, it looks 
at first glance as though the two textile and dress traditions were not very far apart. How-
ever, we would like to argue that the two types of dress practices follow widely different 
body acculturation processes, based on different views of nudity and “body exposure.” 
Each results from its own ancestral customs: the sub-Saharan tradition with its loincloth 
and skirts of textile and/or leather, and the Greco-Roman one with its great lengths of 
drapery and heavily wrapped bodies. The accentuation of gendered physical attributes, ex-
plicit in the Kushite costume, is also replaced by unisex garments of loose fit. The adoption 
of the tunic and mantle as the main mode of clothing is therefore very significant for the 
understanding of Post-Meroitic transitions in Nubia and suggests an important cultural 
mutation deeply rooted in peoples’ bodies.

diversification of textile techniques
Accompanying the spread of new dress practices in Nubia, the local textile production un-
derwent major developments touching on every aspect of the textile economy. The tunic 
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and mantle did not come alone—their arrival in Nubia coincided with the appearance of 
new weaving techniques and a true explosion of colors. As case-study textiles C and D 
have shown, the fiber of choice is no longer cotton but wool, from sheep but maybe also 
dromedaries.57 At first glance quite simple, this shift in raw material must in fact have had 
a deep impact on the local economy. We can wonder about the reasons for cotton’s mo-
mentary downfall,58 but from a technical point of view, the widespread adoption of wool 
translated to the sudden diversification of the color repertoire. Wool is indeed reputed to 
absorb dyes much better than flax and cotton, and the weavers and dyers of Late Antique 
Egypt made use of this characteristic in creating polychrome masterpieces of textile crafts-
manship. In Nubia, new colors started to appear in multihued compositions playing with 
the juxtaposition of red, yellow, blue, green, white, and brown threads. This diversification 
is accompanied by the arrival of different techniques exploiting these newly developed 
color opportunities, such as brocade and other supplementary wefts.59

Our next case study, textile E, is a perfect example of such evolution. It presents very 
bright starting and finishing borders, alternating red, yellow, and blue threads in diverse 
interlacing techniques. Its lower border may have been created in twinning technique 
or with weaving tablets, a new tool that appeared in the region at the end of Late Antiq-
uity. The dark-brown ground weave is decorated with two polychrome bands crossing 
the fabric horizontally approximately 5 cm from the borders. Supplementary wefts of 
red, yellow, white, and blue color form a pattern of vertical hatches, with a ribbed ef-
fect. Long braids are formed out of the borders and continue for about 25 cm from each 
corner of the rectangle. Interestingly, similar technical attributes can be observed on at 
least one other textile in Gebel Adda, two from Qustul, three from Serra East, and one 
from Debeira. They are all made of dark-brown wool, possibly from dromedaries. When 
complete, these pieces would have exhibited larger sizes than our 23 cm wide textile E: 
the Gebel Adda specimen was 93 cm wide and 198 cm long, and the Qustul examples 
were 114 cm wide and 180 cm long. All cases show a rather narrow rectangle, with at 
least one lace at each corner and another one positioned approximately 10 cm below. 
This construction indicates their use as garments with a codified fastening system, al-
though of unspecified function. 

development of textile imports
The diversification of textile techniques and of the polychrome decorative repertoire was 
accompanied by the notable augmentation of imported fabrics. It is clearly visible at Geb-
el Adda, as well as in Qustul and Ballana, and is part of a global phenomenon in Post- 
Meroitic elite and royal cemeteries.60 During this period, the funerary assemblages are 
marked by the arrival of precious objects from the Romano-Egyptian world: folding chairs, 
silver vessels embossed with mythological scenes, bronze lamps, and wooden board games 

57 Bergman 1975, 10–12.
58 Fuller 2015; Yvanez and Wozniak 2019.
59 E.g., Yvanez 2018b, 117–18.
60 Dann 2009, passim; Obłuski 2010, passim.
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on tripods with ivory inlays, all reflections of the “good life” of Roman citizens.61 The pre-
cious imported textiles answer to the same dynamics of diplomatic gift-giving, cementing 
relationships between the Post-Meroitic authorities and their Egyptian neighbors, on the 
one hand, and between the local authorities and the elite, on the other hand.62 This catego-
ry of imported textiles is not too difficult to identify, as the fabrics generally present one 
or several elements that clearly stand apart from those of the local production: it could be 
a polychrome rug, a complex piece of “Coptic” tapestry, a fragment of taqueté compound 
weave from a furnishing textile,63 or, from the end of the Post-Meroitic period onward, a 
piece of silk fabric. 

Our next case study, textile F, is most probably an example of these fine tapestries. It 
exhibits a diversity of colors unparalleled in the Nubian corpus, with different shades of 
purple, pink, orange, light and dark blue, turquoise, and red, as well as the natural beige 
color of the untreated or bleached wool. The entire surface of the preserved fabric bears 
a succession of horizontal registers filled with friezes of motives from the natural world, 
such as birds (ducks?), fish, palmettes, leafy rinceaux, and trilobe leaves. This group of 
patterns is well known on Late Antique tapestries from Egypt and neighboring countries, 
where they form the iconographical theme of abundance, but is very rare in Sudan and 
Nubia. To our knowledge, it appears on only one other piece, probably imported as well 
and found in a royal grave at Qustul.64 The tapestry from Gebel Adda was most likely used 
as a furnishing textile, not as clothing. It is, however, a very good illustration of the value 
bestowed on imported textiles in Post-Meroitic Sudan, as two or three phases of repairs 
attest the long life of the piece before it was finally chosen to participate in the funerary 
decorum of an important individual at Gebel Adda. 

During the fourth and fifth centuries ce, the Nubian textile traditions underwent 
deep transformations, sourcing much of their outside inspiration from the lively Egyp-
tian industry. Local weavers were nourished by the arrival of imported fabrics and—most 
 probably—by growing contacts between craftspeople. The raw resources for textiles shift-
ed from a powerful cotton industry to predominantly animal fibers (wool from sheep and 
dromedaries) and included many more plant dyes. New techniques were developed, either 
locally or in Egypt, and Mediterranean dress practices seem to have been widely adopt-
ed. The tunic with clavi, which used to be the exclusive attribute of the Roman soldiers 
captured by Meroitic kings and queens,65 became a frequent occurrence in the wardrobes 
of the elite. At the turn of the Post-Meroitic period, the long transition that started in the 
Late Meroitic period seemed well established. The focus of the textile industry had shifted: 
weavers stopped looking southward to Meroe and turned toward Roman and then Byzan-
tine Egypt, and Nubian dignitaries, while retaining much of their Kushite heritage, chose 
to identify themselves as members of the greater Mediterranean world. 

61 Williams 1983, passim; Maguire 1999.
62 Yvanez 2019.
63 Yvanez 2019.
64 Emery and Kirwan 1938, pl. 110E.
65 E.g., Shinnie and Bradley 1981, 168.
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MEDIEVAL DRESS PRACTICES: BYZANTINE INFLUENCE  
AND NUBIAN TRENDS

During the sixth century ce, the Nubian political landscape assumed yet a new shape with 
the appearance of three kingdoms—Nobadia, Makuria, and Alwa—whose genesis is associ-
ated with the Christianization process. Written external sources bear witness to the arrival 
of two concurrent Byzantine missions and the successful conversion of Nubian rulers to 
the new faith. The Monophysite mission was sent by empress Theodora and led by bishop 
Julian, who arrived in Nobadia probably in the second half of the sixth century ce. A few 
years later, his successor bishop, Longinus, traveled southward to the kingdom of Alwa.66 
During the same period, the orthodox mission sent by Emperor Constantine reached the 
kingdom of Makuria.67 In a second phase, between the end of the seventh century ce and 
the first half of the eighth century ce, the kingdoms of Nobadia and Makuria merged into 
one great entity.68

The Christianization process, interpreted through the prism of exogenous written 
sources, has traditionally been interpreted as a passive process. However, in his recent 
monograph dedicated to the creation of the kingdom of Nobadia, Artur Obłuski convinc-
ingly demonstrated that the acceptance of the Christian faith was in fact a deliberate and 
calculated choice of the new Nubian rulers to firmly integrate the Mediterranean koine.69 
The lack of preserved textiles belonging to the Nubian royal elite of the time deprives us 
of an accurate observation of the way fashion contributed to the construction of a new 
Nubian identity. But the rich iconographic royal repertoire shows that the Makurite rulers 
adopted some important features of Byzantine dress practices and integrated them with 
other Nubian elements, apparently still significant in terms of the expression of power and 
social distinction in the visual and ideological landscape of Nubian society.

royal dress practices: byzantine influence and nubian trends
At the present state of knowledge, the earliest representation of a Nubian ruler is dated 
to the second half of the tenth century ce. It has been tentatively identified as a portrait 
of King Zacharias III.70 It was painted in the apse of the Faras cathedral, whose initial dec-
orative program was modified to integrate the king’s figure into the former composition 
of the Virgin Mary surrounded by the apostles. The hands of the Virgin were repainted so 
that they lay on the king’s shoulders in a protective gesture. The mural’s upper part is not 
preserved, but the complete outfit of the ruler is clearly visible: he wears two long dresses, 
a narrower one with decorated borders on the edge and sleeves, and over it a second one, 
more ample, whose folds are marked on the long sleeves and at the waist, where the dress 
is tightened with a red belt. On the king’s right shoulder, a large cloak decorated with tab-
lia is attached. The cloak covers both shoulders and conceals the left arm (fig. 3.6).

66 John of Ephesus, after Payne-Smith 1860, 220–26, 281–94; Kirwan 1937; Welsby 2002, 31–34.
67 John of Biclar, after Mommsen 1892; Monneret de Villard 1938, 66; Kirwan 1980; Welsby 2002, 33.
68 Kirwan 1980; W. Y. Adams 1991; Shinnie 1996, 124–25; Welsby 2002, 83.
69 Obłuski 2014, 205.
70 Godlewski 2002, 88–90; 2008, 269, 277.
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Two other portraits of a succes-
sor king, identified as Georgios  III 
and dated to the late tenth century, 
are known from Faras71 and from 
Sonqi Tino.72 There, the monarch 
still wears an outfit strongly influ-
enced by the Byzantine culture. The 
tablia disappear, but the cloak is or-
namented instead with decorative 
geometrical patterns. In these two 
portraits, the representation of the 
crown is preserved. It is identified 
as the kamelaukion type (fig. 3.7). 

When compared to Byzantine 
representations, the portrait of King 
Zacharias III appears as more archa-
ic, with features more characteristic 
of Byzantine art from the sixth to 
seventh centuries ce. The portraits 
of Georgios  III seem, on the other 
hand, contemporaneous with the 
Byzantine production of the tenth 
century ce, especially in the com-
bination of garments and the rich 
ornamentation of textiles.

Besides their Byzantine influ-
ence, the three compositions also 
reveal the presence of elements 
from the Nubian repertoire, which 
probably still retained, in this time 
of identity (re)construction, a strong 
visual and performative value in the 
expression of royal  power. These el-
ements are the wide red collar and a 
possible postiche beard (both attributes of royal iconography in the Nile Valley since the 
pharaonic era), as well as the diamond-shaped lattice bands visible on the edges of the 
dress.73

From the eleventh century ce, Nubian royal iconography shows the beginning of a 
process called “Nubianization”:74 the cloak is still attached on the right side but uncovers 
both shoulders, a veil appears under the crown, and the cross is replaced by a bow (fig. 3.8). 

71 Godlewski 2002, 90–91; Mierzejewska 2004, 118.
72 Donadoni 1970.
73 Bonhême and Forgeau 1988, 273; Wozniak 2013, 171–72.
74 Godlewski 2008.

Figure 3.6. Portrait of King Zacharias III. Faras 
cathedral, detail of the apsis. Warsaw National Museum, 

Inv. 234001 MN. Drawing on photo © Magdalena 
M. Wozniak. Photo © Warsaw National Museum.
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These attributes and the new way of wearing the cloak are no longer connected to the Byz-
antine world. The very few portraits known from this period are not completely preserved 
and frequently lack the upper part of the composition, so it is impossible to identify the 
kind of crown worn by the king. But it is almost certain that the crown was not of the ka-
melaukion type. Interestingly, the wide collar and diamond-shaped lattice bands, and prob-
ably the postiche beard, are still in use in this new type of royal costume. Scholars have 
suggested that this Nubianization process was related to a dynastic change and a return 
to a matrilineal succession to the throne.75 The presence of the veil, a feminine attribute in 
Nubian iconography, may well indicate this change in the mode of accession to the throne. 
Regarding the textiles, the medallion pattern seems particularly in vogue: round or octag-
onal, inhabited or decorated with geometrical motifs, it decorates the royal cloak and robe. 

75 Godlewski 2008, 273.

Figure 3.7. Portraits of King Georgios. Left: At Faras cathedral, Warsaw National 
Museum, Inv. 234032 MN. Right: At Sonqi Tino, Sudan National Museum, 

Inv. KH 24366. Drawing on photos © Magdalena M. Wozniak. Photo at Faras 
© Warsaw National Museum. Photo at Sonqi Tino © Magdalena M. Wozniak.
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Figure 3.8. Portrait of King Stephanos. Faras cathedral. Warsaw National 
Museum, Inv. 234012 MN. Drawing © Magdalena M. Wozniak.
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Over the course of the twelfth century ce, murals developed new iconographic themes, 
integrating, in particular, elements related to warfare and cattle. A colorful painting from 
Faras offers a representation of a complete archery kit, with a bow-and-quiver set.76 In the 
same period, a new type of scepter topped with a figure of Christ giving a blessing appears 
in two apse portraits in Banganarti (fig. 3.9). As for the crowns, various models are depict-
ed: diadems decorated with bucrania, helmets with horns, and cross-topped crowns with 
horns. It seems that these various elements could have been combined to create composite 
crowns.77 Regarding dress, the cloak covers an even larger portion of the long robe, espe-
cially in its lower part: it evolved into a specific garment, an outfit of its own, now ill de-
scribed by the term “cloak,” which does not reflect its new shape or new function. Perhaps 
“large apron” or “wrapping” would be more appropriate. Another novelty of the time is the 
arrival of tiraz bands on the robe’s sleeves. This type of textile originally came from the 
Persian world but at that time had spread throughout the Mediterranean area and beyond. 

76 Michałowski 1974, no. 61.
77 Michałowski 1974, 44; Jakobielski 2013.

Figure 3.9. Portrait of an unidentified king (detail). Banganarti, 
chapel 3, in situ . Drawing © Wojciech Chmiel.
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funerary traditions and textiles in medieval nubia
The Nubians’ conversion to the Christian faith led to very important changes in funerary 
practices, one of the most important being the disappearance of grave goods. Except for 
some jewelry, such as cross-shaped pendants expressing the deceased’s adherence to the 
“new” religion, graves are usually devoid of any objects besides a shroud and clothing 
items. Another noticeable difference from graves of the Meroitic and Post-Meroitic periods 
is the fact that the body is now dressed in clothes and then wrapped in a shroud (fig. 3.10). 
Sometimes the shrouded body was deposited on a mat. Of course, the number and na-
ture of garments included vary, depending on the person’s wealth and status. In the most 
modest burials, only traces of a loincloth, if preserved, are recorded.78 Often the shroud 
itself was made from smaller pieces of reused textiles. When pieces of garments or entire 
shrouds are preserved, a close examination of the fabrics shows traces of wear, proving 
they were items the person wore or used during his or her lifetime. It appears clearly, then, 
that in medieval times, as in the former period, textile was still a valuable commodity that 
only a privileged part of Nubian society could afford. 

Unlike Meroitic graves, few medieval elite burials have been excavated. The majority 
were graves of ecclesiastical dignitaries. One of the best-preserved burials was that of 
Timotheos, bishop of Faras, whose inhumation was discovered in a crypt in the cathedral 
of Qasr Ibrim in 1964.79 The circumstances of his death are unclear: it seems that he died 

78 W. Y. Adams 1999, passim.
79 Crowfoot 1977; see also Vorderstrasse, chapter 16 in this volume.

Figure 3.10. Medieval burial no. 1039, Cemetery II. Drawing © S. L. Howe. 
Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.
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shortly after his arrival in Ibrim as the result of an accident, perhaps a snakebite. His foot 
was amputated in an attempt to save his life, but he died anyway. He was buried in his 
“traveling” clothes, with his consecration decree as the bishop of Faras signed by the Pa-
triarch of Alexandria (and dated to 1372 ce) and his pastoral cross. His wardrobe was com-
posed of a pair of undyed cotton trousers, an ample linen tunic, and a large, bell-shaped 
cloak with an attached hood. The cloak was woven in wool, dyed deep blue, and lined with 
madder-dyed cotton; a turquoise silk facing was found inside the hood and all around the 
hem of the cloak; and a piece of silk tapestry decorated the back of the cloak at the shoul-
ders. Except for the benedictional cross, the unique piece of costume related to his priestly 
status may be an intricately decorated mappa80 in linen and silk. This napkin’s high quality 
of execution may indicate its belonging to an elaborate liturgical set. The dressed body of 
Bishop Timotheos was wrapped in a rectangular piece of undyed cotton cloth, of rather 
good quality, attached with cords. 

In 2009 and 2012, another group of ecclesiastical graves was explored, this time in 
Old Dongola, the capital city of the kingdom of Makuria. The burials are located in the 
northwest annex of the monastery on Kom H, interpreted as a commemorative chapel for 
Dongolan bishops: one crypt under the chapel of Archbishop Georgios, and two others 
under a second chapel added later, north of the first chapel.81 

Crypt 1, built under the chapel of Archbishop Georgios, contained no fewer than sev-
en bodies, buried successively. Surprisingly, none of the deceased wore any distinctive 
clothes revealing their high status. All were identified as males, aged between forty and 
sixty years. Examination of the textiles showed that each body was dressed similarly in 
linen garments and wrapped in linen shrouds. Despite their poor state of preservation, 
it was possible to identify several elements of dress: trousers, short tunics, long tunics 
(gallabiyah type), and a monk’s hood. Except for this last piece, which was decorated with 
cross patterns in woolen brocade, all the garments were cut in simple linen tabby, devoid of 
ornamentation. The shroud of individual II was “impregnated on one side, the impregna-
tion serving as ground for a text written in ink,”82 but the fabric’s bad state of preservation 
prevented the text’s decipherment.

In contrast, Crypt 2 also contained seven inhumations but only two preserved textiles: 
a large silk shroud wrapping individual I, and three fragments of a silk tapestry found 
scattered around the crypt. Individual I, wrapped in the silk shroud, was the last to be 
deposited in Crypt 2. The silk shroud, measuring at least 2 m long, was decorated with 
large red and dark-blue stripes alternating with thin stripes of various colors (dark blue, 
green, blue, cream, purple, and brown). The second textile, an ornamental tapestry band, 
was composed of a central row of gold medallions on a dark-blue ground bordered by two 
bands of red guilloche on a golden ground and by a third decorative band with scrolling 
grapevine bordered in red on a dark-blue ground. The guilloche pattern was identified as a 
typical element of the decorative repertoire of Egyptian workshops of the twelfth century 
ce.83 This textile was almost certainly used for a garment. The crypt excavators noted that 

80 A kind of kerchief held by the priest in his hand during the liturgy.
81 Godlewski, Mahler, and Czaja-Szewczak 2012; Mahler et al. 2015.
82 Godlewski, Mahler, and Czaja-Szewczak 2012, 355.
83 Godlewski, Mahler, and Czaja-Szewczak 2012, 356.
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the fragments of the golden robe must have been associated with another inhumation, 
since individual I’s body was still wrapped in its shroud at the time of the burial’s opening. 
However, the assemblages from Gebel Adda invite a new hypothesis—namely, that indi-
vidual I may have been additionally covered with a quilt (cf. below). 

In Crypt 3, containing five burials, the textiles had disintegrated much more than those 
in Crypts 1 and 2, but at least one silk shroud was attested on the skeletonized body of in-
dividual II. In the burial of individual II, archaeologists also found a fragment of thick wool 
tapestry and a scrap of a silk twill, which attest to at least two different wrapping layers. 

The presence of these sumptuary textiles, related to at least four different burials, may 
be interpreted in two ways: either these individuals were not ecclesiastical dignitaries (at 
least, not monks) or funerary practices evolved over the course of the twelfth century ce 
to allow richer attire. The burials of civil dignitaries discovered in Church IV at Gebel Adda 
offer an interesting counterpart to the Dongolan crypts.

medieval gebel adda: last capital of the kingdom of makuria
With the conversion of Nubian rulers to the Christian faith, the Post-Meroitic town of Geb-
el Adda was transformed through the construction of a new type of architectural building: 
churches. During the medieval period, the town included no fewer than seven churches, 
located both in the citadel and in the adjacent cemeteries (Cemetery II, south of the citadel, 
occupied mainly by burials from the Early Christian period and some from the Late Chris-
tian period, and the northern Cemetery VII, dated to the Late Christian period). A second 
major addition was the construction of a palatial complex, when Gebel Adda replaced 
Dongola as the new capital of the kingdom of Makuria during the fourteenth century ce.

Interestingly, among the written material discovered at the site, the mission docu-
mented Greek and Coptic inscriptions as well as Arabic tombstones dated to the begin-
ning of the eleventh century. It appears that at this time both Christian and Muslim com-
munities lived side by side in Gebel Adda. Muslim graves were documented in the older 
Cemetery III. Traces of plaster with Kufic decor were also found near the south wall of 
the citadel, which could indicate the existence of a mosque in the Middle Christian period, 
probably destroyed during the Late Christian rebuilding phase.84

Regarding the medieval occupation of Adda, Millet’s expedition explored the palatial 
complex, four churches (Churches IV, V, VI, and VII), two houses (loci 100 and 101) and 
about forty burials in Christian Cemetery II. 

Church V, dated to the Middle Christian period, was built at the northern end of the 
great northern bastion of the Meroitic acropolis. Traces of murals were documented there. 
Churches IV, VI, and VII were all dated to the Late Christian period. Church IV occupied 
the edge of the central plaza and was converted into a mosque during the Ottoman period. 
Church VI was a small chapel in Cemetery VII. Church VII, the last to have been built, 
was part of a larger group of buildings identified as the “palace complex,” and murals were 
better preserved on its walls than in Church V. It seems that Churches IV, VI, and VII func-
tioned simultaneously. 

84 Millet 1967, 59.
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The most remarkable ensemble of the medieval period at Gebel Adda is a group of 
buildings identified as the place of residence for its rulers. This palatial complex was built 
on a U-shaped plan, “with the open-end north, facing the central square, the long axis 
lying along the street which led down to the walls on the south.”85 The first buildings were 
probably erected in the thirteenth century ce, and the palace was enlarged during the four-
teenth century, remaining the most important residence in the town during the fifteenth 
century. Church VII, added in the fourteenth century, formed the eastern side of the U with 
another large building, while the western side was the palace itself, consisting of several 
joined buildings with a large, monumental entrance on the east, facing the entrance of the 
church. This entrance was provided with steps of stone and red brick, carefully covered 
with plaster and painted red. The palatial buildings were described as a typical construc-
tion of the Late Christian period—that is, a “ground floor of blind storage rooms, accessible 
from above, and a second and possibly a third story of larger rooms for general living 
purposes, and a stair of some kind was necessary to enter most of them.”86 

The excavation of the palace area is one of the major archaeological contributions to 
our knowledge of the history of Makurian rulers in the late medieval period. On the basis 
of scarce written sources, our first impression can be that of a fragmented and weakened 
realm, disappearing in the course of the fourteenth century ce. However, the vivid build-
ing activity, including successive enlargements of palace buildings and the construction 
of a new church as late as the fourteenth century, entirely decorated with large frescoes 
and visibly executed by a professional workshop, sheds new light on the existence of the 
Christian kingdom of Makuria. Both court and church dignitaries are mentioned in writ-
ten documents dated to the reign of King Joel, in the second half of the fifteenth century, 
which also proves the permanence of both political and religious institutions in the Late 
Middle Ages. Another valuable dataset can now be added to this dossier on Makurian court 
life: the burials of Nubian dignitaries discovered in the crypts of Church IV.

the crypt burials in church iv: a middle eastern fashion in nubia
Church IV, built in mudbrick, was located in the center of the upper citadel, at the edge of 
the central plaza. It was constructed on the foundations of an older house whose storage 
chambers were integrated into the church plan as small crypts. The excavators document-
ed a total of six inhumations from the late thirteenth century ce.87 Apparently, each of the 
bodies had two shrouds: a first one closer to the body, made of simple linen or cotton fabric, 
and a second shroud wrapping the first one, this time made of precious, imported textiles.88 
Among these six burials, three were particularly well preserved, exhibiting almost com-
plete textile assemblages (Crypts A, B, and D). The exceptional state of conservation of the 
textiles preserved a funerary inscription in ink on two of the inner shrouds, which gave 
the names of the deceased: a man named Gapoiapa (Crypt B) and a woman named Komar 

85 Millet 1968, 61.
86 Millet 1967, 62.
87 The decoration of the silk textiles actually points to the Mamluk textile production of the fourteenth 
century ce; cf. Mackie 1984.
88 Millet 1967, 60.
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(Crypt A). Unfortunately, the text does 
not give them any title or function. How-
ever, the kind of garments they wore to 
the grave argues for their being civil dig-
nitaries rather than clergy members.

The body of Gapoiapa, a rather 
young man at the time of his death, was 
deposited in Crypt B, beneath the south 
sacristy. It was possibly the earliest burial 
of the series. By the number and variety 
of textiles, this inhumation was the most 
lavishly furnished of the six tombs.89 A 
detailed description of the different fab-
rics and their precise disposition is given 
in the excavation diary of the fourth sea-
son, from January 2 to 5, 1966 (fig. 3.11). 
We provide here a concise quotation, as 
well as the register number of the item 
and its present location, when known 
(table 3.1):

January 2, 1966—Weeks has found an-
other vault containing a well-made 
wooden coffin bound with rope.

January 5, 1966—The coffin in vault B 
of Ch. 4 was photographed, the ropes 
removed, and the piece of lid lifted. 
Quantities of rat dung are being removed from above the body, which is wrapped in 
a print quilt, largely red in color, with Arabic writing among the designs. Underneath 
this and roughly stitched to it with light string is a long piece of brightly colored Is-
lamic silk with gold thread in places and bands of Kufic and animal decoration. A pair 
of brown leather slippers lay in the foot end of the coffin. When the quilt and its liner 
were folded back, another length of the same silk was found lain over the body and 
tucked down around. When this was removed, a red and yellow tapestry jacket was 
found laid over the body; under this was the shroud and bindings. . . . A panel of Old 
Nubian writing in the shape of a cross covers the head end of the shroud. . . . Coffin 
and contents successfully removed at 11:30 and taken to the tent. Under the shroud 
was a clean skeleton clad in a pair of linen Dr. Dentons.90

Additionally, the objects register mentions a linen kerchief found on the body. 
The body of an unidentified individual was deposited in Crypt D, next to Gapoiapa’s 

burial. It was not placed in a wooden coffin but on an angareb bed covered with a reed 
mat. As in the previous grave, a quilt covered the corpse, which was wrapped in a shroud, 

89 For a detailed study of the complete textile assemblage in the funerary context, see Wozniak 2025.
90 Dr. Dentons was a well-known American brand of pajamas in the 1960s.

Figure 3.11. View of the body of Gapoiapa 
in the excavation tent (Żurawski 2014, 

133, fig. 16). © Wojciech Kołątaj. 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   113Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   113 4/24/25   3:10 PM4/24/25   3:10 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



114 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

apparently uninscribed. The diary’s notes also mention a paper amulet inscribed in Old 
Nubian. In addition, two other textiles are attributed to this burial—namely, a rectangle 
of cotton with a stamp, of similar dimensions as Gapoiapa’s mappa (museum label), and a 
fragment of a coat (object register) (table 3.2).

The body inhumed in Crypt A was identified as a female adult. Thanks to the inscribed 
shroud that enveloped the deceased, we know that the woman’s name was Komar. She 
had been deposited in the burial on a plaited mat made of palm reeds. The excavators 
described her quilt as decorated “with a heavy brocade . . . having gold thread visible in 
places,” while the objects register notes: “Quilt. Unbleached cotton with gold brocade inset 
(.20 × .70m) on front side.” The quilt is listed in the inventory of objects left in Cairo; at 
the time of the finds’ partition it was given to the Museum of Islamic Art, but its present 
location is unknown. Interestingly, the ROM still possesses a quilt attributed to this burial, 
one constructed with a central silk-and-cotton panel decorated with red and blue stripes, 
backed with a linen textile decorated with a blue checkered pattern, and stuffed with raw 
cotton. It is not impossible that only the gold brocade panel was in fact left in Cairo while 
the quilt itself was kept by Millet’s mission, but this hypothesis can be confirmed only with 
the definitive location of the brocade inset. Another silk fragment decorated with a white-
and-black plaid effect on red ground is also, according to the museum’s textile inventory, 
attributed to Komar’s burial (table 3.3).

The textiles found in the crypt burials are truly valuable: not only do they express the 
deceased’s high social status, but they also provide a rare attestation of the Nubian tex-
tile market during the late medieval period and point especially toward the importation 

Table 3.1. Finds inventory from Gapoiapa’s inhumation. 

Description Object register number Location

Rope None Unknown

Wooden coffin None Unknown

Printed quilt 66:1:10 Unknown; small samples of lining, 
resist-dyed textile, padding, and 
thread in Toronto, ROM 973.24.3549

Islamic silk with golden 
thread

66:1:11 Aswan, Nubian Museum, and sample 
in Toronto, ROM 973.24.3551

Leather slippers 66:1:9 Toronto, ROM 973.24.2704

Tapestry jacket 66:1:12 Aswan, Nubian Museum, Inv. 23903

Bindings None Unknown

Shroud (inscribed) 66:1:8 Possibly in Cairo, Coptic Museum

Linen “Dr. Dentons” 66:1:13 Toronto, ROM 973.24.3481

Linen kerchief 66:1:14 Toronto, ROM 973.24.2898
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of luxurious fabrics. Among the fabrics were entire specimens, as well as tailored gar-
ments and furnishing textiles, spanning from resist-dyed Indian pieces and Islamic silks 
to simpler cotton and linen cloth, most probably of Egyptian origin. The description of the 
successive clothing layers (cf. fig. 3.14 below) is also an important piece of information 
regarding funerary practices in Nubia during this period. In our description of the items, 
we follow the successive steps of body preparation for the funeral, going from the inner 
to the outer layers.

Gapoiapa’s trousers (textile G), described as linen, are in fact made of cotton. The tex-
tile is a Z-spun tabby (thread count 14/18 per cm). The threads are uneven, the weaving 
quite packed. The pants’ structure presents some differences from the cotton trousers of 

Table 3.2. Finds inventory from the Crypt D inhumation. 

Description Object register number Location

Angareb (funerary bed) None Unknown

Mat None Unknown

Resist-dyed red cotton  
and silk quilt

66:1:35 Toronto, ROM 973.24.2901

Shroud None Unknown

Paper amulet None Unknown

Rectangle of cotton fabric 
with stamp

None Toronto, ROM 973.24.3482

Coat (fragment) 66:1:70 Aswan, Nubian Museum, 
Inv. 23904, and fragment in 
Toronto, ROM 973.24.2906

Table 3.3. Finds inventory from Komar’s inhumation. 

Description Object register number Location

Reed mat None Unknown

Quilt with gold brocade 
inset

66:1:36 Given to the Museum of Islamic Art, 
Cairo; present location unknown; 
the ROM has a silk, cotton, and linen 
quilt (973.24.3480) attributed to this 
burial

Shroud (inscribed) 66:1:38 Possibly in Cairo, Coptic Museum

Red silk fragment None Toronto, ROM 973.24.3479
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Bishop Timotheos,91 mainly the flared shape of the legs. The cut of Gapoiapa’s garment 
appears more sophisticated and demanded more sewing pieces than the model worn by 
the bishop. In their present state of preservation, the pants have losses and tears, as well as 
dark staining left by the body’s decomposition, but they seem to have been in rather good 
condition at the time of the burial. Trousers were identified, as we saw earlier, in the buri-
als of Bishop Timotheos in Qasr Ibrim and of the Dongolan crypts. They were also attested 
at other sites, such as Qasr Ibrim and Kulubnarti, both in settlement areas and in cemeter-
ies. This type of garment was found in limited numbers for the Early and Middle Christian 
periods, seemingly increasing from the Late Christian period onward.92 Their presence in 
Nubia appears quite ancient, even though trousers are almost completely absent in Nu-
bian iconography. It is of course possible that pants were commonly worn by the elite but 
covered by the ample robes and mantles. We know of two paintings in which white baggy 
pants may have been represented: one is the portrait of a ruler located on the south wall 
of chapel 1 in Banganarti,93 the other possibly an ex-voto from the northwest annex of the 
monastery on Kom H (room 23, western wall) in Old Dongola.94 Interestingly, the long 
length of the legs of Gapoiapa’s trousers—144 cm—may have been necessary to create this 
type of baggy effect. While the legs are narrower around the calves, where they may also 
have been tied, the rest of the garment, including the large gusset, fell in an ample way. 

The next item, Gapoiapa’s coat, is a remarkable piece: such a fitted coat with a front 
opening never appears in any of the iconographic representations known to date. In the 
official representations of the late medieval period, kings and court dignitaries are always 
dressed in Nubian type II costume: a long robe covered in its lower part by an ample man-
tle and completed with a large stole falling from the right shoulder and hanging on the left 
wrist. This outfit, which appeared a century before Gapoiapa’s death, is still attested in the 
murals of Gebel Adda Church 7, built in the fourteenth century ce. Today, the coat is in the 
Nubian Museum at Aswan (fig. 3.12). From the excavation notes, we know that both the 
back and the front were tailored in one piece. Gussets are visible under the sleeves, as well 
as on the sides in the lower part. The garment has no shoulder seams. In the upper part 
of the coat, on the front right panel, there are twelve buttons formed by small bundles of 
silk thread, dark pink and yellow in color; the loops are on the left panel. The coat was cut 
in a double-cloth silk,95 with yellow designs on pink ground. The decoration is composed 
of quadrilobed medallions alternating with broken octagons. The medallions contain a 
roundel with a pair of addorsed birds; the octagons are inhabited by hares and hounds. 
The coat is lined with a layer of undyed cotton, and a blue or dark-green fabric was used 
for the hem. 

A second coat was retrieved from the Crypt D burial. Like the first one, it is kept in 
Egypt, but a fragment96 is also preserved in the ROM’s collections (textile H). From the ex-
cavation notes, we know the coat measures 95 cm long (from shoulder to hem) and 65 cm 

91 Crowfoot 1977, 44–45, fig. 3.
92 N. K. Adams 1996, 172; 2010b, 167–68.
93 Żurawski 2014, 130, figs. 12, 14.
94 Martens-Czarnecka 2001, 263, fig. 8 and pl. XXXII.
95 Mackie 1984, 128.
96 Lower part of the front left panel.
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wide (from shoulder to shoulder). Apparently, this coat is sleeveless. The five buttons are 
also placed in the upper part of the front right panel, with the loops on the left panel. The 
side gussets are smocked at the top. As with Gapoiapa’s coat, the garment was tailored 
in patterned silk, with additional warp for binding. The wefts are made of linen and silk, 
while the main warps are made of silk and the additional warps of silk and metal threads 
(gold on leather strip S-wound around a silk core). The decoration is composed of a red flo-
ral motif on stripes of various colors (alternating blue, orange, and green, created with the 
supplementary warps). The stripes are divided by narrow golden lines framed with black. 
The coat has a cotton lining and a dark-green hem.

The next pieces examined are not “true” garments, but their presence in the burial trac-
es important funerary practices and were part of the social display of Gapoiapa’s, Komar’s, 
and the anonymous deceased’s privileged status within Gebel Adda’s community. Gapoi-
apa’s face was covered with a very fine linen kerchief, finely embroidered and decorated 
with fringes (textile I). This kind of item can be identified on iconographic grounds with a 
mappa, a piece of cloth normally used by the priest during celebrations to handle liturgical 
vessels. In Nubian paintings, the bishop usually holds a mappa in his left hand, carrying 
a book of the Gospels. In royal portraits, the king holds a mappa as well, also in his left 
hand, which supports a crown, or in one case a quiver. In two paintings from Faras, a 
king holds the mappa in his right hand: in one case he holds a benedictional cross, and in 
the second case he carries a bow. Independently from the item held by the king and the 
hand in which it appears, the mappa clearly underlines the importance of the supported 
regalia and doubtlessly confers a sacred nature to the royal exercise. The presence of such 
an item in Gapoiapa’s burial strongly suggests his relation to the royal house of Makuria. 
In the Crypt D burial, no mappa has been identified, but the deceased’s face was very 

Figure 3.12. Left: Gapoiapa’s coat as exhibited in the Nubia Museum, Aswan, Inv. 23903. 
Photo © Agnieszka Ryś / Polish Academy of Sciences. Right: Drawing of a detail of the 

patterned silk. © S. L. Howe. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.
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likely covered too. A rectangle of cotton tabby (textile J), with both edges preserved and 
still bearing traces of folds, argues in favor of such a function. One of its sides was glazed, 
perhaps to receive an inscription. The fabric also bears an Islamic round stamp, dark red 
in color. Last but not least, a loose rectangle of red silk is also attributed to Komar’s burial, 
and it may be hypothesized that it has a similar use. If such an identification is correct, 
then the mappa in Gapoiapa’s burial not only was used for sumptuary purposes but also 
probably played a part in funerary rituals. 

None of the shrouds is presently available for study; from the preliminary report of the 
fourth season, however, we know that both shrouds were inscribed in ink with a text in the 
shape of a cross. Millet described its content as a prayer to the Virgin Mary and various 
saints, and some cryptic signs probably qualified as “magical.”97 In the recent publication of 
the inscribed vault of Crypt 1 in Old Dongola, Adam Łajtar and Jacques van der Vliet con-
vincingly argued for the vault’s functioning as a shroud.98 In the same work, they demon-
strate the similarity of the vault’s inscriptions with the Ethiopian ritual office of the dead, 
including the Prayer of the Linen Garments, which is pronounced over the shroud before 
it is used for wrapping the deceased.99 This prayer refers to the garments brought by Jesus 
from heaven and upon which the Virgin lies down in death and asks to be buried in. In this 
context, the shroud, in addition to its protective role, also marks the physical separation 
between the dead and the living. As Łajtar and van der Vliet note, contrary to the upper 
chapel dedicated to Archbishop Georgios’s memory, the name of the deceased is nowhere 
mentioned in the crypt. Their observation that “on the textual level, the deceased merge 
with the Virgin Mary to the point of becoming invisible”100 appears quite consistent with 
our former observation on the modesty and uniformity of the garments found in Crypt 1. 
It is also possible that the cloth placed on the deceased’s face played a similar function in 
concealing his identity. If so, the crypt burials show the adoption of a different strategy: 
after the shrouded body benefited from the proper funerary rituals, its envelopment in 
sumptuous silks and covering quilts was intended to bring privileged status back to the 
deceased. In iconography, historical figures are rarely identified: the paintings are most 
often preserved in fragmentary form but may also be devoid of inscription. In either case, 
the audience—mainly illiterate—was able to identify the high rank of the dignitaries not 
through their names but through the attributes displayed: the garments, crowns, and the 
like. The outfit, composed of lavishly patterned robes, concealed simpler garments under-
neath (possibly coats and pants), upholding and displaying for all to see the social status 
and function of the individual represented. In the same manner, only the outer layers of 
textiles spread on wrapped bodies were intended to be seen by the community during the 
funeral: the sumptuous silks enveloped physical bodies, highlighting their social reality.

Interestingly, the royal portraits of the late medieval period show an impoverished 
decorative repertoire and are characterized by strong stylization in both dress and textile 
patterns. The burials from Gebel Adda Church IV reveal, on the contrary, the use of richly 
decorated silks and a great variety of patterns. The multicolored silk shroud with golden 

97 Millet 1968, 60; Łajtar and van der Vliet 2017, 278–80.
98 Łajtar and van der Vliet 2017, 276–80.
99 Łajtar and van der Vliet 2017, 265.
100 Łajtar and van der Vliet 2017, 260.
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threads (textile K) was preserved in two large pieces in Gapoiapa’s burial and is now kept 
at the Nubian Museum, Aswan. The decoration, organized in green, red, and blue stripes, 
contains hares, gazelles, birds, and geometric motifs, as well as an Arabic text.101 A small 
sample of the narrow golden strip inscribed with a portion of text is kept in Toronto. This 
outer shroud, doubtless recalling the proximity of the deceased to royal power, was finally 
covered with a quilt (textile L). The piece consists of a floral-printed, resist-dyed textile in 
red, white, and blue. A central lozenge is framed by small rosettes and floral bands with 
various patterns, including a line of Arabic text. It is presumably kept in the collections 
of the former Textile Museum in Cairo (Inv. TM 346), but the ROM possesses four small 
samples of the textiles used for the quilt’s manufacture. The resist-dyed fabric is a Z-spun 
cotton tabby. The lining is also a tabby but made of linen woven with S-spun threads. The 
textile was piece-dyed in blue. A small portion of raw flax and a thin s2Z linen thread 
show the kind of padding used to stuff the quilt. Finally, a fragment of the quilting thread— 
unravelled from a linen textile piece dyed in blue—was taken as a sample. 

The quilt used for the burial in Crypt D (textile M) was also made from three different 
textiles. The central piece, in two parts, was a warp-faced tabby silk decorated in black, 
cream, red, and blue narrow stripes. It was framed with four side panels made of red-dyed 
cotton fabric (Z-spun tabby). The padding was identified as raw cotton or wool. The back 
side was constructed with five panels, among which three bear tie-and-dye decoration 
with rows of small circles, arranged in a kind of flower or star. The textiles used for the 
back of the quilt are also made of red-dyed cotton tabby, with Z-spun warps and wefts. 
The sewing thread used to mount the quilt was a thick cotton(?) thread, z2S, with traces 
of blue dye. An interesting detail given by the excavators at the time of discovery is that it 
was the red side of the quilt that was visible, indicating that the red, resist-dyed cotton was 
considered of greater visual value than the striped silk.

The quilts were certainly furnishing textiles, probably used by the deceased during 
their lifetime.102 The use of S-spun threads in the sewing process is interesting in the broad-
er context of fiber provenience. While Egypt and Nubia share a long tradition of spinning 
fiber in an S direction—that is, counterclockwise—the medieval period saw a change in 
the spinning direction concomitant with the expansion of cotton cultivation in Egypt and 
the reduction of flax cultivation. In Nubia, however, the S-spinning direction appears as 
firmly established during the Middle Ages as it ever had been. It would then be tempting 
to identify Nubia as the possible location of the quilts’ assembling. But such an assump-
tion, based solely on the spinning direction of a thread, must remain speculative.103 Egypt 
remains a serious candidate as well, especially considering the use of linen. Independent-
ly of their origin, the selection of such furnishing textiles, decorated with silk panels, 
showed the wealth of the deceased and their entourage. The use of imported silks, mainly 
of Islamic manufacture, in Christian burials shows that such textiles were fully integrated 
into the visual landscape and culture of the Nubian elite. The fact that at least two high 
 dignitaries—at least one of whom bore a Nubian name—wore trousers and tailored coats 
as their personal garments in their last resting place—a church—clearly demonstrates that 

101 Mackie 1984, 133.
102 Millet 1968, 60.
103 Bouchaud, Yvanez, and Wild 2019.
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a Middle eastern fashion was in vogue during the late medieval period in gebel adda, as 
it was in the elite costume of the broader Mediterranean area.

ConClUsion

The textiles from gebel adda offer a rare opportunity to follow the evolution of the dress 
practices of nubian elite over twelve centuries. The high-ranking dignitaries of the Meroit-
ic kingdom embodied their status in a tripartite costume (loincloth, pendant apron, and 
cape), woven in cotton and ornamented with patterns in vivid blue threads inspired by 
egyptian, kushite, and Hellenistic decorative repertoires. The uniformity of this set, attest-
ed in iconography and at other archaeological sites,104 points to the possible involvement 
of royal authorities in the production and/or distribution of such specific garments. With 
the disappearance of a central authority and the arrival of imported fabrics, the nubian 
weavers refocused their work on wool and consequently embraced a larger vocabulary 
of colors and dyes. largely inspired by the Mediterranean world, members of the nubian 
elite chose to dress in a new 
type of clothing: the tunic, 
often decorated with clavi. 
This shift from wrapped/
knotted to sewn garments 
is visible in other corpora 
of material—Qasr ibrim,105 
Qustul- Ballana,106 and other 
lower nubian sites along 
the scandinavian Joint ex-
pedition  concession107—and 
clearly had a tremendous 
impact on body conception 
and looks (fig. 3.13).

The tunics represented 
in nubian paintings from 
the tenth century  ce on-
ward show the permanence 
of this garment in the elite 
costume, with some modi-
fications (a greater length, 
and renewed sets of deco-
rative patterns). The adop-
tion of another tailored gar-
ment—trousers, otherwise 

104 n. k. adams 1989.
105 Wild and Wild 2014; adams and adams 2013, 106–15.
106 Mayer-Thurman and Williams 1979, passim.
107 Bergman 1975, passim.

Figure 3.13. Proposed reconstruction of late Meroitic and 
early Post-Meroitic costume at gebel adda: kushite and 

Mediterranean influences. drawings by Farzana khorsawi. 
© Farzana khorsawi/Centre for Textile Research.
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absent from official  iconography—dates 
back to the Early Christian period, as at-
tested by the Qasr Ibrim material.108 An-
other innovation of the medieval period 
is indicated by the growing evidence for 
imported textiles, mainly silks but also 
possibly printed cottons.109 The Nubian 
paintings offer a colorful overview of 
the variety of patterned silks that dec-
orated both the long robe and the large 
cloak. The royal Nubian outfit combined 
tailored and wrapped garments. Archae-
ological counterparts show a slightly dif-
ferent situation, the elite burials provid-
ing regular evidence of tailored garments 
and the use of whole pieces of silk as 
shrouds since at least the twelfth centu-
ry ce. Finally, the Gebel Adda burials re-
veal the adoption of Middle Eastern dress 
practices during the late medieval period 
(fig. 3.14). The trousers are now complet-
ed with a coat, opened at the front—a gar-
ment so far unattested in official iconog-
raphy. The multiple Islamic silks found in 
the crypt burials demonstrate their full 
integration into the aesthetic values of 
the Nubian elite in the late thirteenth and 
beginning of the fourteenth centuries ce. 
The burials of the three dignitaries also 
reveal the multicultural identity of the 
Nubian elite of the time, whose members 
adopted Arab names alongside Nubian 
ones, attesting the spread and use of the Arabic language if not necessarily the spread 
of Islam. The ancient existence of a mosque in Gebel Adda, dated by its excavators to the 
Early and Middle Christian periods, is a powerful testimony of the long cohabitation of 
Christians and Muslims in medieval Nubia. Gapoiapa and Komar were members of the 
Makurian court and dressed in conformity with their wealth and status. They could afford 
costly garments in fashion at this time, clothing that proclaimed their belonging to the 
Gebel Adda upper class and their status in the Nubian community as a whole. 

While iconography carries conventional images of power, the wardrobe of affluent 
men and women reveals the continuous actualization of the elite’s dress, constantly chang-
ing its definition as political and cultural shifts transformed Nubian society.

108 N. K. Adams 1996, 172. 
109 N. K. Adams 2010, 295.

Figure 3.14. Reconstruction of Gapoiapa’s 
costume. Drawing © S. L. Howe. Courtesy 

of the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.
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chapter 3
appendix

catalog of textiles from gebel adda  
used as case studies 

Note: All typological references to technical features (e.g., edge type B1,  selvedge type C2) 
in this appendix follow the referencing system in Bergman 1975, fig. 20.
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124 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile A: Fringed Cloth

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3530.

Context: Unknown (Z-9?).

Date: Late Meroitic period (c. 300–400 ce).

Dimensions: 28 × 24 cm (max.).

Fiber: Plant fiber, cotton. S-spun. Thread diameter: 0.78 mm (average).

Weave: Tabby, basket weave. Thread count: 6 warp pairs × 6 weft pairs per cm.

Decoration: Tapestry: thin, blue horizontal band. Fringes: fringed lower border.

Description: Multiple fragments from the same fabric. Selvedge reinforced with 2 warp 
cords (type C2). The finishing border is well preserved; it is not reinforced, with the warp 
threads simply left hanging without being stopped or maintained in any way (type B1). 
The warps are assembled in small groups and lightly twisted in a Z direction to form thick 
fringes preserved up to c. 12 cm long. Two thin horizontal bands go through the fabric, 
8 cm over the finishing border. They are separated by 14 mm of ground weave and are each 
formed by the insertion of 11 weft picks of blue cotton thread. Most of them are much 
discolored.

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 159.
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Textile A. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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126 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile B: Tripartite Costume

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2669.1–13.

Context: Cemetery III, tomb 622, inhumation (A)-1.

Date: Late Meroitic period (c. 300–400 ce).

Dimensions: Apron: 89 × 50.5 cm (complete). Loincloth: 47 × 30 × 33 cm (max. size, many 
smaller fragments). Cape: 46 × 45 cm (max. size, many smaller fragments).

Fiber: Plant fiber, cotton. S-spun. Thread diameter: 0.63 mm (average in apron), 0.56 mm 
(average in loincloth), 0.72 mm (average in cape).

Weave: Apron: face in basket weave (9 warp pairs × 7 weft pairs of threads per cm); re-
verse in tabby (13 × 10 threads per cm). Loincloth: half-basket weave (11 singles × 8 pairs 
of threads per cm). Cape: balanced tabby weave (11 × 11 threads per cm).

Decoration: Embroidery: stem stitches (linear patterns) and chain stitches (circular “flow-
ers”) on the apron and loincloth. Hems maintained with stitched blue cord (loincloth and 
cape). Blue “bobble” tassel (cape).

Description: The garment is formed of 3 items: a large loincloth, a decorative apron to be 
tied around the waist, and a cape to cover the shoulders. The apron is composed of 2 panels, 
of which each has 2 layers of textile with an upper (roughly hemispheric) part and a lower 
(roughly triangular) part. The panels were originally sewn together down the middle, with 
a “mock fell” seam maintained with a s2Z plied thread. The same sewing thread was used to 
form the shape of the apron with a rolled hem sewn with overcast stitches. Embroidery dec-
orates the entirety of the front panels. They are made with plied s2Z blue threads, dyed after 
spinning. The main pattern consists of a succession of “sunburst” flowers, formed by a long 
stem in stem stitches finished by thick circles in chain stitches surrounded by radiant dashes. 
The embroidery alternates light- and dark-blue patterns in a regular rhythm. Other linear 
and geometric patterns fill the remaining space: rosettes, lines, chevrons, and ankh-crosses. 
The loincloth is formed of several fragments belonging to an originally triangle-shaped item 
with scalloped edges. The fabric edges were cut and rolled into shape with a rolled hem 
maintained by running stitches on the front. The piece is decorated with dark- and light-blue 
embroideries with red accents, mainly in stem stitches, showing along the middle a couple 
of uraei with sun disks, an ankh-cross on a crescent, and “sunburst” flowers in each corner. 
The flowers would have decorated the sides of the loincloth, being visible around the waist 
and on the hips, while the other patterns would have been visible along the lower back and 
bottom of the wearer. The cape is formed of multiple fragments of various sizes, identified as 
such by the excavators and textile experts on the basis of iconography. Very agglomerated 
around and under the body of the deceased, its reconstitution is hypothetical. The tabby fab-
ric was shaped by piped hems, highlighted by a double line of thick blue embroidery. Several 
corners of the finished garment are preserved, showing groups of 3 decorative self-bands 
made of countered weft twining and a small “bobble” tassel probably used as a fastener.

References: Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993a, 33–34, 49, pl. 17; Yvanez 2018b, 110–13, fig. 6. Ex-
cavation no. 64:1:117. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile nos. 62, 142, 164.
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Textile B. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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128 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile C: Fragments of a Tunic(?)

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3424.1–2.

Context: Cemetery III, tomb 6(-A). Inhumation of 2 adult females, with many different 
textiles found among the disturbed offerings and human remains in the access ramp.

Date: End of the Late Meroitic period / Post-Meroitic period (c. 350–500 ce).

Dimensions: Fragment 1: max. 12 × 27 cm. Fragment 2: 8.5 × 5 cm. Fragment 3: 5.5 × 5.5 cm 
(max.).

Fiber: Animal fiber, sheep(?) wool. S-spun.

Weave: Tabby and tapestry. Thread count: 10 warp threads × 29 weft threads per  cm 
(ground weave). In the tapestry bands: 9–10 warps × 37 wefts per cm.

Decoration: Dark-blue bands.

Description: Multiple fragments of a finely woven textile. The ground weave is of natural 
color, with many fragments showing the presence of a large dark-blue band in tapestry 
crossed by 4 picks of natural-colored threads. Selvedge: reinforced with 3 warp cords (type 
C2), densely woven.

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 39.
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Textile C. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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130 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile D: Fragments of a Mantle(?)

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2891.1–2–3–4.

Context: Cemetery III, tomb 278.

Date: End of the Late Meroitic period / Post-Meroitic period (c. 350–500 ce).

Dimensions: Fragment 1: 51 × 31 cm. Fragment 2: 34.3 × 21 cm (folded). Fragment 3: not 
measured. Fragment 4: max. 42 × 43 cm.

Fiber: Animal fiber, sheep(?) wool. S-spun. Thread diameter: 0.58 mm (average, ground weave).

Weave: Tabby. Thread count: 9–11 warp threads × 6–8 weft threads per cm. In segmenta: 
7 warps × 9 wefts per cm.

Decoration: Gammadae: gamma (Г) figures with “tail.”

Description: Four groups of large fragments coming from an item of clothing such as a 
mantle (less probably a tunic). The fabric is relatively loose, denser and better preserved 
in several locations. It is woven with blue threads, identical in both warp and weft. Small 
knots are visible to repair broken wefts. The gamma figures decorating each corner of the 
large rectangle are of a large size and made in orange-red threads. The technique used is 
not tapestry but plain tabby weave, the blue warps being still visible. The red threads are 
slightly thicker than the rest (average 0.89 mm in diameter). When complete, the gamma 
figure measured c.  30  cm along its sides, with the corner decorated with a small “tail” 
(2.5 cm deep, 2 cm wide). The area between 2 different-colored wefts is strengthened by 
the use of simple tapestry techniques, such as interlocking. Selvedges: reinforced with 
3 warp cords, each counting 2 warp threads (type C2). The weft threads turn several times 
around the selvedge cords before returning in the weave, creating a selvedge that is en-
tirely covered and strong. The ground weave was also denser along the edges, exhibiting 
a thread count of typically 11 warp threads per cm. Border: reinforced with a large cord, 
firmly interlaced with the warp threads to either start or finish the weave (type A7 or B2, 
impossible to determine whether the piece shows a starting or a finishing border). About 
8 mm from the border, a thin, double red band: 3 red picks / 3 blue picks / 3 red picks. A 
larger red band may have been somewhere else on the fabric as well.

Reference: Unpublished. Excavation no. 63:4:329. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: 
textile no. 53.
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Textile D. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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132 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile E: Polychrome Woolen Garment

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3440.1–2.

Context: Cemetery III, tomb 369.

Date: Beginning of the Post-Meroitic period (c. 400 ce)?

Dimensions: Fragment 1: 39 × 23 cm (laces 25 cm long). Fragment 2: 19.5 × 18 cm. Caution: 
the two fragments were not joined, so the complete size of the piece is not known.

Fiber: Animal fiber, wool (dromedary?). S-spun. Thread diameter: 0.78 mm (average, 
ground weave).

Weave: Tabby. Thread count: 13 warp threads × 8 weft threads per cm (ground weave).

Decoration: Starting and finishing braids, supplementary wefts, fringed tassels, and poly - 
chromy.

Description: Two fragments from the same garment, whose complete width (23  cm) is 
preserved. The top corners still show the original knots, partially connected to the fabric 
(fragmented). The ground weave is made of dark-brown wool, in a regular tabby. Upper 
border: the warp threads are passed over a thick blue cord, itself interlaced in a starting 
braid (variation of type A8?). The braid is made of s2Z red and yellow threads and is wid-
er than the woven portion. Additional portions of a similar braid were sewn along a few 
centimeters of the edges. Lower border: the weave is finished by a thick braid of interlaced 
supplementary weft threads in blue, white, and red. The warps anchor a series of fringed 
tassels with added color threads, alternating 2 red, 2 yellow, and 2 blue tassels for every 
2 brown ones. The fringes (knotted) are preserved for c. 15 mm. This braid could have been 
tablet woven or hand twined(?). Decoration: two large, horizontal bands (4 and 5–6 cm 
high), each located along the upper and lower borders after c. 5–6 cm of ground weave, 
made in a weft-faced extended tabby technique. These supplementary wefts, very well 
packed (more than 18 threads per cm), create 3 rows of vertical hatches alternating white 
and red, red and yellow, and white and red, separated by 3 picks of blue threads. Each of 
them goes over c. 3–4 warps, so as to create a ribbed effect. The presence of four laces on 
each side of this textile, as well as comparable fabrics from other neighboring sites (with 
similar dimensions), suggests its use as a garment of undefined function. 

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 59.
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Textile E. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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134 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile F: Tapestry, Imported(?)

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2892.1–2.

Context: Cemetery III, tomb 278.

Date: End of the Late Meroitic period / Post-Meroitic period (c. 350–500 ce).

Dimensions: Fragment 1: 49 × 19 cm. Fragment 2: 38.5 × 19 cm. Fragment 3: 14 × 8.5 cm.

Fiber: Animal fiber, sheep(?) wool. S-spun.

Weave: Tabby (1/1), tapestry. Thread count: 13–15 warp threads × 17–31 weft threads per cm.

Decoration: Horizontal registers with motifs from the natural world: bird (duck?), fish, 
guilloche, floral designs, vine leaves, bands.

Description: Polychrome tapestry of fine manufacture, with a series of horizontal regis-
ters exhibiting a rich decorative repertoire and beautiful color composition. Color variety 
is particularly remarkable: purple, various shades of pink, orange, light and dark blue, 
turquoise, red (and natural beige color). Tapestry technique: slit tapestry, with occasional 
dovetailing and curved wefts (notably behind the duck’s head, to form its round shape). 
Selvedge (preserved on three fragments) reinforced with 2 warp cords (type C2). The col-
ored threads used for the patterns run into the selvedges. Decoration: Several registers 
show floral and animal designs on a dark-blue or purple background, flanked by bands 
of pink, beige, and light and dark blue or by a guilloche (chain) motif in the same colors. 
These types of floral designs (palmettes, leafy rinceaux, trilobe leaves) and animal figures 
belong to the iconographic theme of abundance. It recalls the Hellenistic pattern of the 
“inhabited” scrolled rinceaux. The first fragment exhibits several repairs: 2 layers of fabric 
can be distinguished, superposed and kept together with rudimentary sewing. The sewing 
is done with thick, s2Z plied threads, with running stitches along the fish, a floral frieze, 
and a portion of selvedge. This seam follows the decorative composition and was perhaps 
the result of a first phase of repair. The second phase was much cruder, however: it goes 
through the main frieze and seems to circumvent specific motifs. Behind agglomerated 
layers of the same fabric, the sewing is done in curvy lines of running stitches; at the front, 
however, the sewing is almost vertical and very crude. It uses blue woolen yarns (S or s2Z).

Reference: Unpublished. Excavation no. 64:4:330. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: 
textile no. 52.
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Textile F. Photos by Elsa Yvanez. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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Textile G: Trousers*

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3481.

Context: Church IV, vault B.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: Length of legs: 144 cm. Waistband: 72 cm. Waistband to crotch: c. 48 cm. Di-
ameter across bottom of leg: 18 cm. Width of waistband: 4 cm.*

Fiber: Plant fiber, cotton, Z-spun.*

Weave: Tabby. Thread count: 14 warps × 18 wefts per cm.*

Decoration: No decoration.

Description: Trousers with flare-shaped legs. Waistband. Gusset. The legs are narrower 
at the level of the calves, where they may have been tied. The long length of the legs was 
probably necessary to create a baggy effect.

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 106. Object reg-
ister no. 66:1:13.

*Item not available for consultation during study visit; data copied from the museum documentation.
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Textile G. Photos © ROM. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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138 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile H: Fragments of a Coat

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2906.

Context: Church IV, vault D.*

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: 48 × 32 cm (max.).

Fiber: Fragment 1: Animal fiber, silk, unspun (warp and weft); plant fiber, flax, S-spun 
(weft); metal thread (gilded membrane S-wound around a silk core). Fragment 2: Plant 
fiber, cotton. Z-spun. Fragment 3: Animal fiber, silk, unspun.

Weave: Fragment 1: Patterned silk, with additional warp (paired threads); ground weave: 
tabby; thread count: 15 × 15 per cm (average); additional warp: satin; thread count: c. 40 
paired warps per cm. Fragment 2: Tabby; thread count: 20 × 20 per cm (average).  Fragment 3: 
Tabby; thread count: 68–70 × 48–50 per cm.

Decoration: Fragment 1: Red floral garland (ground weave) on colored stripes (additional 
warp). Fragment 2: No decoration. Fragment 3: Green.

Description: The fragment comes from the lower part of the left front panel. The outer 
layer is tailored in patterned silk: stripes decorated with a red floral garland. The supple-
mentary warp creates an additional colored ground under the garland, alternating blue, 
orange, and green. The stripes are separated by narrow gold stripes (6–10 metal threads), 
which are framed on both sides by black thread (c. 5 paired warps). The lining is made with 
undyed cotton fabric. The binding is made with a green silk. The fragment kept in the ROM 
preserves a silk loop made of red silk threads and natural linen threads used for the weft.

Reference: Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 104. Object register no. 66:1:70. 
Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993b, 89, fig. 17.

*As attributed in the objects register (ROM textiles inventory gives vault A).

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   138Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   138 4/24/25   3:11 PM4/24/25   3:11 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



CHANGING TEXTILES—SHIFTING IDENTITIES? 139

Textile H. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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140 MAGDALENA M. WOZNIAK AND ELSA YVANEZ

Textile I: Mappa

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2898.

Context: Church IV, vault B.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: 65 × 33 cm (complete measurements).

Fiber: Plant fiber, flax, Z-spun. Animal fiber, silk, unspun or very slightly S-spun.

Weave: Tabby. Thread count: 22 × 22 per cm.

Decoration: Embroidery. Fringes: warp ends plied to form fringes (c. 5 cm long) at both ends.

Description: The piece, albeit fragmentary, preserves both selvedges (simple, not rein-
forced) and borders. After the fabric was woven, it was embellished with different embroi-
dery techniques. The following description is from the ROM textiles inventory: “Two dec-
orative bands of c. 2 cm wide, at 1,5 cm from fringed borders decorated with eight-pointed 
stars and triangular designs embroidered in a fine blue thread (silk), openwork squares 
executed in drawnwork embroidery and forming elongated hexagon patterns. The outer 
edges of the decorative band and the interspaces between the designs are decorated by a 
very fine eyelet embroidery, in rows.”

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 105. Object reg-
ister no. 66:1:14.
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Textile I. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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Textile J: Rectangle of Cotton with Stamp

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3482.

Context: Church IV, vault D.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: 45 × 52 cm (edges folded).

Fiber: Plant fiber, cotton, Z-spun.

Weave: Tabby. Thread count: 18 × 18 per cm.

Decoration: A round stamp with Arabic(?).

Description: The complete width of the fabric is preserved. Simple (not reinforced) sel-
vedges. The textile was probably waxed. The stamp, 7 cm in diameter, is placed approxi-
mately in the center between the selvedges. The fabric is still folded at the selvedges.

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 108.
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Textile J. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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Textile K: Sample of Two Mamluk Silks

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3551.1–2.

Context: Church IV, vault B.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: Silk 1: 7.5 × 8.5 cm. Silk 2: 4.5 × 7.5 cm.

Fiber: Both silks: animal fiber, silk, unspun or slight Z. Metal thread: gilded leather S-wound 
around a silk core.

Weave: Silk 1: Ground weave: weft-faced tabby; thread count: 28 wefts × 54 paired wefts 
per cm; additional floating wefts for the pattern: 56 paired wefts per cm. Silk 2: Ground 
weave: weft-faced tabby; thread count: 26 × 68 paired wefts per cm; additional floating 
wefts for pattern: 60 paired wefts per cm.

Decoration: Silk 1: Gold and black checkered pattern and a band ornamented with an in-
scription. Silk 2: Fragment of a band decorated with tracery and a bee.

Description: Two small samples from two silk pieces (main pieces kept today in Nubian 
Museum, Aswan). Original size: c. 350 × 150 cm. Silk 1: Ground warp is red silk woven 
with ecru silk (paired wefts). Warp stripes with metal thread (20 per cm) arranged in the 
following sequence: 2 metal threads, 3 silk threads, 10 metal threads, 2 silk threads, 2 metal 
threads, 2 silk threads, 10 metal threads, 3 silk threads, 2 metal threads. Weft bands with 
metal threads are arranged in the following sequence (decorative band fragment): 3 black 
silk threads, 2 ecru silk threads, 1 metal thread, 2 ecru silk threads, 3 black silk threads, 
4 ecru silk threads, black silk threads on a width of 1.5 cm, 4 ecru, 3 black, 5 ecru, 1 metal 
thread, 8 ecru, 1 metal thread, 5 ecru, 3 black, 2 ecru, 2 black, 2 ecru, 2 black, 2 ecru, 2 black, 
2 ecru, 3 black, 7 ecru, 1 metal thread, 9 ecru, 1 metal thread, 3 black, then ecru silk. An 
additional floating weft is used to create the inscription. 

Silk 2: Ground warp is red silk woven with ecru silk (paired wefts). Weft bands with metal 
threads are arranged in the following sequence: 4 black silk threads, c. 18 ecru silk threads, 
3 black, 40 ecru, 3 black, 11 ecru, 1 metal thread, 10 ecru, 3 black, 3 ecru, 1 black, 1 ecru, 
2 black, 2 ecru, 4 black, 11 ecru, 1 metal thread, 11 ecru, 1 black, 4 ecru, black threads on 
a width of 1.35 cm, 3 ecru, 2 black, 1 ecru, 1 metal thread, 3 black, 3 ecru, then ecru silk. 
Additional floating wefts are used to create the small boxes containing bees or ornamented 
with delicate tracery.

Reference: Object register no. 66:1:11. Mackie 1984, pls. 2, 3, and 7.
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Textile K. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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Textile L: Fragments of a Quilt

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.3549.1–4.

Context: Church IV, vault B.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: Fragment 1: 5 × 1.8 cm. Fragment 2: 4 × 3 cm. Fragment 3: 2.5 × 6 cm (unfold-
ed). Fragment 4: length 5.5 cm.

Fiber: Fragment 1: Plant fiber, cotton, Z-spun. Fragment 2: Plant fiber, possibly raw flax. 
Fragment 3: Plant fiber, flax, S-spun. Fragment 4: Plant fiber, flax, plied S.

Weave: Fragment 1: Tabby; thread count: 12 × 12 per cm. Fragment 3: Tabby; thread count: 
10 × 10 per cm.

Decoration: Resist-dyed, cream pattern on red ground. Band with small roundels.

Description: Samples of a quilt (outer layer, padding, lining, and quilting thread) from 
Gapoiapa’s burial. The outer layer was made of a large piece of resist-dyed cotton in red, 
white, and blue colors. The sample preserves a detail from the red part. Raw material, pos-
sibly flax, was used as padding. The lining textile is a linen tabby, which was dyed in blue 
after weaving. The sewing thread is also flax, dyed blue (piece dyeing).

Reference: Unpublished. Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 103. Object reg-
ister no. 66:1:10.
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Textile L. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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Textile M: Quilt

Conservation: Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, no. 973.24.2901.7 and 9.

Context: Church IV, vault D.

Date: Late thirteenth–early fourteenth century ce.

Dimensions: Fragment 1: 111 × 56 cm (complete width, simple selvedges). Fragment 2:  
16 × 10 cm (max.).

Fiber: Fragment 1: Plant fiber, cotton, Z-spun. Fragment 2: Plant and/or animal fiber, cot-
ton or wool, Z-spun, and silk, slight S-spun.

Weave: Fragment 1: Tabby; thread count: 18 × 18 per cm. Fragment 2: Warp-faced tabby; 
thread count: 40–44 paired warps (red and black silk threads) × 12 paired wefts per cm and 
56 paired warps (blue and ecru silk threads) × 12 paired wefts per cm.

Decoration: Fragment 1: Tie-and-dye decoration of small circles arranged into stars. Frag-
ment 2: Colored stripes (black, cream, red, blue).

Description: The quilt was constructed of two textiles arranged in panels. The front was 
composed of a central panel made of two silks folded in half (each piece 100 × 84 cm with 
complete width) and sewn together. The central panel was framed by four outer panels of 
red-dyed cotton. The back was made of similar red-dyed cotton, arranged in two central 
panels and two outer panels. Three of the back panels had an additional decoration of cir-
cles arranged in stars executed in the tie-and-dye technique. The quilting pattern was in 
thick blue thread. The stuffing is indicated as being raw cotton or wool.

Reference: Reference in ROM textiles inventory: textile no. 107. Object register no. 66:1:35. 
Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993b, 88–89, figs. 13 and 16.
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Textile M. Photos by Magdalena M. Wozniak. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum.
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ABBREVIATION

ROM Royal Ontario Museum (Toronto)
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4 Regional Dress in the Imperial Rhetoric  
of Achaemenid Persia: Subjective (Identity)  
and Objective (Ascription) Processes 

Margaret C. Miller 
University of Sydney

Social anthropologists know well the important roles of dress in signaling, deliberate-
ly or unconsciously, social affiliation in living societies. Often-subtle distinctions in details 
of dress can be read only by the encoded viewer. Archaeologists seeking to understand 
and explain values in past societies are hampered by a lack of surviving textiles, limited 
or no textual documentation, and dependence on traditions of art whose selectivity in 
representation is assured. In the case of West Asia during the period of the Persian Empire 
(mid-sixth through later fourth centuries bce), the context of empire appears to have gen-
erated two opposite but complementary social functions of dress relating to identity: the 
subjective (or ethnic identity) and the objective (or ethnic ascription).1 

The sculptures of Persepolis in Iran seem a good touchstone of truth for dress and 
ethnicity in the Achaemenid Persian Empire. The relief panels of the king in audience 
once at the heart of the Apadana program at Persepolis present the king and others in 
the long court robe (fig. 4.1).2 Traces of color and incisions indicate complex textile pat-
terning; the colorful glazed brick from Susa presents a vivid suggestion of the garment’s 
possible elaboration.3 Yet even at the most spectacular expression of the formal envi-
ronment of majesty in audience, some figures wear what has been called “rider dress”: 
the man bowing, hand to lips, before the king, and, behind, the man holding the king’s 
weapons. 4 The fact that some men even in formal audience imagery wear rider dress 

1 This study has benefited from the insights of many. I owe especial thanks to Remy Boucharlat and 
Deniz Kaptan for help with images, Nick Cahill for advice on Sardis stratigraphy, and Kate McAllan for 
general assistance. It was William Slater from whom I first learned about the “Lydianizing” fashion of 
Archaic Greece.
2 Rather than a photograph of the extant relief, here is used Ann Britt Tilia’s reconstruction drawing of 
the “Treasury relief” made in the context of her ascription of its original location to the Apadana platform; 
see Tilia 1972, fig. 3 facing p. 168.
3 Susa glazed brick illustrated in color: Paris Louvre Sb3302 and Sb3309 (Harper, Aruz, and Tallon 1992, 
cat. nos. 155–56); London ANE 132525 (Curtis and Tallis 2005, cat. no. 51). On color, see also Nagel 2010, 
2013; cf. the lightly incised ornamental details along borders in Schmidt 1953, pl. 142.
4 The fact that Persians in their own art wear both a system of dress incorporating trousers and a sys-
tem of dress based on a robe has long caused confusion and uncertainty whether the different sartorial 
systems held ethnic significance. References in Greek literature to a “Median dress” and a “Persian dress” 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   157Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   157 4/24/25   3:12 PM4/24/25   3:12 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



158 MARGARET C. MILLER

establishes that these two dress systems could coexist at the heart of the Persian court: 
their current distinction was functional rather than ethnic, even though their origins 
may have differed substantially. (The court robe derived from Elamite dress, whereas the 
official rider dress has a generally Iranian character and its precise origin is more difficult 
to delineate.) More important, in the world of Darius both systems were quintessentially 
Persian modes of dress.

That same rider dress, as witnessed by the carefully delineated distinctions among 
those delegations on the Apadana that wear it, itself exhibits a range of variation reflective 
of specific ethnic differentiation. Delegations from the farthest reaches with their exotic 
beasts on the Apadana reliefs showcase the extent of empire, as do the inscribed peoples 
supporting the king’s throne on the Naqš-i Rustam reliefs. The summation of the peoples 
in these reliefs graphically reflects those in written lists. The historical reality is that there 
were many more peoples in the empire than there are delegations (or throne bearers) 
depicted. The choice of which delegations to show and how to articulate their distinctive 
features involved careful selectivity. In this essay, the question of objective assignation 
of ethnic identity by the elision of several peoples into one schema is examined through 
consideration of the case of western Anatolia. 

seemed to support an ethnic interpretation. Modern viewers have struggled to decide which of the two 
was the genuine Persian dress and tended to ascribe the other to the Medes. In the 1970s, Roaf (1974), 
Shahbazi (1979), and Root (1979) independently cut the Gordian knot, arguing from the pattern of use in 
the sculpture at Naqš-i Rustam and Persepolis that the difference of dress was to be viewed as functional 
(court/military) rather than ethnic, whatever the ultimate ethnic origins prove to be. For recent elucida-
tion, see Stronach 2011.

Figure 4.1. The Great King in audience, detail of the “Treasury relief” from the Apadana 
of Persepolis. Restored drawing by Ann B. Tilia. After Tilia 1972, fig. 3 (facing p. 168).
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SARTORIAL BICULTURALISM

Study of the arts, mostly funereal, of the regions of western Anatolia in the Persian period 
reveals the surprising fact that Anatolians were sartorially bicultural: they could wear 
their regional dress for some activities and Persian dress for others.5 A relief sculpture 
from the area of ancient Sardis, most likely a funerary stela, provides the clearest exam-
ple.6 It presents what can only be two views of the same man: below, he wears Iranian 
rider dress while hunting, and above, he wears what is probably “Lydian” military gear. In 
the lower image, all the basic elements of rider dress are visible (tiara, belted and sleeved 
knee-length garment, trousers), but a heavy cloak is substituted for a kandys. In the upper 
image, the rider’s weaponry generally fits the western Anatolian mode, with crested hel-
met and composite corselet (although he seems to have long sleeves). Despite his Lydian 
weaponry, his horse is caparisoned in the Persian manner: tied and cropped tail, roached 
mane, topknot, and rectilinear riding cloth.7

Similar cultural mixtures can be found in western Anatolia in what must be elite 
tombs, notably the traditional Phrygian log tomb at Tatarlı, dated to the first half of the 
fifth century bce, that had a painted battle in which victorious Persians battle eastern no-
mads,8 and the traditional Milyan stone tomb at Karaburun, decorated about 475 bce with 
painted plaster presenting what must be a local dynast within a Persian cultural milieu.9 In 
view of general conservatism regarding the proper treatment of the dead, it is reasonable 
to suppose that the ethnic identity of the occupants was local, as it is highly unlikely that 
they were what Pierre Briant termed the “dominant ethno-class,” the Persians.10 Although 
the Persians seem to have had a practice of co-opting the elite of their conquered lands, the 
satrap of a region was a close associate, often a family member, of the king (i.e., a Persian), 
enjoined to create microcosmic facsimiles of the processes of court at the satrapal level. 
The local satrap thus set a foreign standard of excellence throughout the empire.

Such examples of interculturation sometimes involve systems of dress; at other times, 
social action rather than dress is adopted. For example, on the sarcophagus discovered at 
Mylasa in 2010, the man commemorated combines local dress with Persian drinking mode 

5 For sartorial biculturalism, see Miller 2013. Note, however, that Jacobs 2015, utilizing some of the same 
evidence, sees it rather as an indication of the adaptation of the Persian elite to local custom. While his 
opinion on the matter is worthy of note, the general principle of conservatism of burial practice, noted 
below, remains to me the definitive consideration. 
6 Manisa Archaeological Museum 3389; no provenience. First published in Greenewalt and Heywood 
1992, figs. 25–26, in a discussion of a probable Lydian helmet excavated at Sardis; see also Dedeoğlu 2003, 
62; Roosevelt 2009, fig. 6.27, cat. no. 23.4 on p. 256, where it is dated to the late fifth century. The feet of the 
lower figure are broken off, so that it is not clear whether he wore trousers. Roosevelt notes a parallel fig-
ure, with trousers, on a stela from Musacalı (Manisa Mus. 7759; Roosevelt 2009, 160, fig. 6.26, cat. no. 2.8A).
7 Compare the image of London BM 89816 (1869,0122.10; cylinder seal, quartz chalcedony, pale blue) in 
Curtis and Tallis 2005, 230, no. 420: a Persian makes a Parthian shot at a lion-pawed animal.
8 Wooden beams formerly in Munich, now repatriated to Turkey. See generally, with references to prior 
bibliography, Summerer 2007 (a detailed discussion of the battle), 2010. First publication: Calmeyer 1992. 
On their dating to the first half of the fifth century, see Kuniholm, Newton, and Griggs 2010, 82.
9 Mellink 1972, pl. 60.23; Miller 2010, 325, fig. 5, provides an excellent color photograph. 
10 Briant 2002, 82, and frequently in his discussions.
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and implements; the sarcophagus has been ascribed to the Carian dynast Hecatomnus.11 
This range of evidence is proof positive of two things: (1) “ethnic” dress systems do not 
have a one-to-one correspondence with social identity, as (2) the same person can “be” 
Anatolian for some activities and Iranian for others, slipping from clothing role to clothing 
role in a diacritical or associative sense, depending on need or desire.12 

For present purposes, this phenomenon is termed the “subjective” ethnic association 
of dress: it reflects the individual’s conscious or unconscious choice in mode of expression. 
Much of the scholarship on the use of dress focuses on such projection of one’s sense of 
identity with a social group.

It emerges that the expressions of ethnicity embedded in any representation of dress 
(which must reflect, at least to some degree, a reality of dress actually worn at some time) 
were far less fixed and far more fluid than one might suppose. To describe the people (or 
some of the people) of western Anatolia as sartorially bicultural is to accept an ethnic 
locative quality that differs from what Alison Lurie brilliantly termed a “foreign accent” in 
the language of dress.13 

DRESS AS ETHNIC MARKER IN PERSIAN IMPERIAL RHETORIC 

A parallel phenomenon of exactly opposite tendencies can be found in the arts of the 
Iranian heartland. In Persian imperial visual rhetoric, the system of dress is closely linked 
with ethnic definition, as both the major and the minor arts of the Persian Empire show. 
Two aspects are worth highlighting: the broad distinctions in dress system that appear 
in private arts, notably glyptic, of the Achaemenid world; and the imperial strategy of 
precise delineation of the peoples of empire as a testimony to its extent. Both aspects, es-
pecially the latter one, are part of an “objective” ethnic identity that functioned to impose 
order on others.

general systems of dress in persian popular thought
Within the whole corpus of Achaemenid-period glyptic—stamp seals as well as cylinder 
seals—the role of dress as a signifier of ethnicity best appears in the limited corpus of 
conquest imagery. Some extant seals and sealings clearly had an origin in and circulated 
among the highest echelons of the empire, where they functioned as expressions of royal 
ideology.14 The great majority were made for personal transactions in ordinary life; their 

11 Police interrupted illicit excavations in August 2010. No formal publication yet; at the time, full cov-
erage with images appeared in the news media, still available on the web. For the question in general, see 
Miller 2011. For the important stela of “Persian-style” drinking with a Phrygian inscription discovered in 
1997 in the region of Daskyleion, see Gusmani and Polat 1999, with Miller 2011.
12 Such fluidity is noted as a significant aspect by, e.g., Stoddart and Neil 2014, 288–89; what is observed 
here regarding Anatolia fits within the sphere of what Emberling dubbed “situational ethnicity” (Ember-
ling 1997, 306–7). The terminology used here is drawn from Dietler 1990, 377. 
13 Lurie 1981, in chapter 4, “Fashion and Place,” distinguishes between “Foreign Clothes and Foreign 
Accents.” 
14 See Garrison 2014; Kaptan 2002 on DS 4. Explicit conquest imagery has, to date, not been found among 
the extant royal name seals. 
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value for the present inquiry lies in their potential to reflect common public attitudes, 
the general conception of the main subsets of empire, rather than, for example, the royal 
programmatic statements adorning the walls of the imperial palace centers. Seals with 
conquest imagery are comparatively few, but they give a vision of world empire by the 
definition of its peripheries. In featuring Persian subjugation of barbarians at the fringes 
of the empire, the imagery presents a fairly consistent vision of the world order based on 
the principle of civilized center and barbarian periphery that must reflect royal ideology.15 
Though such imagery can take the form of a Persian leading a row of captives, it more 
frequently appears as scenes of combat.

The Persian vision in the minor arts offers a clear distinction between the barbarians 
to the northeast and those to the west. Those to the northeast, commonly dubbed “no-
mads” in the scholarship, wear the rider dress with trousers and jacket and are equipped 
with a bow and axe or (far to the east) a pick; as in the painted battle imagery on the 
wooden plank from Tatarlı mentioned above, eastern barbarians could wear pointed hats 
(fig. 4.2).16 The Persians termed these peoples of Central Asia, who extended from the Black 
Sea to Mongolia, the “Saka.”17 One cylinder seal of uncertain provenience shows, below the 
winged sun disk, the “king” conducting three figures with pointed hats and trousers: these 
figures are barbarians from the northeast and are paralleled by scenes of active combat in 
glyptic, both cylinder and stamp seals.18 The enemy sometimes seems akin to Skunkha on 
the Bisutun relief, with his tall pointed hat.

A second group of enemies in Persian arts is identified by their helmets (often crested) 
and round shields as enemies in the west.19 Western barbarians were armed with a spear 
(figs.  4.3–4.5). They usually wear a short garment and have bare legs; sometimes a 
corselet is delineated, and sometimes they are naked, as on the Seyitömer Höyük im-
pression (fig. 4.5).20 These enemies are depicted in combat or as defeated or captive. One 

15 The principle of civilized center and barbarian periphery tacitly appears in imperial lists of peoples 
who are ordered in a series of radii from the center to the periphery, as pointed out by Root 1979, 63–65; 
Briant 2002, 172–83, chapter 5, section 2; see Kuhrt 2002, 20–21, with a handy schema. For the principle 
of graphic symbolic presentation of the social order (concentricity), see Miller and Hölscher 2013, 383–85. 
This, too, is something that Herodotus picked up on (Hdt. 1.134).
16 London BM 132505: blue chalcedony, cylinder. Merrillees 2005, 60–70, cat. no. 65, pl. 24; see also Curtis 
and Tallis, 2005, no. 415. 
17 This corresponds especially to modern Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and south-central Russia. The etymol-
ogy of the Persian name “Saka” is uncertain (R. Schmitt, personal communication; cf. Szemerényi 1980, 
44–46; Lecoq 1997, 147–48). On southern Siberia as the home of the battle pick, see Potts 2012.
18 Ward 1910, 327, no. 1048. Other battles with “nomads”: Paris CabMed 403 (Delaporte 1910, 224–25, 
no. 403, pl. 28); Persepolis Treasury Seal no. 29 (PT 4830, Schmidt 1957, pl. 9); Daskyleion DS 91 (Kaptan 
2002, figs. 272–73); London BM 124015 (Merrillees 2005, 70, no. 66, pl. 25). The seventeen seals have now 
been collected and discussed by Wu (2010, 2014). For wise commentary on the validity of the seals as 
evidence, see Tuplin 2010, 112–14. In other media, we have the unprovenienced gold cloisonné pendant 
in the Miho Museum; Bernard and Imagaki 2000, 1401, lists examples in glyptic.
19 The importance of this schematic distinction between eastern and western barbarians is brought out 
by Kuhrt (2002, 20–21). Tuplin (2010, 117) counted fourteen nomadic and thirty-two “Greek” opponents. 
Wu’s insightful 2014 overview nevertheless retains the global categorization as “Greeks” (usefully col-
lected in pl. 6).
20 Round-shield bearer: London BM 89333, gray chalcedony (Merrillees 2005, no. 64, pl. 24; Curtis and 
Tallis 2005, cat. no. 423). Nippur, Murasu Archive: Penn Museum 5230 (Legrain 1925, no. 995, pl. 60). 
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cylinder seal attested by sealings at Persepolis presents a Persian in court robe leading 
three helmet-wearing, bound enemies and spearing a fourth.21 The Persians battle their 
round-shield-bearing, helmeted infantry foe from horseback as well as on foot. Though 

Seyitömer Höyük 3, cylinder seal impression, Kütahya Museum KT 9401 (Kaptan 2008, figs. 1–2; 2010, 
figs. 33.4–33.6). See also Paris, Bib. Nat. 1343.5 (Boardman 2000, 160, fig. 5.7); Munich 20000/404 (Knauss 
and Franke 2001); Rome, Villa Giulia, and once Arndt A1410 (Boardman 2001, pls. 849, 881).
21 Persepolis Treasury Seal no. 28, on PT 4948, PT 4865, and PT 4330, illustrated by Schmidt (1957, 29 and 
pl. 9). Another impression excavated by Tajvidi: Tehran 6580 (Curtis and Tallis 2005, no. 424).

Figure 4.2. The Great King subdues a pick-wielding and pointed-hat-wearing  
nomad. Cylinder seal, modern impression. London, British Museum 132505.  

© Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

Figure 4.3. A “Mede” combats a “Greek” below the winged disk. Cylinder seal, modern impression. 
London, British Museum 89333. © Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.
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this western enemy is usually identified as “Greeks” in the scholarship, they may equally 
be Carian, Lydian, Lycian, or even West Phrygian.22 We will return to this matter in a 
moment.

Thus, in the Persian mental map of the world as presented by the glyptic record, peo-
ples of the trouser who fought with the bow and axe, on horseback or on foot, both inside 
and outside the empire, inhabited the northern and eastern realms. To the northwest were 
the “naked” peoples, who wore crested metal helmets and carried round shields; their 
weapon was the spear. They, too, lived both inside and outside the empire. Very occa-
sionally other enemies are visible, as on the Zvenigorodsky Cylinder from Kerch, now in 
the Hermitage;23 the defeated enemies wear a fringed dress, which has been linked with 
Assyrian or Elamite garb, but owing to the headdress of the leader they have tended to be 
viewed as Egyptians.24

imperial strategy of ethnic delineation through dress
Scholars have long been struck by the “Susa Foundation Charter,” with its careful lists of 
peoples of many parts of the empire and their separate contributions of goods and labor to 

22 Kaptan (2002, 80–81) noted the parallel with Lycian warriors; round shields appear also in the Karabu-
run Tomb II North Wall battle scene (Mellink 1972, 267, pls. 59.21, 60.23–24) and among the sickle- sword-
wielding dancers at Tatarlı (Summerer 2008, 267–70, figs.  3–4). N.B.: Carians are attested as wearing 
crested helmets: Plutarch, Artaxerxes 10.
23 The Zvenigorodsky Cylinder, St. Petersburg ГЛ501, chalcedony, 2.8 × 1.2, uninscribed; see Furtwängler 
1900, fig. 79; Ward 1910, no. 1049; Zazoff 1983, 169, fig. 48a; Wu 2010, 549 with n. 11. 
24 For fringed dress, see álvarez-Mon 2010; Wu 2014, 249–50, accepts the identification as Egyptians. 

Figure 4.4. The Great King atop a dead 
enemy spears a “Greek.” Impression of 
a cone seal on an Akkadian tablet from 
the Murasu Archive of Nippur (archive 

date 424–404 bce). Philadelphia, 
Penn Museum CBS 05230. Drawing 

after Legrain 1925, nr. 995.

Figure 4.5. A Persian in court robe spears a naked 
“Greek.” Cylinder impression on a clay tag from 

Seyitömer Höyük (SHS 3). Courtesy of Deniz Kaptan.
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the construction of Darius’s first major palace, at Susa (DSf sections 8–13; trilingual).25 It is 
clearly a rhetorical statement of imperial domain, akin to one I recall being told about as a 
child visiting the provincial legislative building in Edmonton, the capital of the province of 
Alberta in Canada. It was built in 1905 at the time of the foundation of the western prov-
inces (out of the former Northwest Territories); the guide explained that the materials of 
construction included stone from every realm in the British Empire. That knowledge made 
me happy, and proud to be part of such a worldwide collective.

Although several versions of the Susa Foundation Charter have survived to modern 
times precisely because they were hidden from sight at the construction of the Susa Apa-
dana, its contents must have been knowable by those living contemporarily with its con-
struction. They did not just witness the ebony being brought from Egypt and the cedar 
from Lebanon—each presumably borne by people wearing their native garb—in a process 
that must have lasted months, if not years. It is unreasonable to imagine a multilingual 
sign outside the palace entrance proclaiming something akin to what my provincial leg-
islative building guide told me. Yet some concretization of the sentiments on the buried 
tablet must have been visible throughout the Achaemenid period and legible to the tech-
nically illiterate. 

Just such a concretization of the elements of empire survives in the “tribute bearers’ 
relief” adorning the northern and eastern stairs giving access to the Apadana on the ter-
race at Persepolis (fig.  4.6), whose recovery and publication played such an important 
part of the research enterprise of the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures (former 
Oriental Institute) of the University of Chicago.26 The relief sculptures show how, in Per-
sian imperial rhetoric, the system of dress is closely linked with ethnic definition, which 
is itself a point of insistence. Here twenty-three delegations, each led by a court guide or 
usher—some in rider dress, some in court dress—adorn the two grand-staircase complexes. 
Each delegation is presented with very precise details of dress and equipment that declare 
what “people” they are, as often their gifts also do, animate and inanimate.27 There appears 
to be the highest level of concern to provide a pictorial text that enumerates the regions 
of the empire.

In the absence of any associated text naming the people represented, to identify the 
delegations Erich Schmidt and subsequent scholars have turned to a parallel body of evi-
dence also initiated by Darius: the inscribed royal tomb facade.28 For his rock-cut tomb at 
Naqš-i Rustam, Darius developed a schema that similarly aimed to show both the cooper-
ative nature and the extent of the empire.29 Above the entrance, a relief sculpture shows 
an altar and the king communicating with the figure symbolized by the winged sun disk, 

25 Trilingual text: Kuhrt 2007, no. 13, with references, known in many fragments with variations; Kent 
1953, Old Persian, DSf; Lecoq 1997; Briant 2002, 172–83, chapter 5, section 2, offers a convenient overview. 
26 Schmidt 1953, 70–106.
27 The order and, to some degree, the gifts are themselves a rhetoric of inclusion. Calmeyer (1993, 160) 
discusses the metal vessels represented as gifts of the delegations and points out that there is considerable 
overlap in vessel taxonomy; while the animals conveyed may reasonably be taken as part of the ethnic/
regional profile, that is not always true of the material goods. This, Calmeyer reasonably advanced, is a 
deliberate strategy of universalism, what Abka’i-Khavari (1988) called “Achaemenid international style.” 
28 Schmidt 1953; reworked in Schmidt 1970, 143–55. See also, e.g., Walser 1966. 
29 Schmidt 1970, 80–90, 106–10.
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all resting on a dais. The dais is supported by the peoples of the empire, twenty-eight in 
all, supplemented by two further peoples on the outer sides. The tomb of Darius set the 
pattern for the five subsequent royal tombs (three more at Naqš-i Rustam, two at Persepo-
lis). We are especially interested in it owing to the fact that the peoples, carefully if some-
what schematically individualized by dress, were all labeled with inscriptions.30 Despite 
the differences in sculptural mode and scale, there are often clear connections between the 
throne bearers and the tribute bearers. The lack of complete match in dress between tomb 
and Apadana may be partly ascribed to a distinction between the formal or court garb of 
the Apadana delegations and the military dress of the throne bearers.31 

Even now the precise identity of some delegations continues to be the subject of dis-
cussion. Nonetheless, for our purpose the important principle is that each group was pre-
sented with great care to codify the elements of dress, hair and beard style, jewelry, and 
other attributes to convey a precise indication of which people in the empire each group 

30 The reading is informed by the better-preserved texts on the facade of the south tomb at Persepolis 
(the tomb of Artaxerxes II or III), which copies the Darian model.
31 Noted by Sancisi-Weerdenburg (2001, 326), who points out that “most of the throne carriers are pro-
vided with weapons.”

Figure 4.6. Delegations IV (Aria), V (Babylonia), and VI (Lydia) on the eastern 
stairs of the Persepolis Apadana. Courtesy of the Institute for the Study 

of Ancient Cultures of the University of Chicago (PS 51).
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represented. If the various Iranian delegations are compared, the individual peoples exhib-
it an impressive variety of cut of sleeved garment, bulk of trousers, relationship of foot-
wear to trousers, and form of headgear. As the relief sculptures were probably originally 
painted, color perhaps added further nuance to the ethnic delineation of the delegations 
of the Apadana.32 For present purposes, this delineation of peoples by their garb may be 
viewed as the objective ethnic association of dress: it is an act of identity ascription, a 
categorization exercise.

An oft-quoted major inscription on his tomb at Naqš-i Rustam declares Darius’s royal 
vision, including the words (DNa section 4):33

If now you should think “How many are the peoples (dahyāva)34 which King Darius 
held?”—look at the sculptures (of those) who bear the throne, then shall you know, 
then shall it become known to you: the spear of the Persian man has gone forth far; 
then shall it become known to you: the Persian man has delivered battle far indeed 
from Persia. 

Such delineation of the peoples (dahyāva), pictorially attested on the Apadana reliefs at 
Persepolis and verbally in the Susa Foundation Charter and elsewhere, is of interest here. 
It shows that, in Persian imperial rhetoric, the peoples of the empire are sartorially indi-
vidualized as an objective statement of extent of empire.

ETHNIC EDITING

To what extent did the Persian objective characterization of the peoples of empire coincide 
with or impose on those peoples’ sense of self?35 In the Apadana imagery, fitting all the 
peoples of the empire so carefully delineated into a precise number of registers, mostly but 
not completely analogous to the “throne bearers” conspicuous in royal funerary imagery, 
must have involved some editing of ethnicity. Given the great extent of empire, it is hard 
to believe that “only” twenty-three or thirty groups who self-identified as a “people” lay 
within. Certainly, the disjunction between the numbers of “delegations” (twenty-three) 
and throne bearers (thirty), whose composition is itself variable, cannot really be explained 
by appeal to actual historical content as the empire grew and contracted, though some 
have tried to use the figures as historical documentation.36 Instances of ethnic editing can 
be considered through the lens of the folk of the northwest empire. 

32 Tilia 1978, esp. 53–57, with fig. 6; Nagel 2010, 2013. 
33 Translation: Kuhrt 2007, 502–3. See also Schmitt 2000, translation 30 and comment 32; Kent 1953, 
137–38.
34 Line 17. Kuhrt, following Kent, translates dahyāva as “countries.” Kent (1953, 190) translates the singu-
lar noun (dahyu) as “land, province, district.” The precise meaning of the term dahyāva here translated as 
“peoples” has been much discussed. The inconsistency of its constituent membership in written and visual 
sources has challenged its reliability as an index of imperial scope. Sancisi-Weerdenburg 2001, 331–32, 
outlines the range of semantic meaning for the word; Lecoq 1990, 138–39, suggests it is a social rather 
than a geographic term; Jacobs 2017 provides an overview of the problems and the evidence. 
35 Emberling (1997, 297) has discussed instances of modern disjunctions between imperial ethnic ascrip-
tion and the peoples’ own view of themselves.
36 In a careful appendix, Schmidt (1970, 108–18) collates all the evidence for the numbers of peoples 
in the various royal lists and relief sculptures known to him. Even the longest of them (Xerxes’s Daiva 
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In a compelling presentation of evidence from the Persepolis Fortification archive, 
Wouter Henkelman and Matthew Stolper showed that the enigmatic Skudra, often taken to 
be Thracians, included the peoples of a considerable landmass in north-central and north-
western Anatolia; the group does indeed include the Thracians but is not limited to them.37 
Henkelman and Stolper express it thus: “we hypothesize that the name [Skudra], as we 
find it used in Persian sources, is an outside denominator referring to what actually was 
an ethnically and culturally diverse complex including Thracian and Phrygian elements.”38 

This insight helps explain the otherwise puzzling absence of the Phrygians, who are 
not easily conflated with Cappadocians or Lydians. “Skudra,” then, includes peoples known 
to the Greeks as Bithynians, Phrygians, and Mysians, and perhaps even Paphlagonians. 
The Skudra appear as the twenty-fifth throne bearer and possibly as Delegation XIX. 

Among his groupings of the different dress systems within the empire as evidenced by 
the throne bearers and Apadana delegations, Schmidt collected a “Hellenic” group, linked 
by the fact that they wore a short, chiton-like garment, with a cloak that he referred to as a 
chlamys (overtop), exposing bare legs and “half boots.”39 Although a term such as “western 
Anatolians” would have been more accurate, the logic of the grouping in terms of dress 
is clear. The group of four includes “Spardiya” (no. 22, “the man from Sardis” or Lydian, 
with braid at ear and curly beard); “Yauna” (no. 23, “the Ionian” with beard, clearest on 
Tomb  II); “Yauna Takabara” (no.  26, translated in the Babylonian texts as “the Ionians 
bearing shields on their heads” and often translated as “the  petasos-wearing Ionians,” the 
petasos being the wide-brimmed traveler’s hat); and “Karka” (no. 30, “the  Carian”) beyond 
the dais support. There are some distinctions: the Lydian has some sort of leg covering, 
which Schmidt described as “spiral puttees fastened by garters.”40 All four are bareheaded 
except the “petasos-wearing Ionian.” As Heleen Sancisi-Weerdenburg put it: “To judge 
by their clothing, in Persian eyes they must have appeared as a relatively homogeneous 
group.”41 They certainly differ from the eastern Anatolian contingents (Cappadocians and 
Armenians, nos. 21 and 20, respectively), who wear rider dress. 

On the Apadana reliefs, two delegations among the western peoples, Delegation VI 
(fig. 4.7) and Delegation XII (fig. 4.8), are quite similar in appearance: they share the ko-
thurnoi (mid-calf loose boots), knee-length robe, and cloak overtop. Some—but not all—
members of Delegation VI wear a coiled hat. Two discoveries in the early 1970s, a statue 
of Darius at Susa (figs. 4.9–4.10) and a terracotta statuette at Sardis (fig. 4.11), clinched 

inscription, XPh) has only thirty-two peoples. Walser 1966, folding pl. I, provides a clear drawing of the 
throne bearers. The principle that the variation in list membership can be used to construct Persian his-
tory (as in Calmeyer 1983), questioned by Sancisi-Weerdenburg (2001, 324, 328–30, with references), has 
been challenged most recently by Jacobs (2017, 6, with updated lists of peoples from the various sources).
37 Henkelman and Stolper 2009, 293–99, who discover that in the Persepolis Fortification archive the 
Skudrians are especially prominent.
38 Henkelman and Stolper 2009, 298 (italics mine).
39 Schmidt 1970, 110, table IV; see details, figs. 47 and 48, with associated tables. His choice of “chlamys” 
for the “Hellenic” cloak doubtless arose from its short appearance (it is a short cloak for active wear) and 
the fact that it is worn in conjunction with a sword; the cloak is not draped as the chlamys usually is in 
Greek arts, but instead is rather more like a himation.
40 Schmidt 1970, in the description for the instance on Tomb II (the clearest) in his chart for fig. 47.
41 Sancisi-Weerdenburg 2001, 325.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   167Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   167 4/24/25   3:12 PM4/24/25   3:12 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



168 MARGARET C. MILLER

Figure 4.7. Delegation VI (Lydia), Persepolis Apadana, Eastern Stairway. Courtesy of 
the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of the University of Chicago (PS 82).

Figure 4.8. Delegation XII (Yauna), Persepolis Apadana, Eastern Stairway. Courtesy of 
the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of the University of Chicago (PS 80).
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the identity of Delegation VI as Lydians (or Spardiya in the inscriptions), making Delega-
tion XII very likely the Yauna, or Ionians.42

On the base of the statue of Darius discovered at Susa in 1972, a series of twenty-four 
lightly incised peoples set above the cartouches of their ethnics provided a new opportu-
nity to reassess Schmidt’s identifications.43 Despite the schematic character of the figures, 
they often appear with an item of dress that parallels and agrees with the ethnic affiliation 
deduced for the Apadana from the evidence of the tombs’ throne bearers. Of especial in-
terest are the absence of any figure marked “Yauna” and the presence of a figure identified 
as “Spardiya,” naked but for a cloak (fig. 4.10). More important, as it is more diagnostic, 
he wears a hat coiled around his head like a turban, just like the hat of Delegation VI 

42 Prior to this time, some scholars (e.g., Schmidt 1953) judged Delegation VI to be Syrians, which meant 
that Delegation XII should be Lydians or Ionians. See the useful chart summarizing the different opinions 
in Walser 1966, 102.
43 Yoyotte 1974; more generally, Perrot et al. 1974.

Figure 4.9. Egyptian statue of Darius recovered 
at Susa. Tehran Museum. © Mission de Suse. 
Délégation archéologique française en Iran, 

sous la direction de Jean Perrot [1968]–[1979].

Figure 4.10. “Spardiya” on base of 
Egyptian statue of Darius recovered 
at Susa. Tehran Museum. Detail from 

Livius. Photo by Jona Lendering.
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(fig. 4.7).44 To the Egyptian designer of the 
statue, unclad limbs and coiled hat were 
diacritical for Lydia (perhaps even elided 
with “Yauna” on the statue).45 Incidentally, 
the only other possible Anatolian on Da-
rius’s statue base is “Skudra.”

The previous year, Crawford Greene-
walt, director of the Sardis excavations 
after George Hanfmann, pointed out that 
a distinctive trait of the hairstyle of Dele-
gation  VI at Persepolis—the braid falling 
behind the ear—also appears at Sardis 
on a painted terracotta figure vase of the 
sixth century bce (fig. 4.11).46 Greenewalt 
dubbed this evidently ithyphallic piece an 
“exhibitionist” and wondered what the 
meaning of the joke is. Indeed, the joke 
needs to be clarified by its context, which 
places it clearly before the Persian con-
quest.47 Yet the figure evidently combined 
the distinctive, presumably Lydian, hair-
style with a sleeved garment and trousers. 
The deposition date precludes reading the 
sleeves and trousers as Persian rider dress, 
so the garb must point to the northeast, to 
judge from the evidence of Scythian sculp-
ture.48 For our purposes, the importance is 
that for a Lydian, it seems, the braid was 
diacritical. 

As noted above, in other respects Del-
egations VI and XII share a basic system of 

44 Brandenburg (1966) termed this item a “mitra,” derived from Herodotus 7.90. Kurtz and Boardman 
1986, fig. 30, shows similar examples from “all over” the Near East: men of Carchemish at Nimrud, Phoe-
nicians at Nimrud, and North Syrian Neo- Hittites and Phrygians at Khorsabad. See discussion in Kurtz 
and Boardman 1986, 50, which notes Tölle- Kastenbein’s 1977 refutation of the term.
45 Yoyotte 1974.
46 Manisa Museum 4360; Greenewalt 1971. For new photographs, see Dedeoğlou 2003, 41; Lintz 2008, 
260. In fact, Schmidt (1953, 85 n. 124) had pointed out the telltale braid on the throne bearer of Xerxes’s 
tomb, and the argument that Delegation VI is Lydian was already convincingly made by Barnett (1957, 
68–69).
47 Personal communication courtesy of Nicholas J. Cahill, current director of excavations at Sardis. 
Greene walt discussed the ceramic evidence that pointed clearly to pre-Persian deposition but felt that the 
figure’s dress necessarily pointed to the Persians and dated the figure accordingly.
48 Important evidence presented by Olchovsky and Evdokimov (1994) includes clear use of a hooded, 
sleeved garment, perhaps the garment worn by the Sardian figure (see Olchovsky and Evdokimov 1994, 
178–79, for an English summary). I am indebted to Gleba 2008 for knowledge of this material.

Figure 4.11. Terracotta figure vessel with Lydian 
hairstyle and wearing jacket and trousers, 

“exhibitionist” excavated at Sardis, House of 
Bronzes sector (Sardis P63.307:5424, P63.308:5425, 

T61.021:3295). Manisa Archaeological Museum 
3389. Photo by Crawford H. Greenwald Jr. 
© Archaeological Exploration of Sardis/

President and Fellows of Harvard College.
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dress, comprising chiton, himation, and kothur-
noi. The fates have not been kind to the Lyd-
ians in the preservation of native testimony to 
their dress. In the case of the Ionians, enough 
depictions on ceramic and in sculpture survive 
to show a gap between the Persian projection 
of the Yauna and East Greek self-representa-
tion: emphatically, the Greeks saw their main 
 garment—the chiton—as ankle, not knee, length. 
The short chiton of the Yauna in  Delegation XII 
presumably had a diacritical function: it made 
clear the bare legs in contrast both to the 
trouser- wearing peoples and to the long garb 
of Delegation V (fig. 4.6, middle row), who are 
universally accepted as Babylonians  owing to 
the distinctive tassel-like attachment to the 
hat, seen also on the sixteenth throne bearer. 
The statues of the “Branchidae” from Didyma 
wear a long chiton with ample himation over-
top (fig.  4.12).49 Despite their seated stance, 
their garb—chiton and himation—is clear. The 
under-life-sized sculpture of Dionysermos in 
the Louvre, whose inscription and style suggest 
an origin in Miletos or Samos, is broken about 
mid-calf, but his chiton seems to have been 
ankle length (fig. 4.13); he also wears a hima-
tion overtop, like Delegation XII (fig. 4.8). 50 The 
question of footwear—the distinctive kothurnoi—is challenged by Dionysermos’s missing 
feet and Chares’s bare toes but is amply attested in texts.51 

The situation gets more convoluted in view of the evidence for emulation of Lydian 
dress on the part of elite Greeks, both East Greeks and mainlanders; the Greeks even had 
a verb “to Lydianize” (Λυδίζειν). For example, one Athenian black-figured kyathos (a sort 
of dipper) of about 520 bce depicts a man wearing what might be taken as either Lydian 
or East Greek dress (fig.  4.14). In addition to the (inexplicably) short chiton and boots, 
he wears a “turban.” An unfortunately fragmentary Athenian red-figured calyx krater of 
about thirty years later (fig. 4.15) shows a group of men garbed in chiton and himation—
one of whom certainly wears this turban-like hat, and one of whom wears shoes—in the 
company of someone bearing a lyre inscribed “of Anakreon,” which presumably alludes 

49 London BM 1859.1226.5 (B278), inscribed “Chares of Teichioussa” (a site located east of Miletos), 570–
460 bce. Root (2007, 182 n. 18) also uses “Chares.” 
50 Paris, Louvre MA 3600, inscribed “Dionysermos son of Antenor,” about 535–520 bce, height 0.69 m. 
Devambez and Robert 1966 offers ample illustration.
51 In this context, the anecdote that in the sixth century bce the Ionian Alkmeon put on his widest ko-
thurnoi when invited by the Lydian Kroisos to help himself to as much gold as he could carry is of especial 
interest (Hdt. 6.125).

Figure 4.12. Marble statue of seated 
Ionian, inscribed as Chares of Teichioussa, 

570–460 bce. London, British Museum 
1859.1226.5 (B278). © Trustees of the 
British Museum. All rights reserved.
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to the Ionian lyric poet Anakreon of Teos. 
Other Athenian imagery pokes at the pos-
sibility of regional sartorial distinction be-
tween an Athenian and an Ionian, such as 
a vignette of a symposion on an Athenian 
red-figure kalpis of about 500 bce in Kas-
sel, attributed to the Nikoxenos Painter.52 

In other words, external evidence of 
Greeks presenting themselves as Lydians 
or possibly Lydianizing Greeks corrobo-
rates in a general sense the presentation 
of Apadana Delegations  VI and  XII. The 
similarities between the two easily ex-
plain the limitation to Spardiya among 
western Anatolian peoples on the Susa 
statue base. If Delegation  VI is securely 
Lydians, it is reasonable to read Delega-
tion XII as Yauna and tempting to under-
stand Yauna as East Greek. The Persian use 
of the ethnic collective “Yauna” evidently 
followed previous Near Eastern prac-
tice for the terminology “Ionian/Greek/ 
Hellene.”53 The Athenians were well aware 
that Yauna was the Old Persian word for 
“Greek,” to judge most notably from a 
passage by the comic poet Aristophanes 
(Acharnians 104). 

However, reconsideration of the Yau-
na listed among the throne bearers and in-
scriptions shows greater complexity than 
a one-to-one correlation with Ionians. On 
the tomb of Darius (and Artaxerxes II), as 
noted above, where the twenty-second 

throne bearer is “Spardiya,” the twenty-third and twenty-sixth bearers were both Yau-
na but one was given the epithet “takabara,” usually interpreted as “petasos-wearing.”54 
Sancisi- Weerdenburg comments that, ironically, these “petasos- wearing Ionians” are more 
probably the kausia-wearing Macedonians, who lived even farther away from the Persian 

52 Athenian and Ionian symposiasts: Nikoxenos Ptr., about 500  bce, Athenian kalpis, Kassel ALg57, 
BAPD 9426. See Kurtz and Boardman 1986, fig. 12; Miller 2013, fig. 7. William Slater first drew this exam-
ple to my attention.
53 Brinkman 1989; Sancisi-Weerdenburg 2001, 323 (citing Helm 1980, 161–66); Rollinger 2006b.
54 Kuhrt 2002, 20–21; Sancisi-Weerdenburg 2001, 324–33; Rollinger 2006a, 202–13, and 2006b offer a 
clear overview; Rollinger 2006a, table 11.1 usefully charts the different formulations (i.e. varied epithets/
descriptors) for Yauna in Persian epigraphy.

Figure 4.13. Marble statue inscribed as of 
Dionysermos, son of Antenor, about 535–520 bce 
(from Miletos or Samos). Paris, Louvre Ma3600. 

Photo © Musée du Louvre, Dist. RMN-Grand 
Palais/Daniel Lebée/Carine Déambrosis.
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heartland.55 The two kinds of Yauna among the throne bearers have no obvious correla-
tion with the three types of Yauna attested in the royal (trilingual) inscriptions listing the 
peoples of the empire. Here the distinction seems to be geographic as opposed to sartorial. 
The three kinds of “Yauna” include “those of the mainland(?)” (DPe 13), “those dwelling by 
the sea” (of the islands?) (DPe 14, DSe 28), and “those dwelling beyond the sea” (DSe 29, 
XPh 24–25). In the context of such a plurality of Yauna, just as in the case of the Skudra, 
it is a reasonable presumption that some, at least, include peoples that Greeks themselves 
would normally exclude from the Hellenes. In fact, Rollinger has observed that in Babylo-
nian texts before the Persian period, different population groups in western Anatolia could 
be subsumed under one term such as “Yauna.”56

If we now turn the tables and look at how the East Greeks conceived of themselves, 
we find an essentially centrifugal or more stridently individualist social environment. The 
Greeks broadly subdivided themselves by linguistic groups and, more narrowly, by city-
states. For the attitudes of the Greek-speaking populations along the seaboard of western 
Anatolia in the sixth and fifth centuries bce, the best source is Herodotus, a Greek speaker 
who came from the coast of the region of Caria, whose interior had its own regional lan-
guage. It is Herodotus who articulated a distinction between Aeolians to the north, Ionians 
along the center, and Dorians to the south (Hdt. 1.142, 1.144, 1.149). His twelve Ionian 
states (those along the center) are defined as the people who worshipped at the Panionion. 
Even more significantly, he observes that those twelve Ionian states could be further lin-
guistically subdivided into speakers of three or even four “tongues” (γλώσσαι). Moreover, 

55 Sancisi-Weerdenburg 2001, 329, following, e.g., Walser 1966, 47. 
56 Rollinger 2006b, 369.

Figure 4.14. Lyre player wearing Lydian hat, chitoniskos, and boots. 
Athenian black-figured, white-ground kyathos attributed to Psiax, about 

520 bce. 9.6 cm. Malibu Getty 77.AE.102. © J. Paul Getty Trust.
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he observes that there were more 
Ionians beyond those who wor-
shipped at the Panionion, and there 
were still other Ionians who “even 
to this day” refused to be called Io-
nians (1.143.3). Such rejection of be-
longing within any larger corporate 
body is noteworthy. Perhaps these 
self-dubbed non-Ionians include those 
Herodotus later mentions, the “Ioni-
an and Dorian colonists” serving in 
Xerxes’s fleet from the cities of the 
Hellespont and Bosporus (7.95.2). It 
is clear that even Herodotus’s term 
“Ionians” encompassed an “ethni-
cally and culturally diverse com-
plex,” to use Henkelman and Stolp-
er’s apt phrase.

The rough terrain of western 
Anatolia encouraged independent 
development, even as its rivers from 
the highland to sea encouraged lines 
of communication between regions. 
In addition to the many types of 
Greek among the Anatolians, the 
Greeks knew of other people: Phry-
gians, Bithynians, Mysians, Carians, 

Pisidians, Lycians, Milyans, and Pamphilians.57 On the Apadana, all this rich Anatolian di-
versity, in addition to the Skudra, has been distilled down to Spardiya (VI) and Yauna (XII). 
Perhaps, too, Delegation VIII is Cilician (fig. 4.16), although it has also more recently been 
read as Syrian and is perhaps an amalgam of the region of southeastern Anatolia.58 There are 
some puzzling patterns of inclusion in the imperial imagery, such as the appearance of the 
Karka (Carian) on tombs but not the palace, unless we accept Heidemarie Koch’s identifica-
tion of Delegation XXI as Carian.59 The neighboring Lycians appear neither as throne bearers 
nor as tribute bearers. Yet in contrast to the minimal presence of the Carians in the Persep-
olis Fortification tablets, the Lycians appear frequently, being second only to Skudrians ac-
cording to the research of Henkelman and Stolper.60 The missing southwestern Anatolians 
must have been subsumed within Spardiya or Yauna. The lack of a hat on the delegation of 
the Yauna may reflect an ambition to encompass within it a greater range of peoples.

57 See the convenient (if not exhaustive) map in Dusinberre 2013, fig. 21.
58 Delegation VIII as Cilicians: Schmidt 1953, 229, and Walser 1966, 81-83; as Syrians: Koch 1992, 105 
and fig. 61.
59 Koch 1992, 114 and figs. 77, 80.
60 Henkelman and Stolper 2009.

Figure 4.15. Man wearing Lydian hat, himation, and 
chiton, with parasol. Athenian red-figured calyx 
krater fragments attributed to the Kleophrades 
Painter, about 490 bce. Copenhagen 13365. © 

CC-by-SA, National Museum of Denmark.
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It is interesting to contrast the Persian rhetorical use of dress with that of the Ro-
mans, for whom dress also efficiently conveyed wide conquest. The strategy is employed 
in imperial arts in a range of media. A noteworthy example occurs on the “Great Cameo 
of France,” where we may point to the group of defeated barbarians at the lowest level. 
Here, three discrete dress systems are rendered, an amalgamated barbarentum. The broad, 
impressionistic vision of empire divides into northwest (Gallic), central (Hellenic), and 
eastern (Iranian).61

The schematic rendering of the extent of the Persian Empire through dress perhaps 
focused on the peoples of the perimeter—such as Skudra, Yauna Takabara, and Libya in the 
west—and on highlights of the center. 

DRESS AND IDENTITY

Above, a distinction was posited between subjective and objective identity. The first is the 
more frequently considered; most social and anthropological research on ethnicity stresses 
its fluid boundaries and the variable range of criteria employed to define an ethnic group 
(including system of dress) in a sort of “us” and “not us” distinction. In contrast, what I 
have termed “objective ethnicity” relates to the imposition of an ethnic definition on oth-
ers; it lacks fluidity and probably subtlety. In an interesting study of the forms of identity 
recoverable in the archaeology of early Mexico, Elizabeth Brumfiel distinguished between 

61 Gergel 1994; see the succinct overview of the imagery of the cameo (Paris, Bib. Nat., Babelon 264) in 
Schneider 2012, 109–10.

Figure 4.16. Delegation VIII (“Cilicians”), Persepolis Apadana, Eastern Stairway. Courtesy 
of the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures of the University of Chicago (PS 75).
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“ethnic affiliation”—the individual’s own sense of group membership—which could be ex-
pressed by retrievable artifacts, and “ethnic attribution,” which in the material record is 
especially conveyed by often stereotypical representational art in which traits are ascribed 
to the alien ethnicity.62 In this vein, Jennifer Gates-Foster notes the existence of an “Ach-
aemenid Persian policy . . . to project essentialized ethnic identities [italics mine] onto the 
landscape of empire as a way of organizing and controlling their subject peoples.”63

The catalyst for this examination arose from the contradiction that is western Anatolia 
in the Persian period. On the one hand, the heartland Persian projection of Lydians and, let 
us say, the Ionians presents fairly accurate versions of traditional regional elegant attire. 
On the other hand, the evidence we have for life in the west attests to both a local main-
tenance of the regional old order of things and to selective emulation of the new Persian 
order. When it comes to dress, a cynic may well describe western adoptions of Persian 
dress, however selective, as a form of “power dressing.” By donning Persian dress, in life or 
in art, one associated oneself with the masters of empire. 

The imperial insistence on foreign dress systems presents a diacritical distinction be-
tween the rulers of empire and the “others”—presented as the content, cooperative, and 
loyal subjects of empire. The radical “othering” effectively represents a denial of equality. 
As noted above, Briant brilliantly captured the situation with his formulation that the Per-
sians comprised a dominant “ethno-class” within the broad realm. Subject peoples might 
dress as Persians, but the Persians would always assert their right to present the heteroge-
neous peoples in their empire in an imposed order, even though it suppressed the peoples’ 
real heterogeneity. While the plurality of “others” emphasized wide domain, it articulated, 
too, the single clarity of the central authority.

For the peoples of the Persian Empire, we may ask to what extent, in an imperial con-
text, the imposition of ethnic boundaries, as visualized through systems of dress and a delib-
erate conflation of ethnicities, effects a kind of denial or erasure of local ethnic identity. How 
coercive was the imperial vision in tidily grouping the peoples of the empire into such col-
lectivities as Yauna? While the ostensible message is “How great is the domain of the king,” 
does it undermine precise local identity to reduce the potential focal points of rebellion?

On the one hand, Ionian self-representation tends to coincide with the Persian definition 
(dress including chiton, himation, and boots). On the other hand, in an interesting thought 
experiment on the possible reactions of an Athenian visiting Persepolis, “Reading Persepolis 
in Greek: Gifts of the Yauna,” Margaret Root once touched on such questions of ethnic clus-
tering in imperial rhetoric: “Our Athenian . . . might bridle at being portrayed as ‘just an-
other Yauna’ or the collective vision might reinforce his fluctuating sense of solidarity with 
all Yauna. . . .”64 The latter point deserves emphasis and consideration of the possibility that 
rigid Persian systematization of the world at the local level might modify or modulate local 
historical trajectories and ambitions. A Yauna visiting Persepolis would recognize himself on 
the frieze, viewed in contrast to all the exotic other modes of dress manifested there.

There is a consensus in modern scholarship that the sense of “Hellenicity” emerged 
in the context of the Persian Wars and in opposition to the emerging concept of the 

62 Brumfiel 1994, 96.
63 Gates-Foster 2014, 179 (she goes on to focus on the other strand—the crafting of a “Persian” ethnicity).
64 Root 2007, 178–79.
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non-Greek “barbarian.”65 At some point, all Greek-speakers—such as Milesians, Chians, 
and Thebans—ultimately became “Hellenes” (or Greeks to us). In view of the power struc-
tures of Anatolia in the sixth through fourth centuries, it would be worthwhile to consider 
whether, in fact, not the Greek sense of their being different from “barbaroi” so much as 
the Persian imperial sense of their similarity to one another created the conditions that 
allowed the emergence of collective identity. Perhaps not the defeat of Xerxes’s invasion 
but the fact of incorporation as an ethnic in the Persian Empire launched the strength of 
the Yauna/Hellene formulation.

In the final analysis, every test offered to the ethnographic accuracy of the Persian 
renderings of the peoples of their empire through their dress confirms the importance 
of sartorial precision within Persian visual rhetoric. As Root suggested, peoples from the 
empire visiting the Apadana might well recognize themselves on the friezes. The othering 
of the peoples of empire served at once to articulate their distinction from the dominant 
ethno-class and to prod disparate peoples into geopolitical entities broader than their own 
sense of ethnicity even while it advertised the great extent of empire.

65 E.g., Hall 2002.

ABBREVIATIONS

DPe Inscription of Darius, Persepolis (Kent 1953, 136)
DSe Inscription of Darius, Susa (Kent 1953, 141–42)
DSf Inscription of Darius, Susa (Kent 1953, 142–44)
Hdt. Herodotus
XPh Inscription of Xerxes, Persepolis (Kent 1953, 150–52)
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The Return of Colours, edited by Lâtife Summerer and Alexander von Kienlin, 80–87. Istanbul: 
Yapı Kredi Yayınları.

Kurtz, Donna C., and John Boardman
1986 “Booners.” Greek Vases in the J . Paul Getty Museum 3: 35–70.

Lecoq, Pierre
1990 “Observations sur le sense du mot dahyu dans les inscriptions achéménides.” Transeuphratène 

3: 131–39.
1997 Les inscriptions de la Perse achéménide. Paris: Gallimard. 

Legrain, Leon
1925 The Culture of the Babylonians from Their Seals in the Collection of the Museum . Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.

Lintz, Yannick
2008 “Greek, Anatolian, and Persian Iconography in Asia Minor: Material Sources, Method, and 

Perspectives.” In Ancient Greece and Ancient Iran: Cross-Cultural Encounters, edited by Seyed 
Mohammad Reza Darbandi and Antigoni Zournatzi, 257–63. Athens: National Hellenic Re-
search Foundation.

Lurie, Alison
1981 The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House. 

Mellink, Machteld J.
1972 “Excavations at Karataş-Semayük and Elmalı, Lycia, 1971.” American Journal of Archaeology 

76: 257–69.

Merrillees, Parvine H.
2005 Catalogue of the Western Asiatic Seals in the British Museum: Cylinder Seals . Vol. 6, Pre- 

Achaemenid and Achaemenid Periods. London: British Museum Press. 

Miller, Margaret C.
2011 “‘Manners Makyth Man’: Diacritical Drinking in Achaemenid Anatolia.” In Cultural Identity in 

the Ancient Mediterranean, edited by Erich S. Gruen, 97–134. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Trust.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   180Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   180 4/24/25   3:12 PM4/24/25   3:12 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



REGIONAL DRESS IN THE IMPERIAL RHETORIC OF ACHAEMENID PERSIA 181

2013 “Clothes and Identity: The Case of Greeks in Ionia c. 400 bc.” In “Culture, Identity and Politics 
in the Ancient Mediterranean World,” edited by Paul J. Burton (special issue), Antichthon 47: 
18–38.

Miller, Margaret C., in part with Tonio Hölscher
2013 “Wealth and Its Expression in the Persian Empire,” in “Wealth and Social Identity, East and 

West: Between Cultural Anthropology and Political Ideology.” In Aneignung und Abgrenzung: 
Wechselnde Perspektiven auf die Antithese von ‘Ost’ und ‘West’ in der griechischen Antike, edited 
by Nicolas Zenzen, Tonio Hölscher, and Kai Trampedach, 368–88. Oikoumene: Studien zur 
antiken Weltgeschichte 10. Heidelberg: Antike Verlag.

Miller, Stella G.
2010 “Two Painted Chamber Tombs of Northern Lycia at Kızılbel and Karaburun.” In Tatarlı: Ren-
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part ii

distinctive, associative, and 
transformative functions of dress
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5 Dress and Undress in the Akkadian Period*

Benjamin R. Foster 
Yale University 

The Akkadian period (2300–2100 bce) stands out in Mesopotamian history as one of dra-
matic change and achievement—so dramatic that it was remembered, imitated, and elabo-
rated on in later phases of Babylonian and Assyrian civilization for more than 1,500 years. 
If today Akkadian-period art—especially sculpture in the round, glyptic, and  casting—is 
judged to be the apex of Mesopotamian artistic tradition, many other aspects of this ex-
traordinary time are gradually coming into focus. The horizons of the city-states of Sumer 
and Akkad were broadened for the first time to include extensive engagements with north-
ern Syria, Anatolia, and the Iranian plateau. These, for their part, stimulated strong cultur-
al responses within Mesopotamia itself to the diverse and unfamiliar material cultures that 
Akkadian conquerors, administrators, commercial agents, and artists encountered. They 
observed, appropriated, and depicted what they saw.1

A new military and administrative elite was formed, dependent on the royal house-
hold for preferment, patronage, and material well-being. The source of wealth closest to 
hand for this elite was the income from tracts of arable land, far larger than needed for 
mere subsistence, assigned to them by royal and local keepers of cadastral records and 
cultivated by tenants. As this class grew, so did the need for land, so the royal household 
and its agents became active purchasers of agricultural land or of use rights on lands not 
readily alienable, such as temple estates; domain land was further expanded by reclama-
tion and rural development.2

Among the social and economic consequences of this development was the creation of 
a new “Akkadian” identity, overlaying allegiance to family or community with allegiance 
to the king and his subordinates.3 A psychological consequence was the assertion of in-
dividual identity and self-interest over lineage or community solidarity, a strong sense of 
competition, and a deep-felt need for display. So it was that elite males in particular used 
dress and personal adornment, including jewelry and elaborate hairstyles, to draw atten-
tion to their status and wealth. Thanks to closely datable monuments and documents that 

1 For surveys of the period, see B. R. Foster 2016; Sallaberger and Schrakamp 2015; Schrakamp 2017; 
Westenholz 1999.
2 B. R. Foster 1982; 2016, 1–2; for the purchase of arable land, see Pomponio 2013; Schrakamp 2017, 94–95. 
3 B. R. Foster 2000. 

*My particular thanks go to Karen Polinger Foster for her drawings and photographs used here and to Eva 
Braun-Holzinger for additional photographs. 
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show or refer to items of apparel, for no other 
period of Mesopotamian history is such a rap-
id change in clothing styles detectable as in the 
Akkadian century.4 It stands to reason that these 
styles were, to a large extent, influenced by the 
Akkadian experience of foreign lands.

I have elsewhere argued that the body- 
hugging tasseled garment (fig. 5.1) known from 
the Manishtusu statues was an innovation of the 
second royal generation, inspired by textiles the 
Akkadians encountered in southwestern Iran.5 I 
have further suggested that this garment could 
be identified with a word that appears for the 
first time on the obelisk of Manishtusu and in 
a slightly different form on the Sippar stone. 
Thereafter the word drops out of use, as does the 
garment itself. It was clearly elite apparel of the 
age. One may go a step further and suggest that 
it was court dress, normally worn for ceremonies 
or appearances at which members of the royal 
family were present, either in the capital or on 
periodic progresses through the realm. Modern 
study suggests that it was not a practical gar-
ment in the sense that one could move about 
freely while wearing it, and the name for it might 
even be cognate with a word that appears in the 
Middle Assyrian Laws and could mean some-
thing like “straitjacket” because it was worn as punishment. Thus the sovereign’s personal 
safety may have been enhanced if at large functions those closest to him were so clad—the 
more so if, as some statues suggest, their feet were bare.6

4 Strommenger 1971; 1980/83; B. R. Foster 2010; in general, see Völling 2008, with focus on the technol-
ogy of textile production. Different approaches to ancient clothing are exemplified in Brøns and Nosch 
2017; Cifarelli and Gawlinski 2017; Cifarelli 2019.
5 B. R. Foster 2010, 127–28, 133–34; 2014. For recent studies of the Manishtusu statues, see Eppihimer 
2010; Thomas 2015.
6 According to this suggestion, túgšu-sè-ga of the Manishtusu obelisk (Gelb, Steinkeller, and Whiting 1991, 
no. 40) and túgza-ga of the Sippar stone (Gelb, Steinkeller, and Whiting 1991, no. 41) are possibly cognate 
with the sāgu of the Middle Assyrian harem edicts (Roth 1997, 206). I am grateful to John Wee for the 
suggestion that an additional security advantage of this garment would have been the impossibility of 
concealing a weapon while wearing it. The occurrence of the very restricted and rare word that may refer 
to this garment on the Sippar stone, which, like the obelisk of Manishtusu, records for posterity a major 
transaction with land, suggests, first, that the Sippar stone dates to the reign of Manishtusu, and second, 
that it might have been the basis for the first-millennium forgery known as the “cruciform monument 
of Manishtusu” (see Sollberger 1967/68; Finkel and Fletcher 2016). It is not known which ruler commis-
sioned the Sippar stone because the top is broken away, but if this monument was better preserved in the 
Neo-Babylonian period and if it dates to Manishtusu’s reign, it could explain why he was chosen to be the 
granting king in the forgery.

Figure 5.1. Statue of Manishtusu wearing 
tasseled garment. Musée du Louvre, 

Paris. Photo by Karen Polinger Foster.
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Within a generation, the tasseled garment 
gave way to a new elite fashion, the toga gar-
ment (fig.  5.2), which we can safely associate 
with the reign of Naram-Sin and which lingered 
long thereafter as the apparel of choice for royal 
images in the late third and early second millen-
nia bce. This garment was wrapped around the 
body and secured with a metal pin. More practi-
cal than the tasseled garment, it was nonetheless 
most likely an item of formal apparel rather than 
everyday wear. Although there is no conclusive 
evidence, I have suggested that the toga gar-
ment was originally at home in northern Syria or 
Anatolia and became fashionable at some point 
after Naram-Sin’s subjugation of the Hurrian 
principalities of the upper Euphrates and Tigris 
and the great walled cities of northern Syria and 
southern Anatolia.7

In addition to styling, fabric was surely a fac-
tor. The traditional material for clothing in Mes-
opotamia was wool, which was readily available in large quantities, in various grades and 
natural colors, and was spun and woven in specialized industrial workshops as well as in 
the home. The traditional Mesopotamian fluted garment was undoubtedly made of wool.8 
Akkadian artists, however, developed extraordinary skill in suggesting very fine cloth so 
thin that, unlike earlier work, the contours of the body were detectable under the cloth. 
The obvious identification for this material would be linen, a more valuable textile in more 
limited use, which can be very finely woven.9

Male headgear is poorly known. The emphasis on male hair in both art and literature 
suggests that variegated hats were not such important markers of status or rank as treat-
ments of the hair and jewelry worn on the head (though see fig. 5.3).10

Men’s footgear, rather to our surprise, is scrupulously represented in art, even glyptic, 
the most notable innovation being shoes with upturned toes (fig. 5.3), for which various 
imaginative explanations have been offered.11

The Akkadian period saw an increase in male adornment using jewelry. To judge from 
statuary, men in this period wore necklaces for the first time (fig. 5.4).12 Notables invested 
in office or otherwise honored by the royal house were given both a suit of clothes and a 
heavy, circular medallion or badge of rank or office hung from a cord or chain around the 
neck, like the chain worn by French sommeliers or the keten of Dutch mayors. These items 

7 B. R. Foster 2010, 134; 2018.
8 B. R. Foster 2010, 136; 2014; Waetzoldt and Völling 2016/18. 
9 Waetzoldt 1980/83.
10 Waetzoldt and Boehmer 1980/83.
11 B. R. Foster 2016, 126, 202.
12 B. R. Foster 2016, 122–23, 128.

Figure 5.2. Statue of major domo of 
Naram-Sin wearing toga garment. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. Drawing 

© Karen Polinger Foster.
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Figure 5.3. Seal impression of Kalaki, scribe to the “king’s brother.” 
BM 89137. © Trustees of the British Museum.

Figure 5.4. Statue of Akkadian notable from Assur, with 
tasseled cloak and heavy necklace. Vorderasiatisches 
Museum, Berlin (Moortgat 1969, figs. 139 and 140).
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are not mentioned among the gifts distributed on 
the obelisk of Manishtusu, so one may conclude 
that they denoted exceptionally high rank. Leading 
beneficiaries of Manishtusu’s purchase, however, 
were issued silver headbands weighing about 166 g 
each, perhaps to hold in place the elaborate male 
hairstyle of the time.13 Naram-Sin wears a brace-
let as well as a necklace (fig. 5.5; see also fig. 5.12 
below), and Akkadian-period burials for men and 
women contain finger and toe rings in silver and 
gold.14 Garment pins presented a small field for 
decoration at the top. To judge from the Manish-
tusu statues, no jewelry was worn with the tasseled 
garment, again suggesting this apparel had a strict 
ceremonial use that precluded body adornment. 
There is no evidence for tattooing or coloration of 
the male body with cosmetics.

The Akkadian period also saw the develop-
ment of elaborate hairstyles for elite men. They 
wore their hair long and pulled back into a bun 
behind the head, using hairdressing techniques 
requiring considerable skill and investment of 
time to achieve—the work of professionals who 
belonged to the court service hierarchy (fig. 5.6).15 
They were held in place with a metal band of silver 
or gold. The distribution of beards is puzzling: men 
of the royal family wore beards, real or artificial or 
both, and, in the case of the Nineveh head, wore 
a distinctive moustache achieved by never having 
shaved the upper lip.16 One suspects a regional 
preference in this case, as only some of the soldiers 
depicted on the Naram-Sin stela wear beards, as do 
those on the Lagash victory stela (fig. 5.7) and the 
Nasiriyyah stela fragments (fig. 5.8).17 The “king’s 
brother” on the seal of Kalaki the scribe wears 
a beard and a hat, as well as a traditional fluted 
garment presumably of wool, whereas Kalaki and 
the chair-bearer are clean-shaven and bareheaded 
and Kalaki wears a more modern fringed garment. 

13 B. R. Foster 2010, 136–39.
14 B. R. Foster 2016, 122.
15 Mallowan 1936; Börker-Klähn 1972/75; Braun-Holzinger 2007, 83–86.
16 Mallowan 1936, 107.
17 Mallowan 1936 discusses possibilities for false additions to real beards.

Figure 5.5. Stela of Naram-Sin, 
from Anatolia. Eski Şark Museum, 

Istanbul (Zervos 1935, 164).

Figure 5.6. Copper head of Akkadian 
king, from Nineveh. Iraq Museum, 
Baghdad (Moortgat 1969, fig. 154).
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There was clearly a diversity of styles of dress and adornment dependent on status, occa-
sion, and perhaps region.

As for the apparel and adornment of women, interpretation hangs on the dating of 
various statues of women and on their identity, such as priestesses, queens, or notables. 
Statuary of women suggests that their clothing was far less susceptible to changes in fash-
ion than men’s, but if the majority of the statues of women depict priestesses, for example, 
their apparel could well have been dictated by their professional status.18 The best-attested 
item of apparel is the fluted dress, as worn, for example, by Naram-Sin’s daughter, Tut-
tanabshum, in which the subordinate before her wears a fringed or tasseled garment and 
is evidently barefoot, in keeping with the practice noted above (fig. 5.9). The fluted dress 
had a long history in Mesopotamia. For women, it was a garment fit for a goddess or a high 
priestess, so it is usually understood to be sacerdotal wear (fig. 5.10).19 This interpretation 
fits well with the depiction of both Sargon and Naram-Sin as wearing fluted garments in 
the context of a ritual performed after a military triumph (figs. 5.11 and 5.12).20

18 Suter 2007, 2008.
19 B. R. Foster 2010, 123–24.
20 Braun-Holzinger (2007, 82–86) classes these garments as military in nature, but they might better be 
classed with her category “Herrscher vor der Gottheit,” as they may have been put on in connection with 
a ceremony after the battle. On the Susa stela, for example, Sargon is carrying a battle net (B. R. Foster 
2016, 195, contra Braun-Holzinger 2007, 89) and is therefore celebrating a victory, as nets were not then 
used in actual battle.

Figure 5.7. Early Akkadian victory stela, 
perhaps of Rimush. Musée du Louvre, 

Paris (Strommenger 1962, fig. 117).

Figure 5.8. Fragment of victory stela showing 
Akkadian soldier in parade uniform, carrying 

booty, from Nasiriyyah. Iraq Museum, Baghdad. 
Photo courtesy of Eva Braun-Holzinger.
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Elite women wore elaborate, crescent- shaped 
earrings, sometimes of gold, as well as jeweled 
brooches, bracelets, and multistranded necklac-
es (fig. 5.13).21 In a vivid description of “power 
dressing,” Sargon’s daughter, the poet Enhed-
uanna, tells us how the impetuous war-goddess 
Inanna, eager for permission to punish a moun-
tain land that would not submit to her, dons her 
finest and climbs, as the evening star, high up to 
her father’s abode in heaven:

Inanna, daughter of the Moon, put on her  
regal garment, hung a ravishing sash 
around her neck,

With fearsome, terrifying radiance she  
bedizened her brow,

She drew a carnelian necklace with rosettes 
around her divine throat,

She made a hero’s gesture with the seven- 
lobed mace in her right hand.

She set her foot on the deep blue step.
As night fell, she ascended nobly,
She took her place in the path of the Wondrous Gate.22

If we assume the “regal dress” is the fluted garment, and can imagine a necklace easily 
enough, we are less certain about the “sash” around the neck, as nothing in the remaining 
imagery of women readily presents itself as a candidate for this item of apparel. Perhaps 

21 B. R. Foster 2016, 122; in general, Musche 1992.
22 B. R. Foster 2016, 343.

Figure 5.9. Seal of Aman-Ishtar the musician (Ball 1899, fig. 153).

Figure 5.10. Enheduanna, daughter of 
Sargon, and retinue. Penn Museum, 

Philadelphia. Image no. 150424, 
courtesy of the Penn Museum.
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it was the sash worn by soldiers on parade, as 
discussed below (see fig.  5.8), though admit-
tedly the most impressive example is the sash 
of the “priest-king” on the Uruk vase. Inanna 
is evidently bareheaded. In keeping with the 
praise of female deities generally, the emphasis 
in her dress and adornment is on the face and 
neck rather than the torso, arms, ankles, feet, or 
hands that can, in other cultures, be focal points 
of male admiration.23

It is significant that when notables gave 
gifts of clothing to members of the royal family, 
the offerings were for men only—royal women were not so honored. This custom suggests 
a certain reserve and sense of propriety with respect to elite women, who were further-
more not depicted with the form-revealing garments worn by royal men. Women, so far as 
we can see from the records, did not normally accompany the king and crown prince on 
royal progresses through the land.24

The only nude or scantily clad woman in the sculpture of this time is the ivory statu-
ette found in the Akkadian palace at Tell el-Wilayah (fig. 5.14). Whether or not this piece 
was carved in the Akkadian period, it was certainly found in an Akkadian context. The 
woman evidently wears a heart-shaped ornament on her breast but nothing else. The exca-
vator, Tariq Madhloom, was puzzled, however, as to how such an ornament could be worn 
without a string around the neck:

What we see protruding from the body between the breasts might be a heart-shaped 
pendant or amulet, except that the two lines extending under the breasts lead us to 

23 B. R. Foster 2011.
24 B. R. Foster 1980, 29–42; 2010, 139.

Figure 5.12. Victory stela of Naram-Sin, 
from Sippar. Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

Photo by Karen Polinger Foster.

Figure 5.11. Detail of victory stela of Sargon,  
from Susa. Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

Photo by Karen Polinger Foster.
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conclude that they do not rep-
resent a cord or string to sus-
pend this pendant, because 
one would expect that the cord 
would hang down from the 
neck, where there is no trace 
of it on the figurine, so perhaps 
the intent of the two lines under 
the breasts was to enhance the 
profile of the chest and breasts 
and to make them stand out.25

He also believed, on the basis of 
traces of a support, that the figu-
rine’s hands originally held some- 
thing.26

The consummate skill of Ak-
kadian casting has left us the most 
spectacular nude male figure in 
Mesopotamian art (fig.  5.15). Its 
awkward pose was surely mod-
eled from life. Comparable naked guardian figures are known from glyptic.27 No textual 
evidence allows us to understand what the nakedness betokens: one may guess that it 

25 IM 61194; Madhloom 1960, 86.
26 IM 61194; Madhloom 1960, 86.
27 Bahrani 2017, 118.

Figure 5.13. Jewelry of the Akkadian period. 
Drawing © Karen Polinger Foster.

Figure 5.14. Ivory figurine, from Tell el-Wilayah (Madhloom 1960, pl. 7). 
Reproduced with permission of Dr. Qais Hassan Rashid, Deputy 

Minister of Antiquities and Heritage, Republic of Iraq.
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signifies pristine strength (although 
this figure is more a slender youth than 
a massively muscled hero) or an associ-
ation with water. An ancient tradition 
of nakedness in the presence of divin-
ity did not survive in the Akkadian 
period, when human beings making or 
bearing offerings were depicted fully 
clothed, as on the plaque of Enheduan-
na (fig. 5.10).

Although the bare-chested Naram-
Sin depicted on the Rosen mold 
(fig.  5.16) fits well with the new em-
phasis on the male body found in the 
sculpture of the Akkadian period, the 
authenticity of this piece has been 
challenged by a leading authority on 
the basis of its content, purpose, style, 
and manufacture.28

Generally, however, male nudity 
normally betokened shame, defeat, and 
death (fig. 5.17), as the following examples suggest. The slain figures on the stela of Naram-
Sin are naked in the immediate aftermath of battle, as de Morgan acutely observed, even 
before rigor mortis had set in.29 Perhaps they were stripped in the field where they fell, 
or the artist wished to convey their defeat by nudity, as is done with the prisoners being 
executed on the victory stela from Telloh (fig. 5.7), but unlike the dead on the Stela of the 
Vultures. Stripping the defeated, parading them naked, and then executing them are sung 
of by the god of destruction in the much later Erra Epic:

I cut the clothes from the bodies of men, the young man I parade 
through the city street,

The young man without clothes I send down to hell.30 

28 Genuine: Hansen 2002; 2003, 206–7; Steinkeller 2017, 158–64. Modern forgery: Braun-Holzinger 2017. 
Karen Polinger Foster points out to me that the image of Ishtar on the mold has eight rather than the con-
ventional six items emerging from her shoulders and that their forms are aberrant, casting further doubt 
on its authenticity. For remarks on the emphasis of classical Akkadian art on naturalistic (if idealized) 
rendering of the male body, see Braun-Holzinger (2007, 96–97), who believes that there was a standard 
way of representing it, regardless of the man’s status; for a different argument—that the royal male body 
was depicted with special sensuality—see Winter 1996. 
29 de Morgan 1900.
30 B. R. Foster 2005, 897. A seminar participant whom I cannot now identify kindly drew my attention 
to the cutting of the clothes in this passage as a deliberate act of mutilation, rather than just stripping the 
bodies, and I thank Allison Thomason for a reference in an inscription of the Assyrian king Sennacherib 
to cutting off items of apparel as war trophies, as often practiced in modern warfare: “I took the gold and 
polished silver sling straps of their forearms, I cut off their belts with sharp swords, I snatched away the 
gold and silver belt daggers of their waists” (Grayson and Novotny 2012, 200); see figure 5.8, where the 

Figure 5.15. Copper figure of protective deity,  
from Mardaman-Bassetki. Iraq Museum, Baghdad  

(Al-Fouadi 1976, pl. 1). Reproduced with permission 
of Dr. Qais Hassan Rashid, Deputy Minister of 

Antiquities and Heritage, Republic of Iraq.
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The Akkadian period was further characterized by the development of a professional 
standing army.31 Military uniforms are an arcane subject in every culture, so one is not 
surprised at the diversity of soldiers’ apparel in art of the time. One expects a fundamental 
distinction between combat and parade uniforms. Naram-Sin’s costume on his victory stela, 
for example, is scarcely suitable for combat, aside from the fact that he is carrying too many 
weapons, one for each corps of his army.32 The soldiers do not wear the long neck sashes 
seen on the Nasiriyyah stela (fig. 5.8), so one may speculate that they were parade wear. We 
may also have to reckon with an evolution in military uniform styles no less rapid than that 
in civilian wear. It seems that soldiers often wore one earring, whereas women wore a pair.33

My conclusion is a question: Where and when else in the ancient Near East can we 
detect such a generational change in clothing styles? This change aptly reflects the ferment 
of the time, during which the ruling class proclaimed an ideology of accomplishing what 
had never been achieved before—and actually did what they said they had done. On the 
level of clothing style alone, variations of Naram-Sin’s toga garment became normative 
for centuries afterward in depictions of royalty.34 Clothing and adornment, therefore, give 
us but two of many indicators as to why this brief period stood out so vividly in Mesopo-
tamian memory.

fancy daggers being paraded may have been taken from defeated commanders. For other Mesopotamian 
literary references to nakedness and death, see Annus 2016, 86.
31 Schrakamp 2010, 166–68.
32 B. R. Foster 2016, 200; for the distinctive knot in his outer garment, suggesting the whorl of a lion, see 
K. P. Foster 2019, 615–16; 2021, 117–19. 
33 B. R. Foster 2016, 122.
34 Strommenger 1980/83, 32: “Erstmals unter Naram-Su’en von Akkade belegtes Obergewand. .  .  . Die 
Einführung des ‘Togagewandes’ steht im Rahmen des bemerkenswertesten Modewandels im Alten Ori-
ent”; Eppihimer 2019, 113–40.

Figure 5.16. Rosen mold, detail. Photo courtesy 
of Sidney Babcock, curator and department head, 

Morgan Library and Museum, New York.

Figure 5.17. Fragment of victory stela 
showing parade of naked captives, from 

Nasiriyyah. Iraq Museum, Baghdad. 
Photo courtesy of Eva Braun-Holzinger.
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6 The So-Called Persian Costume  
in Late Period Egypt Revisited*

Aleksandra Hallmann 
Polish Academy of Sciences 

Dress plays a key role in projecting various identities by serving as a means of nonverbal 
communication.1 It builds a socially meaningful appearance that is understood within a 
given group or society.2 In addition, dress has an important role in human social interac-
tions by serving as a code of belonging to a certain group and a means of distinguishing 
the self from the other. The attitude that an individual or a culture displays toward a for-
eign fashion reflects the type of contact with the foreigner(s) and the political situation 
in which the interaction takes place. Thus the conscious choice of dress can show not 
only conformity but also resistance to a foreign culture. An individual might also take the 
middle ground and negotiate his or her identity by pairing local with foreign clothing or 
be sartorially bicultural and wear two kinds of dress on different occasions.3 Finally, these 
choices can be made unconsciously after the wearer has been exposed to a foreign fashion 
for an extended period. 

From a methodological point of view, dress as an analytical criterion can easily be 
misleading if studied with the wrong assumptions and without a detailed analysis of the 
clothing item itself. The challenges lie in the cultural background of the interpreter, the dis-
tance in time from the analyzed material, and the fragmentary state of preservation of an-
cient sources (whether artifact, art, or text). Such presumptions are prevalent in the study 
of dress represented in Late Period Egyptian art, where change and innovation are often 
explained as “foreign influence” and attributed to contacts with the first- millennium bce 
Mediterranean world. 

The so-called Persian costume is an example of this type of challenge: the purely 
modern name associates this style of dress with the influence of the Achaemenid dynas-
ty on Egyptian society and culture when the Persians ruled Egypt from 525 to 404 bce. 
The Persian costume recognized in Egyptian visual sources consists of two components: 
a high-waisted kilt secured by means of tying, represented as a protruding roll and an 

1 Roach-Higgins and Eicher 1992, 1; Lee 2015, 23.
2 Stig Sørensen 1997, 94–95.
3 See Miller, chapter 4 in this volume. 

*I warmly thank Tytus Mikołajczak for inspiring discussions about the ideas in this essay, for providing 
insightful feedback, and for preparing drawings included here. 
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Figure 6.1. Statue of Ptahhotep. Brooklyn Museum 37.353. Photos courtesy of Brooklyn Museum.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   204Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   204 4/24/25   3:13 PM4/24/25   3:13 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



THE SO-CALLED PERSIAN COSTUME IN LATE PERIOD EGYPT REVISITED 205

overhang, and a long-sleeved tunic that has also been called a “Persian jacket.” This iden-
tification was originally based on the statue of Ptahhotep (Brooklyn Museum 37.353), who 
was active during the reign of Darius I (522–486 bce) (figs. 6.1 and 6.2).4 The interpretation 
of Ptahhotep’s dress as an invention of the Persian period resulted in its becoming a marker 
to date other objects almost automatically to the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty (525–404 bce). 
Since a costume of this type is depicted on several Egyptian monuments, this assumption 
raises numerous significant questions but may also lead to far-reaching conclusions. Much 
weight can be ascribed to the dress’s nonverbal meaning in human social interactions in 
this new political climate. For example, it can lead to the assumption that wearers of this 
specific outfit show conformity toward the new political situation, which in the case of 
Ptahhotep led John Cooney to call him a “collaborator”:

The Pro-Persian sympathies of Ptah-hotep, so evident in his clothing and ornaments, 
are reminders that even in antiquity conquerors who failed to win over their sub-
ject population could count on the support of a few opportunists, men who would 
serve their country’s enemies for their own interests. For there can be little doubt 
that Ptah-hotep was a collaborator, with all the implications which our century has 
annexed to this staid old word.5 

4 Cooney 1953. For more photos see https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/3431 
(accessed November 12, 2022).
5 Cooney 1953, 14.

Figure 6.2. Statue of Ptahhotep. Brooklyn Museum 37.353.  
Drawing by Tytus Mikolajczak.
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One can argue against the obvious anachronism of imposing modern-day views on 
the history of ancient Egypt, in this case colored by the recent (from Cooney’s point of 
view) events of World War II. Worse yet, defaming the character of a historical figure based 
only on his attire seems far-fetched. The present study offers a different point of view 
by arguing for a native Egyptian origin of the so-called Persian costume. I reached this 
conclusion after conducting a detailed and nuanced study of the development of ancient 
Egyptian attire based on figurative art in conjunction with textile remains6—a conclusion 
that opens a new trajectory for interpreting representations of Egyptians in art during the 
Twenty-Seventh Dynasty and their expressed identity.

THE “PERSIAN COSTUME”: COINING THE TERM

As previously stated, the genesis of the term “Persian costume” dates back to the 1950s. 
John Cooney was the first to interpret the Late Period tunic as a “Persian jacket.”7 As noted 
above, he based his observation on the statue of Ptahhotep (Brooklyn Museum 37.353; 
fig. 6.1), who was active during the reign of Darius I and who held, among other titles, that 
of overseer of the treasury (imj-rA pr-HD).8 It seems the date of the object, as well as the 
Persian jewelry (i.e., torque) that Ptahhotep wears, led Cooney to that way of thinking. It 
is noteworthy that Cooney recognized Persian influence only in the tunic, as he considered 
the high-waisted kilt to be an indigenous Egyptian garment. He also noted other examples 
of this type of garment, the most prominent being the famous statue of Udjahorresnet 
(WDA-Hr-rsnt) (Vatican 196; see below).

Cooney paid significant attention to sleeves; he considered sleeves that flare directly 
from the shoulder to be Egyptian, whereas sleeves that flare below the elbow to be of 
Persian origin.9 Here, however, another interpretation is offered—namely, that the tunic’s 
sleeves are “false” sleeves formed from the fabric of the tunic’s shoulder extending down 
the arm, their volume depending on the looseness (bagginess) of the tunic itself. Thus the 
baggier the tunic, the longer the sleeves. The sleeves appear differently when depicted with 
a regular-waisted kilt versus a high-waisted one (compare, e.g., fig. 6.5 below with fig. 6.1). 
Because of the differences in the fabric’s arrangement, the false sleeves of the tunic when 
tied at the breast look much longer and narrower than the sleeves of a tunic when tied at 
the waist. 

Cooney must have been convinced about the Persian origin of the Late Period tu-
nic, because he also suggested Persian influence for the statues of figures dressed in a 
tunic only. His observations were based on two monuments currently in the Walters Art 

6 I undertook this comprehensive study of Late Period Egyptian dress, which traces the history of the de-
velopment of each item of clothing, in my doctoral dissertation, now published (Hallmann 2023a, 2024b).
7 Cooney 1953, 7–9. 
8 See n. 4 above (Ptahhotep).
9 It should be stressed that Cooney himself was not completely convinced about his Persian identifica-
tion of long, fitted sleeves. He mentioned in the same article that “the Egyptian version does not exactly 
follow its Persian model. . . . The principal, perhaps the sole, difference, is in the sleeves, which instead of 
being cape-like are fitted to the elbow from where they flare down to rounded hems” (Cooney 1953, 10).
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Museum in Baltimore: a statue (22.208) and a relief (22.84).10 Curiously, he described their 
costume as “the one-piece coat, almost identical with the present-day gallabiya.”11

Cooney’s line of thinking about Persian influence on Ptahhotep’s dress was accepted 
in the scholarly literature. Bernard Bothmer, the great promoter of Persian influence on 
Egyptian art, used Cooney’s term “Persian jacket.”12 Bothmer considered the high-waisted 
kilt with protruding roll and overhang, for which he used the broad term “wraparound 
garment,” separately. He wrote about two other statues represented with a high-waisted 
kilt and dated to the late Twenty-Sixth Dynasty on the basis of cartouches—one in the Lou-
vre (A 93), the other in the Penn Museum (42-9-1)13—but still insisted on a Persian-period 
date for this garment.14 Since most Egyptologists would agree that Bothmer’s scholarship 
was incredibly influential for all studies on Late Period art and archaeology, it was plausi-
bly his work that provided the impetus for the idea of the “Persian jacket” (or “costume”) 
in the scholarly literature, and hence the popularity of this term. Indeed, most authors who 
refer to the term in question cite Bothmer.15

Since those influential publications, most scholars have had to address the issue of the 
Persian jacket or costume. For example, another statue of this type (Cairo TR 27/11/58/8), 
dated to the thirty-ninth year of Amasis, was identified by Edda Bresciani, who published 
it in 1967.16 It shows a kneeling man named Sematawytaefnakht (SmA-tAwy-tA.f-nxt) with a 
naos containing a figure of Neith. He wears a high-waisted kilt and a tunic with sleeves, 
which in this case end above the elbow. Although Bresciani acknowledged that this attire 
has been called the “Persian costume” (“abito persiano”) in the secondary literature,17 it is 
not entirely clear whether she was referring only to Cooney’s “Persian jacket” or to both 
the tunic and the high-waisted kilt together. Since the statue of Sematawytaefnakht was 
created before the Persian occupation, she observed that the term “Persian costume” needs 
to be reconsidered and suggested that the clothing perhaps represents Assyrian influence 
instead of Persian. This suggestion introduces an entirely new topic, and this essay is not 
the place for such considerations. It is enough to note that Assyrian art depicts a variety of 

10 For photos, see, respectively, Steindorff 1947, pl. LVI and pls. XXV, CXIII. Alternatively, they can 
be viewed on the Walters Art Museum website: https://art.thewalters.org/detail/12778/standing-man-4/, 
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/25330/relief-fragment-of-three-men-facing-right/.
11 Cooney 1953, 10 n. 4. Cooney also claimed that the arrangement of the man’s hands on the Baltimore 
relief is of Persian origin, and this idea was followed also by Bothmer. For a summary discussion of the 
“Persian gesture” and its Egyptian origin, see Rantz 1989.
12 Bothmer 1960, 76–77.
13 For photos of both statues, see, respectively, Bassir 2014, 78–84, pls. 31–34 (or https://collections .louvre 
.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010010176) and Silverman 1997, 46, fig. 45 (or https://www.penn.museum / collections 
/object/55845).
14 Bothmer (1960, 76) explained this phenomenon by saying that “it was still permissible to mention the 
names of Saite kings in statue inscriptions.”
15 It is noteworthy that Bothmer’s observations are often taken for granted. While he was purposefully 
cautious in his opinions, he was aware of the great variety and complexity of Egyptian statuary during the 
Late Period and, in turn, open to various interpretations. This seems to be the case here as well.
16 Bresciani 1967, pls. I–V.
17 Bresciani 1967, 273, 279.
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courtly attire, some of which indeed includes tunics.18 However, tunics were common in all 
cultures of the ancient Near East long before the Persians and Assyrians dominated Egypt 
(see below), so there is no need to search for a foreign influence for this type of garment.

Yet another example was published by Jacques Vandier—namely, the statue of Heka-
taefankh (@kA-tA.f-anx) (Louvre E. 25499).19 The attire it depicts is nearly identical to that 
of Sematawytaefnakht. Vandier also seems to rely heavily on Bothmer; although Vandier 
stops short of calling Hekataefankh’s attire “Persian,” he states that “ce n’est certainement 
pas un costume égyptien.” Therefore, Vandier dates the statue to the Twenty-Seventh Dy-
nasty too.

Subsequent scholars started to question Cooney’s and Bothmer’s ideas. In her disser-
tation on tomb reliefs from Lower Egypt, Lisa Montagno-Leahy refers to the Persian cos-
tume in her discussion of a high-waisted kilt. Although she seems to indicate that Both-
mer also considered this garment to be a version of the Persian costume,20 Bothmer never 
stated that the high-waisted kilt, which he called a “wraparound garment,” was of Persian 
origin; specifically, he said that “its origin is as yet unexplained.”21 Yet Montagno- Leahy’s 
discussion is indicative of how scholars were influenced by and expanded on Bothmer’s 
ideas. Nevertheless, she rightly believes that the high-waisted kilt was an indigenous 
Egyptian garment. More recently, Günter Vittmann questioned the Persian  origins of 
Ptahhotep’s garments; although he once called them a “persische Mantel,” possibly a ref-
erence to Cooney’s “Persian jacket,”22 he later noted that the so-called Persian costume is 
not a reliable marker for dating a sculpture to the Persian domination of Egypt.23

A significant portion of the scholarly discussion devoted to the Persian costume re-
volves around the statue of an important dignitary from the reign of Darius I—namely, 
Udjahorresnet (Vatican 196).24 According to Elspeth Dusinberre, “Udjahorresnet wears a 
Persian robe,”25 and she considered this statue an example of a “sartorial koine” phenome-
non that she observed in Sardis during the Achaemenid period. It is not entirely clear 
what her basis was for calling Udjahorresnet’s attire a “Persian robe.”26 However, in her 
chapter on jewelry appliqués found in Sardis burials, Dusinberre writes: “that a sartorial 

18 On Assyrian clothing, see Thomason, chapter 11 in this volume, and, most recently, a widely quoted 
paper by Gansell 2018.
19 Vandier 1964.
20 Montagno-Leahy 1988, 231.
21 Bothmer 1960, 76.
22 Vittmann 2003, 131. 
23 Vittmann 2009, 96–98.
24 Udjahorresnet (WDA-Hr-rsnt) was already a high-ranking official during the reigns of the last two kings 
of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty, Amasis and Psamtek III, and he maintained his position during the reign of 
two Persians kings, Cambyses and Darius I. His position is also reflected by the large size of his shaft tomb 
in Abusir, excavated by the Czech Institute of Egyptology, Faculty of Arts, Charles University. Udjahor-
resnet and his famous statue in the Vatican have been widely discussed in the literature—see, e.g., Botti, 
Romanelli, and Pietrangeli 1951, no. 40, pl. XXVII; Baines 1996; Vittmann 2003, 122–25, pl. 15; Wasmuth 
2020. For the recent state of knowledge about Udjahorresnet, see Wasmuth and Pearce 2020.
25 Dusinberre 2003, 86.
26 In Dusinberre’s references to the statue of Udjahorresnet, only one of the publications she cites, Bres-
ciani 1985, mentions an abito persiano. Bresciani (1985, 4), however, uses this term only in quotation 
marks (suggesting only a conventional name, not a literal meaning) and sends the reader to her earlier 
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koine existed amongst the Achaemenid elite is suggested by the statue of the Egyptian 
Udjahorresnet [. . .], who wears Persian-style jewelry; the clothing appliqués from Sardis 
underscore this similarity of dressing style.”27 Dusinberre does not, however, seem to pro-
vide any other evidence for the existence of the “sartorial koine” than the Sardis appliqués 
and the statue of Udjahorresnet. Therefore, if it existed, it was not a common occurrence 
during the Achaemenid period.

Margaret Miller presents a much more convincing example of a similar phenomenon, 
which she calls “sartorial biculturalism.” According to Miller, Anatolians “could wear their 
regional dress for some activities and Persian dress for others.”28 Her evidence is based on 
Anatolian stelae and tomb paintings. There is a difference, however, between Miller’s “bi-
culturalism,” which implies a mingling and coexisting of two distinct cultures, and Dusin-
berre’s “koine,” which implies common clothing patterns for the entire Achaemenid Em-
pire. Also, Miller’s examples lack a regional dress influenced or inspired by Persian dress 
(as is usually implied for the statue of Udjahorresnet; see also below)—in her examples, 
Anatolians wear either Persian or local attire. The only reason one could perhaps apply 
Miller’s term “biculturalism” to Ptahhotep or Udjahorresnet is their clearly Persian jewelry 
(torque and bracelets, respectively). However, if they acquired these items as gifts from the 
king or another Persian high official (see below) and therefore felt compelled to wear or 
display the jewelry, the biculturalism can hardly be voluntary, like that, seemingly, in the 
case of the Anatolians. Nothing here, however, suggests any “sartorial koine” common for 
the Achaemenid Empire or its parts.

Also in the context of Achaemenid studies, John Curtis described the statue of Ptah-
hotep as “the Egyptian statue in Persian costume.”29 Similarly to Dusinberre, Curtis does 
not explain what his source was for describing Ptahhotep’s costume as such.30 Likewise, 
the Brooklyn Museum labeled the statue “Statue of Ptahhotep in a ‘Persian’ costume,” de-
spite the statement in the accompanying description that a high-waisted kilt was already 
known at least by the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty.31 Possibly following this description and 
Cooney’s paper, the Brooklyn Museum’s website also presents the statue as depicting 
the Persian costume, a dress interpreted as a token of Ptahhotep’s loyalty toward the 
Persian king.32

Recently, Henry Colburn devoted a lengthy discussion to the combination of a tunic 
and a high-waisted kilt, which he calls a “Persian garment” (and for which he suggests a 
new term, “Persianising garment”).33 He acknowledges that this attire was attested before 
the Persian period; nevertheless, he writes that “this combination of clothing became 

article (Bresciani 1967) and to Bothmer for details. As already mentioned, Bresciani 1967 contests the term 
(see above).
27 Dusinberre 2003, 148–49.
28 Miller 2013, 18, 33–34; and chapter 4 in this volume.
29 Curtis 2005, 134; also as “Persian dress” on p. 132. Curtis uses the term “Persian costume/dress” with-
out any qualifiers and, confusingly, uses the same term for the actual Persian court robe.
30 In his note he refers only to a photograph of the statue of Ptahhotep.
31 Fazzini, Romano, and Cody 1999, 128, no. 77.
32 See https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/3431 (accessed November 12, 2022).
33 Colburn 2020a, 140–43.
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especially prevalent during the period of Achaemenid rule, most likely on account of the 
resemblance it bore to the Persian court robe.”34 Repeating some of the same arguments in a 
paper on the statue of Udjahorresnet, he proposes that the costume “evokes the court robe” 
and, together with jewelry, is a means of constructing Udjahorresnet’s “Persian identity.”35

Melanie Wasmuth seems to share a similar opinion.36 She describes the “voluminous 
gathers” of the statue of Udjahorresnet as “a homage to Persian-style garments” (or Near 
Eastern influence) while stating that “the garment type itself is certainly not ‘Persian’ in 
either structure or appearance” (though she specifically disagrees with the similar view of 
Colburn described above).37

It is obvious, then, that there is no common agreement in the scholarly literature about 
the “Persian costume” either regarding terminology (“Persian costume,” “Persian jacket,” 
“Persian garment,” etc.) or its meaning (Cooney’s and Bothmer’s initial writings being 
only about a tunic, with many scholars later referring to the entire ensemble depicted on 
the statues of Ptahhotep and Udjahorresnet). Nevertheless, we see that scholars are now 
gradually moving away from the idea that Egyptians are using an actual “Persian” garment 
or a garment “inspired” by the Persian court robe. Instead, they suggest either purposeful 
similarity or homage to the Persian attire. As shown by Miller and other scholars (includ-
ing Ursula Rothe in this volume), in antiquity we usually see the outright use of foreign/
nonnative garments, as well as a mixing of local/regional garments with foreign attire and/
or jewelry, but very rarely, if at all, do we see local garments “inspired” by or “paying hom-
age” to nonnative ones. Therefore, it seems that scholars have tended to see influence (or 
homage) where there is none, and the entire concept of the “Persian costume,” regardless 
of the theory explaining it, is forced and unnecessary.

THE ANATOMY OF THE “PERSIAN COSTUME”

Let us look briefly at the two components of the so-called Persian costume, the tunic and 
the high-waisted kilt, from the perspective of ancient Egyptian visual and archaeological 
evidence.38 

tunic
The Egyptian wardrobe consisted of two basic kinds of garments: cut-to-shape or tailored 
garments and wraparound or untailored garments. The tunic belongs to the first group.39 
It was made from a piece of fabric that was folded over and sewn up the sides, with an 
armhole left at the top of each side. An opening was cut out for the head to pass through, 

34 Colburn 2020a, 143.
35 Colburn 2020b, 65, 69. 
36 Wasmuth 2017a, 246; 2020, 200, 218 n. 23.
37 Wasmuth 2020, 200.
38 For a comprehensive study on the Late Period high-waisted kilt and tunic, together with their histor-
ical development, see Hallmann 2023a, 180–225, 304–36. Some of the observations in this essay are taken 
from that book and repeated here for convenience.
39 Egyptian clothing was studied in depth by Vogelsang-Eastwood (1993). For a more recent overview of 
Egyptian fashion, see Hallmann 2018.
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and a slit was cut down the front of the tunic; two small strings often attached at the 
top of the slit allowed the neck opening to be tied.40 The tunic is one of the few Egyptian 
garments that can be studied not only from visual sources but also from archaeological 
evidence.41 Comparative study reveals that the tunic was a sleeveless garment to which 
separate sleeves were attached when required (fig. 6.3).42

That the sleeveless character of the pharaonic tunic is not widely recognized has led to 
some misinterpretations of tunics as represented in iconographic sources.43 The important 
issue is the visual distinction between separately made sleeves and the “false” sleeves rep-
resented in Egyptian art. Separately made sleeves are stitched to the tunic, whereas false 
sleeves are parts of the tunic itself that fall loosely on the shoulders and cover at least the 
upper arms. The latter give only the visual impression of sleeves, when in fact they are 
merely draped from the upper part of the tunic, and these are the sleeves most commonly 
represented in Egyptian art. 

The tunic is first attested by iconographic and physical evidence in the Middle King-
dom.44 Thereafter, the tunic never went out of fashion, and its popularity increased from 

40 The construction of the Egyptian tunic is discussed, e.g., by Hall (2001, 33) and Vogelsang-Eastwood 
(1993, 130–54).
41 Tunics were part of funerary assemblages but also found among mummy wrappings. One of the most 
famous examples of tunics deposited among funerary goods is a group of seventeen tunics discovered in 
the Eighteenth Dynasty tomb of the architect Kha in Deir el-Medina (TT 8) (see Schiaparelli 2007, 93). Eight 
tunics were found among the mummy wrappings of the chantress of Amun Djedmutesankh; they were dis-
covered in the Second Cache at Deir el-Bahari (see Aston 2009, 166). There are a few Late Period tunics with 
a warp fringe that seems to be a characteristic trait of the examples from that time. Very well preserved 
examples were found with the Late Period mummy of Dimutshepenankh and are in the National Museum 
of Denmark, Copenhagen (Inv. 1038) (Rand Nielsen 1998; Hallmann 2023b, 1190–91, figs. 4-7-94a–c, d–f).
42 Separate sleeves are archaeologically attested, having been found, e.g., in Gurob, currently in the 
Petrie Museum (UC 8980A and B). For a photo, see Hall 2001, 33, fig. 22. A tunic with only one sleeve 
attached was found among ex-votos for Hathor in Deir el-Bahari and is currently stored in the British 
Museum (EA 43071); for a photo, see Pinch 1993, pl. 20. For a discussion about sleeves versus sleeveless 
tunics, see Hallmann 2023a, 307–11. 
43 For a recent discussion about the distinction between tunics with and without sleeves, see Hallmann 
2018, 10–11.
44 Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993, 144. One of the earliest known tunics was found in the tomb of Meketre 
at Thebes (ex MMA 20.3.188, now AMNH 95/2436); see Vogelsang-Eastwood 1993, 150–51; Hall 1981, 30.

Figure 6.3. Construction of a tunic with separate sleeves. Drawing by Tytus Mikołajczak.
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the New Kingdom onward.45 During this time, the bagginess of the tunic started to be more 
emphasized, as seen, for instance, in two-dimensional representations of male harpists 
dressed in a tunic.46 

During the Late Period (Twenty-Fifth to Thirty-First Dynasties), men were depicted in 
tunics that in representations differ not only by the mode of wearing but also by the length 
of the sleeves and the shape of the neckline. The tunic is attested as a garment worn alone, 
as seen, for example, on the relief with three men from Mit Rahina (Walters Art Museum 
22.84; fig. 6.4).47 More frequently, however, the tunic is worn together with different kinds 
of kilts. Depending on the length of the kilt, the tunic can be fastened at the waist or just 
under the armpit. An example of the tunic worn with the kilt fastened at the waist is seen 
in the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty Theban tomb of Ibi and is a continuation of the style of the 
New Kingdom and the Third Intermediate Period (fig. 6.5).48 The fastening under the arm-
pit became popular around the reign of Amasis (Twenty-Sixth Dynasty) and continued 

45 For various ways of wearing a tunic during the New Kingdom, see Bonnet 1917, 51–58; Vandier 1958, 
496–99; Hofmann 2004, 167–68.
46 The most famous representation of a “baggy tunic” comes from the tomb of Ramesses  III (KV 11), 
where it is worn by a harpist. His image is so distinctive that an early explorer of the tomb, James Bruce, 
called it “the harpist’s tomb.” For a color illustration of the harpist, see Manniche 1991, 104, fig. 62. 
47 For a photo, see Steindorff 1947, pl. LVI, no. 276; also https://art.thewalters.org/detail/25330/relief 
-fragment -of-three-men-facing-right/ (accessed November 12, 2022).
48 The representation comes from the court of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty tomb of Ibi (TT 36), where he 
is represented together with his mother standing before an offering table; see Kuhlmann and Schenkel 
1983, pls. 67, 130.

Figure 6.5. Tunic worn with 
kilt fastened at waist, as seen 

on representation of Ibi, TT 36. 
Drawing by Tytus Mikolajczak.

Figure 6.4. Example of tunic worn alone, as seen 
on relief with three anonymous men. Baltimore 
22.84, tab. 3.8:1 no. 1. Courtesy of Walters Art 

Gallery. Drawing by Aleksandra Hallmann.
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during the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty. There are numerous examples of this kind of tie, 
among them the already-mentioned statue of Ptahhotep in the Brooklyn Museum (37.353), 
which depicts him as dressed in the so-called Persian costume (see figs. 6.1 and 6.2).49 The 
fastening of the tunic at the waist allows the sleeves to be more flared and looser. When the 
tunic is fastened high under the armpit, the sleeves are more fitted to the body. 

high-waisted kilt
The second component of the so-called Persian costume is a high-waisted kilt. Like other 
kilts, it belongs to the category of wraparound garments. It consists of a long, voluminous 
piece of fabric extending from the armpit to the ankles and fastened at the breast. The fas-
tening of the high-waisted kilt varies and is the main feature that distinguishes it from the 
kilts of other periods. Generally, the tie of a high-waisted kilt can be represented as fabric 
tucked at the top of the breast or as a shorter or longer sash. The latter type is seen, for 
example, on the outfit worn by priests carrying the sacred bark in various epochs.50 During 
the Late Period, the high-waisted kilt was also worn with a neck-sash.51

The high-waisted kilt is an indigenous Egyptian garment. It is present in visual sources 
starting in the early Middle Kingdom, when it appears as a long kilt extending from the 
armpit with its corners tucked in at the top.52 The high-waisted kilt never disappeared from 
the repertoire of male garments, but it was present in Egyptian art with varying frequency.

It is relevant to this discussion to point out that the high-waisted kilt worn by men 
during the Late Period is a further development of the kilt worn in previous epochs. How-
ever, its representation is not homogeneous, and its most distinctive feature is the method 
of its fastening. It can be represented as tied by a modest projecting roll (Type A; fig. 6.6),53 
a long sash (Type B; fig. 6.7)54 or, finally, an elaborate form of tie characteristically arranged 
on the upper edge of the kilt (Type C; figs. 6.1, 6.3, 6.8).55 To the modern Western eye, this 

49 Cooney 1953.
50 The costume of priests carrying the bark is briefly discussed in Karlshausen 2009, 240–42.
51 Hallmann 2014; 2023a, 278–89.
52 See, e.g., a crossed-legged statue (CG 431) and a striding statue (CG 428), both in the Egyptian Museum 
in Cairo, in Borchardt 1925, 33, 36–37. During the Middle Kingdom, the high-waisted kilt was frequently 
depicted with characteristic horizontal stripes, most probably representing folds. This characteristic man-
ner of rendering the kilt is attested only in the Middle Kingdom, as on the striding statue of Ptahemsaf 
in the British Museum (EA 24385), dated to the Thirteenth Dynasty (see Russmann 2001, no. 41). This 
particular type of high-waisted kilt was comprehensively discussed by Bochi (1996, 241–43).
53 This mode of tying a high-waisted kilt was especially popular during the New Kingdom but could still 
be seen during the Late Period, as in the figure representing a relative of Montuemhat on a relief that most 
probably comes from his tomb (TT 34) and is currently in the Cleveland Museum of Art (1949.493). For a 
photo, see http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1949.493 (accessed November 12, 2022). On the relief and its 
provenience, see Berman and Bohač 1999, 406–7, no. 305; Russmann 1994, 9–11, fig. 9.
54 The high-waisted kilt tied by a sash was usually worn by priests carrying a bark, and, as such, it is also 
seen during the Late Period. Priests carrying a bark are represented on the vignette of an oracle papyrus 
dated to the fourteenth year of the reign of Psamtek I (Twenty-Sixth Dynasty) and stored in the Brooklyn 
Museum (47.218.3). For a photo, see Parker 1962, pl. 1. 
55 That there are many Late Period examples of the high-waisted kilt tied in a variety of ways allows for 
a distinction of subtypes and frequently points to a precise date for an object’s commission. Two examples 
include the high-waisted kilt worn by Ptahhotep (Brooklyn Museum 37.353) (figs. 6.1 and 6.2; see also n. 4 
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Figure 6.6. High-waisted kilt tied by modest 
projecting roll (Type A). Cleveland Museum of Art 

1949.493. Drawing by Aleksandra Hallmann.

Figure 6.7. High-waisted kilt tied 
by long sash (Type B). Brooklyn 

Museum 47.218.3. Drawing 
by Aleksandra Hallmann.

Figure 6.8. High-waisted kilt tied by tucking ends 
of fabric on chest (Type C), Osiriphorous kneeling 
statue of Psamteksaneith. Egyptian Museum Cairo 
CG 726 / JE 31335. Drawing by Tytus Mikolajczak.
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irregularly arranged tying may resemble a knotted bath towel, while to other cultures it 
may recall wraparound clothes such as a kanga or a sarong. The mode of fastening makes 
this type of kilt unique for the Late Period, since this shape has not been found in earlier 
periods. Moreover, variations in the shape of the elaborate tie allow a few subtypes of the 
high-waisted kilt to be differentiated.

The high-waisted kilt is present in Egyptian art as a garment worn alone,56 as well as 
in combination with other garments such as a tunic, shawl, or single-strap undergarment. 
It is precisely this type of high-waisted kilt (with a tie consisting of two components—a 
“roll” or “tuck” lying on the upper edge of the kilt and the “overhang” draping down), worn 
together with a tunic, that was considered to be a part of the so-called Persian costume 
(see above). 

ORIGINAL PERSIAN COURT DRESS 

It is worth examining the actual appearance of the original Persian court dress that was 
supposedly an inspiration for this new Egyptian fashion. Scholars have grouped the Per-
sian dress of the Achaemenid period into two categories, distinguishing two coexisting 
sets of attire worn by Persians. The first one, which generally consists of trousers and a 
jacket,57 is called either the “Median dress” or, more properly, the “Iranian riding dress.” 
The second dress, a voluminous garment with long, flared sleeves and secured at the waist 
by a belt, is known in the literature as the “Achaemenid robe” or “Persian dress” or, more 
suitably, as a “court dress.”58 There are various opinions as to whether the “court dress” was 
made from one or two items of clothing.59 It is, however, considered a ceremonial garment 
that was worn by both kings and members of their entourage. Both Persian costumes are 
displayed in monumental Persian art—for example, on the reliefs in the Achaemenid pal-
aces at Persepolis—clearly revealing the coexistence of both modes of attire at the Persian 
court (fig. 6.9).60

above), which has an elaborate tie, and the Osiriphorous kneeling statue of Psamteksaneith (Cairo CG 
726/JE 31335) (fig. 6.8; see also Bothmer 1960, no. 65, pls. 61–62. The tie of Psamteksaneith’s high-waisted 
kilt belongs to a different category than the one on the Ptahhotep statue; nevertheless, they both repre-
sent the same kind of dress. 
56 See, e.g., the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty statue of Amenhotep (British Museum EA 41517). For a photo, see 
Russmann 2001, fig. 132.
57 Some writers add a third element to this costume—the mantle; see Thompson 1965, 121–23. 
58 The names “Median dress” and “Persian dress” have an ethnic connotation, but in fact the former was 
an attire usually worn by Iranian aristocracy in the field, whereas the latter was a robe worn at court; 
see Calmeyer 1987, 11–12. For a recent discussion about these two kinds of Persian attire, where they are 
called, respectively (without any ethnic connotation), simply “a court and a riding dress,” see Stronach 
2001; cf. Miller, chapter 4 in this volume. Of marginal interest for the present essay, but nevertheless em-
phasizing the “otherness” of Median and Iranian clothing in the Greek setting, is Tuplin 2013, 229–35; one 
wonders whether it seemed equally alien to Egyptians.
59 The prevailing position right now seems to be that the court robe was made of one piece—so Ernst 
Herzfeld (1941, 259), Pirhiya Beck (1972), and Nicholas Sekunda (2010, 260–64), contrary to Ann Roes 
(1951) and Georgina Thompson (1965, 123–25), who preferred to see two pieces.
60 Schmidt 1953, pls. 193–94; Colburn 2020a, 141–43; also Miller, chapter 4 in this volume, fig. 4.1.
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The Persian and Egyptian cultures interacted on different levels during the new politi-
cal situation in Egypt when it was ruled by Persians. Thus Egyptians would have seen both 
attires worn by Persians coming to Egypt, and Persians in Egypt would have been familiar 
with Egyptian fashion. There is no doubt which of these two outfits could potentially be 
considered the prototype of the new Egyptian dress. It could not have been the “riding 
dress,” since Egyptians never wore trousers; thus only the “court dress” can be taken into 
consideration.61 And indeed, the scholarly literature discussed earlier has suggested as 
much.62 However, it seems problematic to see a similarity between the Persian court dress 
and the Egyptian high-waisted kilt worn with a tunic (as represented on the statues of 
Ptahhotep, Udjahorresnet, etc.), and the supposed link between the two is misleading.63

It should not be forgotten that the Persians were foreign rulers who had conquered 
Egypt and that the acceptance of foreign fashion, the conscious choice of a new mode of 
attire, could have had meaningful political implications and be treated as a politically influ-
enced fashion statement (as already implied by Cooney; see above). Therefore, it is worth 
inquiring whether the Egyptians represented any Persian fashion on their monuments, 

61 Additionally, the riding dress was specifically dedicated to horse riding and protected the wearer 
against the cold temperatures of the Asian steppes—a function unnecessary in Egypt.
62 See above, especially the discussion in Colburn 2020a, 140–43.
63 This opinion seems to be increasingly accepted in the scholarly literature (see above); the only “inspi-
ration” now being discussed is the supposed similarity between the sleeves of both attires.

Figure 6.9. Persepolis, Apadana. Photo courtesy of the Institute for 
the Study of Ancient Cultures, University of Chicago.
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and whether the Persians represented any Egyptian dress; such an inquiry may give in-
sight into the Egyptians’ attitudes toward foreign fashion.

PERSIAN DRESS IN EGYPTIAN ICONOGRAPHY

That few visual sources from Egypt depict actual Persian attire can always be explained as 
an accident of preservation. The Persians who inhabited Egypt, like other foreign groups, 
left tokens of their presence visible in the material culture, including seals, some small 
statues, and stelae.64 Whether those items had any impact on ancient Egyptian material 
culture or were simply tokens of the Persian presence in Egypt is a separate issue that goes 
beyond the scope of the present study. The following discussion will focus briefly on the 
most representative examples relevant for the topic.

As far as the available sources indicate, the “Persian costume” is absent from tradition-
al Egyptian royal art and rarely seen in private representations. All known portrayals of 
Persian kings in imperial Egyptian art depict them according to a purely Egyptian tradi-
tion. The most famous examples come from the Hibis temple in the Kharga Oasis, which 
portray Darius in purely Egyptian dress.65 

However, there are a few representations of the Persian king in Persian dress, such 
as the famous statue of Darius I and canal stelae of the same king. The statue was found 
in Susa in 1972, but according to its inscription it was created in Egypt and was to be 
displayed there.66 The statue draws on Iranian, Mesopotamian, and also Egyptian artis-
tic traditions to ensure the Achaemenid ideology was simultaneously understandable in 
Egyptian and Iranian contexts.67 It differs, then, significantly from the depictions of Darius 

64 For an overview of the Persian presence in Egypt, see, e.g., Vittmann 2003, 120–54, and most recently 
Colburn 2020a, 50–74, 153–74, et passim. Some objects discussed by both scholars have a disputed prove-
nience and/or authenticity, so for brevity they are omitted here.
65 For photos, see Myśliwiec 1988, 73–75, pls. LXVI–LXIX. The temple’s inscriptions were published by 
Cruz-Uribe (1988, passim). For the decoration of the temple, see Davies 1953, passim. For a discussion of 
the presence of Darius at various temples, see Fried 2004, 76–80. It is noteworthy that some of the scenes, 
such as Darius I represented as Horus/Seth slaying the Apophis serpent, depicted on the gateway between 
hypostyle N and chamber M of the Hibis temple in Kharga, were interpreted as “Egypto-Persian repre-
sentation of rulership”; see Wasmuth 2015, 205, 212–16. Despite this convincing effort to make the scene 
appropriate for both the Egyptian and Persian nations, Darius’s attire remained Egyptian. Note that Da-
rius I is also represented in the Egyptian fashion on smaller objects, such as a bronze plaque found in the 
Karnak cachette, presently in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo (JE 38050), or the wooden naos in the British 
Museum (EA 37496). For photos and a comprehensive bibliography of the former, see https://www.ifao 
.egnet .net/bases/cachette/ck629 (accessed May 1, 2023); for the latter, see https://www.britishmuseum .org 
/collection /object/Y_EA37496 (accessed May 1, 2023). The only examples of a Persian king whose apparel 
consists of both Persian and Egyptian elements are found on coins with a portrayal of Artaxerxes  III 
(359–338 bce, ruler of Egypt from 343 bce). On them he appears dressed in a Persian court robe and the 
Egyptian double crown. Note that it was the crown and not an element of the dress that was chosen to 
stress the king’s double role. The coins were discovered in Susa and come from the very end of the so-
called second Persian domination in Egypt. According to Wasmuth (2015, 224–25), the iconography was 
chosen to stress the current political situation, the necessity of reconquering Egypt. 
66 For more on the circumstances of its discovery, see Perrot et al. 1974, passim. See also Colburn 2014, 
784–85, and for a recent discussion of the statue’s hieroglyphic inscriptions, see Blöbaum 2019.
67 Recently the statue was discussed by Wasmuth (2015, 209–12) as an example of “Egypto-Persian rep-
resentation of rulership.”
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in Kharga, and the difference should be explained by the audience to which the statue 
was addressed. These representations are, therefore, perfect examples for highlighting the 
nonverbal meaning of dress and how dress communicates in a way that is meant to be 
understood by a given group. Darius’s presence at the Hibis temple in Kharga is embedded 
in old Egyptian tradition, and regarding his sartorial choices, he appears as a traditionally 
dressed pharaoh of Egypt. On the other hand, the statue from Susa, having inscriptions 
not only in Egyptian hieroglyphs but also in Old Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian, was 
equally addressed to Egyptians and other peoples of Darius’s empire. Nevertheless, the 
Persian attire (court dress) worn by the king as depicted on this statue is the clear mark-
er of his ethnic identity (further emphasized by the inscription on the statue stating the 
Persian ownership of Egypt). The same holds true for the Suez stelae,68 which depict the 
king in the Persian court robe and bear inscriptions in Egyptian, Old Persian, Elamite, and 
Babylonian and therefore were directed to a multilingual audience, not to Egyptians only. 
In all these examples the performative function of dress is strong and serves to establish 
various identities before any verbal contact.

Private Egyptian art does not offer many examples of the Persian robe either. The 
notable exception is the stela of Djedherbes, son of Artam, which was excavated in Sakka-
ra in 1994 by the National Museum of Scotland Saqqara Project and is currently at the 
Egyptian Museum in Cairo (JE 98807; fig. 6.10).69 The stela’s lower register depicts a figure 
represented as a Persian high dignitary seated on a chair-like throne before an offering 
table. The man’s identity can only be guessed, but his appearance in the Persian court dress 
undoubtedly reveals his origin and is a clear marker of his identity. It is noteworthy that 
the other figures are shown in pointedly different clothing and that their outfits resemble 
neither of the two Persian modes of attire—the court or the riding dress.

The two figures standing before the offering table are each clad in a tunic with elbow- 
length “sleeves” and tied at the waist by a long sash.70 The bottom of the garment of the 
left-hand person is finished in a fringe; although the garment of the right-hand person 
lacks clearly carved fringes, they may have been added in paint or forgotten. Such tunics 
were among the most popular garments in ancient Egypt, and the tunic with a fringed 
bottom was the stereotypical Egyptian dress depicted in Persian art. It is noteworthy that 
as a garment worn alone, it is rarely seen in Egyptian art (see the discussion below). Thus 
one may suggest that this depiction of two figures in the fringed tunic was inspired by the 
stereotypical depiction of Egyptians in Persian art, a depiction that would fit well with the 
Achaemenid noble clad in the Persian robe in the same register of the stela. 

The style of the stela as a whole differs from the classical style of Egyptian stelae 
and may have been the product of a workshop that supplied monuments specifically for 

68 See Colburn 2020a, 158–62; Lloyd 2007.
69 The stela was found in the Sakkara necropolis, south of the north wall of the Gisr el-Mudir enclosure, 
in a secondary context. For the detailed publication of the stela, see Mathieson et al. 1995, passim. A 
comprehensive study of the stela was done by Wasmuth (2017b). For a high-quality color photo with up-
dated bibliography, see Achemenet: http://www.achemenet.com/en/item/?/achaemenid-museum /object 
-categories /monuments/2503400. 
70 The scholars who published the stela consider that a different costume is worn by the first figure 
standing in front of the offering table—a wraparound skirt worn over an elbow-length tunic; see Mathie-
son et al. 1995, 31. The costume of the first figure was also discussed by Wasmuth (2017b, 103, fig. 14).
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Figure 6.10. Stela of Djedherbes. Cairo JE 98807. Courtesy of the 
Egyptian Museum in Cairo. Photo by Aleksandra Hallmann.
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foreigners in the area.71 It is a good example of a monument that blends motifs of the 
Egyptian and Persian cultures,72 and possibly even others,73 in a clear manifestation of the 
negotiated identity of the founder of the monument.74 

Unfortunately, the figures in the lower register lack written identifications.75 The of-
fering formula invokes Djedherbes (©d-Hr-bs), son of Artam (ArTm), and the lady of the 
house Taneferether (¦A-nfr(t)-Hr). Mathieson suggested that Artam, Djedherbes’s father, 
was Persian, whereas his mother was Egyptian76—an identification accepted by Vittmann 
and, recently, Wasmuth.77 Mathieson proposed that the mummified person lying on the bier 
is Djedherbes and the sitting figure attired in Persian dress is his father, Artam, to whom of-
ferings are made by Djedherbes and one other person. The Egyptian style of the mummified 
figure and the Persian style of the seated person discouraged Mathieson from identifying 
both individuals as the same person (i.e., the owner of the stela, Djedherbes).78 Since this 
identification is just an educated guess, on account of the lack of inscriptions identifying 
each person, it is also possible to identify both the mummiform figure and the Persian dig-
nitary as Djedherbes.79 If one agrees with Mathieson’s suggestion that Djedherbes was the 
offspring of a mixed marriage,80 then such a mortuary stela would have been a good me-

71 Compare the Carian stela from Sakkara stored at the Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge 
(E.1.1971); for a high-quality color photo, see Vassilika 1995, 115. For other Carian stelae, see the report 
from Emery’s excavation at Sakkara; one of them also represents the deceased lying on a bier (Emery 
1970, 6, pl. X). The Carian stelae from Sakkara were published in Masson 1978, passim. See also the study 
of the sociocultural meaning of Carian stelae from Sakkara in Labudek 2010, 55–77. For a discussion about 
workshops that supplied foreigners, see also Wasmuth 2017b, esp. 114–15.
72 For a detailed discussion, see Mathieson et al. 1995.
73 The recent publication of the stela suggests that it reflects not only Persian and Egyptian traditions 
but also Egyptian-Aramaic, North Aramaic/Syro-Hittite, Egyptian-Carian, East Greek, and Phoenician- 
Levantine, a feature explained by the workshop in which the stela was made—that is, one where artists of 
various cultural backgrounds worked. Finally, it is suggested that the stela was made by an artist rooted 
in the Aramaic tradition who supposedly incorporated as many various cultural motives as possible. For 
a discussion, see Wasmuth 2017b, 85, esp. 106–11, 114–15. 
74 For identity negotiation theory, see Ting-Toomey 2015.
75 Usually on Egyptian stelae, a label identifies the person depicted. Although there are stelae on which 
such a label is missing, it is usually because of the unfinished state of the prepared monument. For some 
unfinished stelae from the first millennium bce, see Munro 1973, pl. 11 fig. 44, pl. 28 fig. 101, pl. 33 fig. 121.
76 Mathieson et al. 1995, 37–38. Mixed marriages are also attested on Carian stelae from Sakkara; see 
Labudek 2010, 69.
77 Vittmann 2003, 152–53; Wasmuth 2017b, 106.
78 One of his arguments about the inconsistency in representations of one person in two traditions was 
based on the so-called Persian stela from Memphis, also referred to as the “von Bissing Memphis stela,” in 
the Staatlichen Museen in Berlin (Inv. 23721); it represented a person dressed as a Persian dignitary lying 
on a bier. This stela, first published by von Bissing (1930), lacks an inscription and comes from the an-
tiquities market. Recently, Muscarella (2003) published the stela together with a photograph and showed 
convincingly that it is a fake. Compare the recent disussion concluding that the current arguments are 
insufficient to treat the stela as either fake or genuine (Wasmuth 2017b, 116–18, fig. 19). It is noteworthy 
that the representation of the Persian dignitary on the Sakkara stela stylistically resembles depictions of 
court dress found on seals rather than in monumental art (see, e.g., the depictions of dress on so-called 
royal-name seals; cf. Garrison 2014).
79 Wasmuth 2017b, 108.
80 This point of view is shared by Vittmann (2003, 152–53) and Wasmuth (2017b, 85–88). 
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dium for negotiating and projecting Djedherbes’s dual identity, as well as for revealing his 
biculturalism. He may have wished to be buried as an Egyptian, thus choosing to represent 
his own mummification in the upper register of the stela, but at the same time desiring to 
stress his Persian origin and represent himself in the bottom register in a Persian garment, 
sitting on a chair-like throne and drinking in the Persian manner with a bowl on his fin-
gertips.81 The identification of the two figures in front of him remains an open question, but 
they may well be his sons or other relatives, a well-known motif in Egyptian art.82

EGYPTIAN DRESS IN PERSIAN ICONOGRAPHY

Like other inhabitants of the Achaemenid Empire, Egyptians were represented in Persian 
art according to Persian imperial rhetoric, with the Persians, as the dominant ethnoclass, 
often distinguished visually from other regional peoples.83 Their portrayal was part of the 
visual communication of the Persian Empire, and their depiction had to be easily recogniz-
able to the viewer.84 Thus the Egyptian delegation, like the other foreign delegations repre-
sented on the Apadana reliefs at Persepolis, have precisely selected dress and accessories 
that were intended to delineate the ethnic origin of the represented persons (fig. 6.11).85 
The Egyptian delegation in the Apadana has only partially survived and has been identi-
fied by comparison with the inscribed facade of the tomb of Darius I at Naqš-i Rustam.86 
Among the thirty individuals there representing the peoples of the empire, one (no. 18) 
was identified by the trilingual inscription as an Egyptian. The Darius model was later 
copied on five other royal tombs (three at Naqš-i Rustam and two at Persepolis), where the 
Egyptian throne bearer occupies the same position. 

Another example of an Egyptian represented in Persian imperial art is found on the 
base of the aforementioned statue of Darius I discovered in Susa. This statue, as men-
tioned above, was fashioned for display in Egypt.87 The Egyptian throne bearer is clearly 
dressed in the long tunic, sometimes with visible fringes, on all the royal tomb reliefs. It is 

81 The description of the fingertip cup-holding was reported by Xenophon (Cyropaedia 1.3.8). The Per-
sian drinking mode is widely discussed in Miller 2011, 100–109. See also the discussion in Wasmuth 2017b, 
92–111, which analyses each iconographic motif of the stela. 
82 The analogy of the person sitting at the offering table while being venerated by family members is 
well attested in New Kingdom Egypt, but, as Wasmuth (2017b, 88–89, 107–8) noted, is not seen on stelae 
from the Late Period. Note, however, the representations of Late Period tomb owners seated on a chair 
and being venerated by family members and a group of offering bearers. Examples come from both Upper 
and Lower Egypt. 
83 See the discussion in Miller, 2013, 25, with further literature. It must be noted that the identification 
of “Persians” on Persepolitan reliefs, for instance, is based solely on their dress, so here we are very close 
to a circular argument.
84 See the discussion in Miller’s chapter 4 in this volume, where she points out that a system of dress 
was linked with “ethnic definition” in Persian imperial art and that the same does not hold true for the 
western Anatolian provinces, where the funerary art reveals elite selectiveness in regard to displaying 
Persian dress.
85 For a photo of the Egyptian delegation, see Schmidt 1953, 88, no. 10, pl. 36. 
86 Schmidt 1953, 80–90, 106–10. Compare also the discussion in Miller, chapter 4 in this volume.
87 See n. 66 above; cf. Miller, chapter 4 in this volume, for a discussion accompanied by photographs of 
the statue.
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possible to identify the same costume as worn by members of the Egyptian delegation of 
tribute bearers in the Apadana, even though the relief has survived only partially. Finally, 
the Egyptian from the base of the statue of Darius is also clad in a tunic, but without a 
visible fringe. 

All these surviving examples demonstrate the Persian strategy of stressing the eth-
nicity of a depicted group by means of its dress, which is used as a nonverbal signifier 
of the projected identity. For the Egyptians, a simple, long tunic well suited this purpose, 
although it should be stressed that in any period of pharaonic Egyptian art a male figure 
was rarely represented in only a tunic; usually, the tunic was worn with a kilt and/or a 
cloak or shawl.88 The fringed bottom of the tunic worn by Egyptians in Persian imperial 
art is noteworthy. A tunic, frequently terminating in fringe, was one of the most popular 
items of the Egyptian wardrobe and is widely attested among archaeological finds.89 Since 
the tunic, especially the male version, was not worn alone, its lower section is frequently 
covered by another garment, and the fringed bottom of the tunic is therefore rarely seen 
in Egyptian art.90 This lower fringe of the Egyptian tunic must have been an eye-catching 
detail, for Herodotus (2.81.1) noted that the Egyptians wore a fringed kalásiris, a garment 
that should probably be identified as a tunic. The attire discussed above—that is, the com-
bination of a high-waisted kilt and a tunic (as seen on the statue of Ptahhotep and others), 
or a version thereof—is not represented in official Persian art. However, the tunic under 
the high-waisted kilt, as worn by Ptahhotep and Udjahorresnet on their statues, could have 
been fringed but remains covered by the kilt.

88 For a recent overview of the Egyptian tunic, see Hallmann 2018, 10–11. 
89 E.g., seventeen tunics were discovered in the Eighteenth Dynasty tomb of the architect Kha (TT 8), 
three of them fringed; see n. 41.
90 See the discussion of the Late Period tunic in Hallmann 2023a, 304–35. 

Figure 6.11. Egyptian delegation, Persepolis, Apadana. Photo courtesy of the 
Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, University of Chicago.
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THE EGYPTIAN ATTITUDE TOWARD FOREIGN FASHION 

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that the Egyptians were aware of what 
a Persian court robe looked like and knew that it did not resemble Late Period Egyptian 
dress. Any possible influence of Persian fashion on Egyptian attire is doubtful. Since the 
Persian robe was a kind of tunic that was tied at the waist (see above), it is unlikely that it 
inspired the Egyptian high-waisted kilt. Moreover, the fact that the Persian king was rarely 
shown on traditional Egyptian monuments and, if present, was usually represented in a 
purely Egyptian way raises the question why his Egyptian subjects would have wanted to 
represent themselves in a foreign costume when their king was represented in the Egyp-
tian manner. And when the king was not depicted in an Egyptian manner, the depiction 
referred to his identity as a Persian king and not an Egyptian pharaoh.

All examples of the Persian robe in Egypt come from Persian contexts, since such 
robes were worn by Persians only. The person shown in a Persian court robe on the stela 
of Djedherbes discussed above is usually interpreted as either the stela owner’s Persian 
father or the stela owner himself, a half-Egyptian who honored both ethnic legacies on his 
stela. The Egyptians neither adapted the Persian robe nor presented themselves as sarto-
rially bicultural.91

It should be stressed, however, that the Egyptians did adopt some foreign elements in 
their portrayals—namely, items of Achaemenid jewelry such as torques or bracelets, but 
never items of clothing. Ptahhotep himself wears a torque or necklace with two ibex heads, 

91 See above and Miller, chapter 4 in this volume. My observations here are mirrored by Tuplin (2011, 
156–57), who believes there is little proof for Egyptians’ wearing Persian dress, while he provides ample 
evidence for Greeks doing so.
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an object identified as Persian.92 Udjahorresnet on his Vatican statue wears Persian brace-
lets with lion heads.93 Such jewelry was most probably a gift from the Great King himself, 
as frequently mentioned by Greek authors, and played an important political role.94 Also, 
on his statue Udjahorresnet himself mentions “gold ornaments” given by his masters, pos-
sibly alluding to the bracelets.95 Such gifts were supposedly signs of royal favor, empha-
sizing the personal connection between the king and his officials, a symbol of the unity 
of the Persian Empire.96 Pierre Briant, though, calls them a “precarious favor.”97 Royal gifts 
and favors were subject to the whims and fancies of the king and could have been easily 
revoked depending on the situation. Therefore, such gifts, while being signs of favor, were 
also symbolic shackles reminding the wearer that his or her life belonged to the king. At 
the same time, we cannot be sure whether Ptahhotep and Udjahorresnet chose to display 
those gifts on their statues because they wanted to emphasize their connection to the king 
and empire or felt obligated to do so (i.e., wearing the gifted jewelry might not be entire-
ly voluntary). Therefore, the question whether an item of Persian jewelry is a marker of 
shared imperial identity or a symbol of enslavement forced on a person or a people—in a 
sense, a marker of Persian colonialism—is open for discussion.

It is noteworthy that Ptahhotep also wears an Egyptian pectoral with the traditionally 
dressed figure of an unnamed king (in a short kilt and the Blue Crown), possibly Darius I, 
who presents Maat’s image to Ptah and Sekhmet. If the identification of the king is valid, 
the Egyptian royal costume he wears aligns with other representations of the Persian king 
in Egyptian art. One could easily believe that the traditional Egyptian pectoral attenuates 
the symbolism of the Persian torque worn above it.

In all epochs, foreigners in ancient Egyptian art were easily identified by ethnically spe-
cific dress differentiating them from Egyptians. They were represented as either subjugated 
people or distinctive groups such as foreign delegations bringing gifts, soldiers, or traders/
merchants.98 On the other hand, it was also by means of their attire that Egyptianized for-
eigners were equated with native Egyptians. The desire on the part of foreigners in Egypt 
to depict themselves in Egyptian dress started to change during the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty, 
when Egypt was ruled by Kushite pharaohs, whose portrayals consciously stressed their 
ethnic origin.99 It seems that the Kushite period was the first time private individuals of 

92 The ibex is a frequent motif on Achaemenid torques and bracelets. A nearly identical gold torque 
with ibex heads from the Guennol Collection was published by Cooney (1953, 11–14, figs. 6 and 7); at the 
time of Cooney’s publication, the artifact was on loan to the Brooklyn Museum (L48.7.11). The example is 
unexcavated, however. While many figures of Persians on Persepolitan reliefs wear torques, they are not 
decorated with animal heads. For more about the ibex in Iranian art, see Root 2002, 184–92.
93 Such bracelets find close parallels on Persepolitan reliefs and in excavated material; see Colburn 
2020b, 66–69.
94 Greek authors mention gifts of bracelets and necklaces (e.g., Xenophon, Cyropaedia 8.2.7–8). See this 
example and others collected by Kuhrt (2007, 637–40). See also Briant 2002, 302ff., for an extensive dis-
cussion and further literature.
95 Posener 1936, 25, no. 1 F.
96 Colburn 2020a, 178; 2020b, 60.
97 Briant 2002, 319ff.
98 For a recent summary on the presence of non-Egyptians in Egyptian art, see, e.g., Roth 2015.
99 For a recent discussion of the issue, see Hallmann 2023b (with bibliography). 
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foreign origin made an effort to show themselves in their native dress when represented in 
traditional Egyptian art.100 Nevertheless, foreign sartorial habits were not adopted by native 
Egyptians. This phenomenon is also seen on the so-called Carian stelae from Saqqara, where 
Carians are depicted in distinctively non-Egyptian dress that clearly marks their identity.101

The foregoing discussion has shown that most scholars who argue for Persian influ-
ence or a similar interpretation of Egyptian sculptures in the Late Period have focused on 
the depiction of sleeves. A typical Persian court dress (a supposed model Egyptians used 
for their statues; see above), as depicted on the Persepolitan reliefs or on the statue of Da-
rius from Susa (see above), has sleeves that extend to the wrists and flare below the elbow. 
The statue of Ptahhotep has somewhat similarly flared sleeves below the elbow, and these 
sleeves reach the figure’s wrists. However, if we compare Ptahhotep’s sleeves to those rep-
resented in Persian art, the similarity clearly ends there. The sleeves of the Persian court 
dress have clear pleats, visible on the Persepolitan reliefs, and are especially emphasized in 
full sculptures, as seen, for example, on the right hand of the statue of Darius. Ptahhotep’s 
sleeves have no pleats (in fact, none of the known Egyptian examples of the so-called Per-
sian costume cited by scholars has pleated sleeves). As a result, the shape of Ptahhotep’s 
sleeves is very different from the shape of the sleeves of the Persian court dress, a detail 
that invalidates any possible Persian influence here.

In addition, Egyptian art of the Late Period shows a plethora of sleeve types. An un-
named Walters Art Gallery statue (22.208) shows long, unflared sleeves reaching the wrists 
(the depicted man wears only a tunic—no kilt). A relief from the same museum (22.84) 
depicts men wearing only tunics, whose sleeves end at the elbow and are slightly flared. 
The statue of Hekataefankh (Louvre E. 25499) has sleeves ending slightly below the elbow 
that are not flared (similarly the statue of Sematawytaefnakht, Cairo TR 27/11/58/8). And 
finally, the statue of Udjahorresnet (Vatican 196) has sleeves that are a little longer than 
those shown on the statue of Hekataefankh, ending slightly below the elbow, but they are 
flared, although in such a way that the opening of the sleeve appears as tightly clinging 
to the statue’s arm. All these examples are dated to the Twenty-Sixth or Twenty-Seventh 
Dynasty, and they have sleeves unlike those of Ptahhotep—none of them are pleated, and 
any similarities to Persian court dress are even further distant. Egyptian art of the Late Pe-
riod shows no uniformity in the shape of tunic sleeves, whereas Persian art depicts sleeves 
of the court dress consistently throughout reliefs, sculpture, and glyptic. Therefore, the 
argument that these Egyptian sculptures reflect Persian influence or homage to Persian 
sartorial habits cannot be sustained. A detailed analysis of the evidence does not support 
such a view, and any similarities between Egyptian tunics of the Late Period and the Per-
sian court robe are remote and purely coincidental, if they exist at all.

CONCLUSIONS

Ever since Cooney and Bothmer introduced the term “Persian jacket” for the tunic worn by 
Ptahhotep on his statue, it and others derived from it, such as “Persian costume,” “Persian 

100 Hallmann 2007, passim; 2023; Budka 2012, 48.
101 For the Carian stelae, see Masson 1978, passim. For the presence of Carians in Egypt, see Kammerzell 
1993; Vittmann 2003, 155–79. See also n. 71. 
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robe,” and “Persian garment,” were often invoked in the scholarly literature in discussions 
of the attire consisting of a tunic and a high-waisted kilt as found in Late Period art, pre-
dominantly sculpture of the Persian period in Egypt. As shown above, both garments, used 
either separately or together, have an earlier history in Egyptian art and are definitely of 
Egyptian origin. The only similarity this ensemble bears to the Persian court robe relates 
to sleeves and is quite remote, certainly purely coincidental.

Bearing all these factors in mind, neither the tunic nor the high-waisted kilt with 
projecting roll and overhang worn by Ptahhotep and other Egyptian officials should be 
classified as a “Persian costume.” Nevertheless, many scholars still consider such a costume 
as characteristic of the Persian period and believe the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty to be its 
terminus post quem, especially when sculpture is involved. For years the notion has pre-
vailed that the dress of Ptahhotep and Udjahorresnet is of Persian origin, a view promoted 
in both Egyptological and Near Eastern secondary literature. The presence of this attire in 
Egypt was even cited as evidence for the existence of a “sartorial koine” during the Persian 
period in the Achaemenid Empire.102 The present study has shown that this interpretation 
is unwarranted, and we can only theorize about a more limited phenomenon—“sartorial 
biculturalism” (as defined by Margaret Miller in chapter 4 of this volume)—in the case of 
one object, the stela of Djedherbes, and only when we accept that the owner of the stela 
is presented as both the seated figure in the Persian court robe in the stela’s lower register 
and the embalmed figure in the upper register. This example also shows that the actual 
Persian court dress was worn in Egypt, but only by those who identified themselves as 
Persian, not by Egyptians.

The difficulties in analyzing the attire represented in Late Period art led other scholars 
to explain changes and novelties seen in fashion during the Thirtieth Dynasty by attrib-
uting them to contacts with the Mediterranean world, and especially with the Persians. 
In 2009, for example, Michael Stammers described another garment, the Lower Egyptian 
shawl with deeply serrated edge, as the “Persian dress.”103 This kind of shawl in fact has 
an indigenous development, and its prototype is already observed in New Kingdom visual 
sources. Subsequently, it became very fashionable during the Thirtieth Dynasty,104 being 
attested, for instance, on the lintel of Tjainefer.105 

When an inscription or genealogy does not permit objects to be placed within a his-
torical sequence, their style and changes in iconography may provide a dating criterion. 
However, using dress as an analytical tool can be challenging, so a detailed and nuanced 
study of the development of Egyptian dress based on figurative art, in conjunction with the 
analysis of textile remains, when possible, is necessary to reach positive results. 

The evidence presented here demonstrates that the Late Period high-waisted kilt and 
tunic cannot be called a “Persian costume,” nor were they inspired by Persian dress. The 
significant difference between this ensemble and actual Persian court dress makes the 
argument for supposed foreign influence untenable. Moreover, the first appearance of 

102 Dusinberre 2003, 86.
103 Stammers 2009, 54, 62.
104 The attire, along with other shawls, is studied in detail in Hallmann 2023a, 407–16.
105 Cairo JE 29211; Pirenne 1961, 3:432, pl. 49.
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the high-waisted kilt worn with a tunic during the reign of Amasis situates the outfit 
well within its historical sequence. The existence of the tunic and of the high-waisted kilt 
from the Middle Kingdom onward clearly shows their development and places this kilt 
among indigenous Egyptian garments. Moreover, the demonstrably native development 
of this new Egyptian ensemble, present in visual sources from the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty 
onward, excludes the possibility of attributing any political connotations to the fact of 
wearing the garment. 

ABBREVIATION

TT Theban tomb
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7 Clothing as a Marker of Ethnic Identity: 
The Case of the Libyans*

Robert K. Ritner,† University of Chicago 
with minor contributions by Foy Scalf, University of Chicago

Of the many foreigners depicted in Egyptian art, it is the people of the west of Egypt who 
are most readily identifiable not merely by skin tone but also by distinctive clothing, accou-
trements, and hairstyle. Collectively named “Libyans,” from the regional tribal name “Ribu/
Libu,” the westerners are known to belong to numerous historical tribal groups (Tehenu, 
Tjemehu, Meshwesh, Libu, Mahasun, Qeheq, Shamin, Pyt, etc.), but Egyptian representa-
tions characterize them in two stereotypical styles from the Predynastic to the Late Period.1 
Shown either largely naked in a phallus sheath—for both males and females—and a bando-
lier crossing the chest or clothed in a long, open cloak, Libyans are further distinguished 
by feathers in the hair, specific tattoos, and either a frontal, jutting hairlock or a single long 
sidelock descending well below the ear. The alternative representations may well reflect 
different tribal practices, as is the case with differing feather arrangements distinguishing 
the later Meshwesh from the Libu. From these distinctive features it is possible to reassign 
misidentified foreigners as Libyans and to expose Egyptian “mummers” pretending to be 
Libyans for ritual performances during times when the pastoralist Libyans could not be 
found. During the Libyan political ascension in the Third Intermediate Period, these di-
agnostic traits betray the ethnic origins of supposedly “Egyptianized” pharaohs. Rock art 
from western Libya now confirms the genuine basis of the Egyptian representations.

The earliest discussions of possible identifying features of the native inhabitants of the 
western (Libyan) desert concentrated on physiognomy, with Petrie designating a subset of 
racial types found in Egyptian predynastic art as “the aquiline type,” whose characteristics 
were a “high domed head and pointed beard, with a long nose.”2 Petrie specifically included 
two historical images of Libyans within this group,3 declaring that “the physiognomy gives 

1 The reader should consult the basic publications on ancient Libyans: Bates 1914 (1970); W. Hölscher 
1936. After the completion of the present note, a new article appeared with a detailed overview of Libyan 
representational features; see Panaite 2018.
2 Petrie 1901; the “aquiline type” is discussed on pp. 250–52, with the historical Libyans on pl. XVIII, 
figs. 7 and 8.
3 Petrie 1901, figs. 7 and 8.

*Robert K. Ritner finished this article prior to his death on July 25, 2021. All ideas and content herein 
remain his. Foy Scalf was responsible for final editorial revisions and copyediting, as well as image spec-
ifications and permissions. 
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a decisive proof of connection between 
prehistoric Egypt and ancient Libya.”4 The 
weakness of Petrie’s early typology be-
comes apparent when it is contrasted with 
the so-called “pointed-nose type” that in-
cludes, as illustration, a figure from a pre-
dynastic ivory plaque that is now typically 
understood to be Libyan—on the basis not 
of his nose, but of his clothing and hair-
style. As recognized even by Petrie, this 
“well-marked type” includes “the hair tied 
up in a thick pigtail from the crown of the 
head,” and the example in question wears 
a “peculiar,” “long spotted robe from the 
neck to the calf of the leg” (fig. 7.1).5 Un-
noted by Petrie, his two “aquiline” Liby-
ans also have the long “pigtail” sidelock, 
and the original, uncropped figures wear 
cloaks as well. The distinctive robe rep-
resents one of two standardized options 
for Libyans in Egyptian art and will be dis-
cussed further below, but it is the sidelock 
or pigtail on adult male figures that is the 
most consistent identifying feature. 

Labeled representations of Libyans occur as early as the reign of Narmer, with a scene 
of smiting “Libya” (Ṯḥnw) on an ivory cylinder from the main deposit of Hierakonpolis, 
now in the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford. The seated, bound prisoners each have a short, 
pointed beard, but there are no internal details in the silhouettes to indicate a hairlock.6 
The account of a Libyan campaign in the Annals of Senefru (Fourth Dynasty) is no more 
helpful, as it uses simplified determinatives for the Libyan captives.7 The male holds a 
throwstick and has a pointed beard, indistinguishable from the determinative used for 
Asiatics (Gardiner sign list A49): .

It is in the reign of Sahure in the Fifth Dynasty at the king’s pyramid complex at Abu-
sir that the first fully detailed Libyans are labeled as such, and by virtue of the subsequent 
standardization of Sahure’s “Libyan family” scene and associated reliefs, these depictions 
become “pattern-book” images of a “Libyan victory” scene reused from the Old to the 
Middle Kingdom and revived for propagandistic reasons in the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty by 
Taharqa at Kawa.8

4 Petrie 1901, 252.
5 Petrie 1901, 253; fig. 13 appears on pl. XIX.
6 Quibell 1900, pl. XV, no. 7; reconstruction in Dochniak 1991, with fig. 1.
7 Cairo JE 44860; see Urk . I, 237.
8 For the series, see Stockfisch 1996. For discussion of the Old Kingdom representations, see also Hope 
2007, esp. 400–403. New evidence for the Middle Kingdom will be published by the author in a forthcoming 

Figure 7.1. Petrie’s “pointed-nose type” 
(Petrie 1901, pl. XIX, no. 13).
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I repeat my synopsis from an earlier volume in this series:9

In multiple reliefs, King Sahure’s victory over the Libyans is celebrated, with the king 
as a sphinx trampling the fallen Libyan ruler. Throughout the scenes, Libyans display 
one of the two basic representational styles for these western peoples, with (for both 
adult sexes) phallus sheaths below the waist and long, pendant necklaces below crossed 
bandoliers on the chest. Tufts of hair at the brow approximate the uraeus serpent worn 
on the brow of Egyptian kings, and—again recalling royal Egyptian  iconography—
males wear bull tails suspended from the back of their belts. To the right of the primary 
scene, Libyan notables implore peace, captured herds and flocks are numbered in the 
hundreds of thousands, and at the bottom, the remainder of the Libyan “royal family” 
observes their defeat, followed by the deities of the West and Libya. Names accompany 
the family, labeling the queen as Khuites and her two sons as Wesa and Weni. This 
“royal family” scene (c. 2506–2492 bc) reappears with only minor variation in the later 
pyramid complex of King Niuserre of the Fifth Dynasty (c. 2474–2444 bc), the pyramid 
temples of Pepi I (c. 2354–2310 bc) and Pepi II (c. 2300–2206 bc) of the Sixth Dynasty, 
and yet again, some 1,600 years after their first attestation, in the Kawa temple built by 
the Twenty-fifth Dynasty Nubian Pharaoh Taharqa (690–664 bc).

Scene fragments from the temple of Unas (c. 2404–2374 bce) do not preserve the Libyan 
family but contain a version of the central image with the defeated chief grasped by his 
hair by the king, who holds a long staff in the same hand, a pattern followed by the reliefs 
of Pepi I and II.10

In the Sahure family scene (fig. 7.2), the central image of the Libyan chief is damaged; 
the elbow of his raised arm is visible at the left, below his fragmentary title “Chief of Lib-
ya” (ḥA .ty-ʿ Ṯḥnw). The Niuserre parallel (fig. 7.3) completes the scene. In enlarged scale, 
the ruler kneels and turns away from the Egyptian king with his arm raised in surrender. 
His hair is long, with a sidelock reaching his crossed bandoliers and beaded pendant neck-
lace. At his waist he wears a girdle with a phallus sheath in front and a stylized bull’s tail 
behind. A modern Egyptian postcard renders part of the victory scene in modern style 
(fig. 7.4), mingling the cloak and phallus-sheath styles and adding hair feathers and tattoos 
that are first securely attested in the Middle and New Kingdoms, respectively.

On the basis of the securely labeled central scene from the Sahure, Niuserre, and 
Taharqa reliefs, it is possible to extend both the scene and the style of Libyan depiction 
back to the reign of King Scorpion of the Protodynastic period. As noted by W. S. Smith, 
the reconstructed mace-head of Scorpion from Hierakonpolis has a pigtailed kneeling chief 
facing away from the king (to the right) with his arm upraised in surrender. The posture 
and long hairlock anticipate the later scenes, a slight trace of a bandolier is evident on the 
chief’s chest, and a Libyan identification for the chief seems certain.11 

It is Smith who also suggested the Libyan link with Petrie’s pointed-nose type from 
an ivory plaque now in Boston, distinguished by both the cloak and an extended hairlock. 

article. For the Kawa scene and its significance, see Ritner 2008, with bibliography.
9 Ritner 2009a, 44–45.
10 For the Unas examples, see Labrousse, Lauer, and Leclant 1977, 89–92, pl. 32 (documents 39–41, esp. 
fig. 65; document 39 for the smiting king with staff).
11 Smith 1967, 76, fig. 8.
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Figure 7.2. Sahure Libyan family scene (Borchardt 1913, pl. 1).
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The same cloak is found on the Bat-
tlefield Palette, where a broken fig-
ure leads a bound representative 
of Lower Egypt toward the (Upper 
Egyptian) king, symbolized as a 
 lion.12 Smith reasonably restored the 
upper portion of this “Libyan” on the 
basis of the ivory plaque so that he 
has a pigtail. If correctly identified, 
the cloak and hair typology, like 
the alternative Libyan family scene 
typology, would extend from archa-
ic representations into late histori-
cal periods. C. A. Hope’s expressed 
skepticism of the relevance of the 
Battlefield Palette representation 
is perhaps misplaced.13 The paucity 
of Libyan images between the Old 
and Middle Kingdoms is, as I have 

12 Smith 1967, 75–77, figs. 7 and 9.
13 Hope 2007, 410 n. 1, though his general distrust of A. Nibbi’s mingled data in the note is justified.

Figure 7.4. Modern, uncredited postcard from the series 
“Ancient Egypt” (after a painting by Pierre Probst).

Figure 7.3. Niuserre Libyan chief 
(Borchardt 1907, 48, fig. 31).
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explained elsewhere, due to the infrequency of contact between Egypt and nomadic Liby-
an tribes, necessitating reused pattern-book images with unchanged clothing and names, 
as further evidenced by the lack of content in the Libyan section of the Execration Texts 
and the substitution of disguised Egyptians for unavailable Libyans in rituals.14 When the 
long cloak reappears in the Middle and New Kingdoms, it is regularly associated with 
Libyans.

After a long hiatus during the First Intermediate Period, the Middle Kingdom provides 
representations of both styles, adding the hair feathers that are a predominant character-
istic of most later Libyan representations.15 Two reliefs from Gebelein early in the reign of 
Montuhotep II depict nearly naked Libyans with simple kilts or phallus covers (fig. 7.5).16 
The defeated Libyan chief Hedj-wash has plucked the feather from his head in surrender, 
evoking the description of a fleeing Libyan ruler on the Nineteenth Dynasty Merneptah 
Victory Stela of year 5 (the so-called Israel Stela): “the vile chief, the Libyan foe, fled in the 
depths of the night alone, no plume on his head, his feet bare.”17 Montuhotep grasps the 
chief’s hair and leans on a long staff behind the chief’s body, a rough approximation of the 
later Old Kingdom posture in the reliefs of Unas, Pepi I, and Pepi II.

Following Montuhotep’s reunification of Egypt, his mortuary temple at Deir el- Bahari 
included previously unrecognized scenes from the standard Libyan victory pattern. 
E. Naville’s 1913 publication of the fragmentary reliefs included several depictions of for-
eigners with distinctive, crossed-chest bandoliers and two with the addition of the unique-
ly Libyan beaded neck pendant (fig. 7.6). One of these carefully carved fragments includes 
a section of the royal staff passing before the Libyan’s body, more faithfully following the 
pattern found under Unas, Pepi I, and Pepi II. Although Naville thought that they were 
“Asiatics,” the standardized Old Kingdom Libyan style is unmistakable. There can be no 
doubt that Montuhotep, having gained access to Memphite sites and pattern books, added 
his own version of the Libyan victory scene to his Deir el-Bahari monument.18

In the reign of Amenemhat I, the long cloak reappears on a Libyan in the tomb of 
Khnum hotep I (tomb 14) at Beni Hasan.19 The male sports multiple head feathers and has a 
red skin color, while the accompanying woman has a yellow skin tone, thus adding to the 
list of features common to Libyans and Egyptians. Libyans then disappear from the histori-
cal record until the late Eighteenth Dynasty, when dockets of year 34 for the jubilee festival 
of Amenhotep III record deliveries of bull fat from a newly attested Meshwesh tribe.20 In 
the contemporary Theban tomb of Ramose (TT 55), foreign delegates to the Egyptian court 
include Libyans in the style now typical for the New Kingdom: long, patterned cloaks, 
open and tied below the neck, and one or two feathers in the hair, which features a long 

14 Ritner 2009a (and back cover).
15 See the brief discussion in Hope 2007, 410. 
16 Habachi 1963, esp. figs. 16 and 17. The label “Asiatics” applies to the figures before that text. Both 
feather-wearing figures in von Bissing 1914, pl. 33a, are Ṯḥny .w “Libyans.” The waistband of the figure at 
the far left is uniquely tied behind his back. 
17 See Kitchen 1982, 14/10 (Cairo Stela line 6); 2003, 12. 
18 Naville’s printed suggestion was corrected by Hall; see the discussion in Ritner 2009a, 45 with nn. 16 
and 17.
19 Newberry 1893, pls. 45 and 47. 
20 Hayes 1951, figs. 2 and 10, no. 130.
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sidelock descending in front of the ear and terminating below the neck.21 In the reign of 
Akhenaton, the same style of Libyan depiction appears in the tomb of Meryre II at Amar-
na (TA 2) in the great “durbar” scene of Akhenaton’s reception of foreigners’ tribute in 
year 12.22 Kneeling Libyans offer ostrich eggs and feathers to the king (fig. 7.7).

Military scenes on papyrus from the reign of Akhenaton depict attacks on Egyptians 
by Libyan archers wearing the expected long, open cloak and with sidelocks, bare genitals, 
and now leg tattoos.23 Cloaks, sidelocks, and feathers also characterize Libyan delegations 
in the Saqqara tomb of the general and future ruler Horemheb.24

21 Davies 1941, pl. XXXVII (group at far right). 
22 Davies 1905, 41 and pl. 37.
23 Parkinson and Schofield 1993.
24 Martin 1989, pls. 78 and 80.

Figure 7.5. Gebelein reliefs of Montuhotep II (von Bissing 1914, pl. 33a–b, not to scale).
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The pattern thus established is canonized in Egyptian religious iconography. The fifth 
hour of the Book of Gates includes a scene of the four races of mankind as envisioned 
by the Egyptians. Four stereotypical representatives of Egyptians, Asiatics, Nubians, and 
Libyans are shown in a file before the god Horus.25 The Libyans display feathers; open, 
patterned cloaks; phallus sheaths; and tattoos, some of which strongly resemble the stan-
dard for Neith of Sais. This scene in the tomb of Seti I in the Valley of the Kings (KV 17) is 
particularly valuable for the depictions of traditional ethnic costumes in Egyptian art, and 
although it is now damaged, early modern copyists carefully recorded the critical details. 
I. Rosellini’s color images include the entire cohort (fig. 7.8), while J. H. C. Minutoli, who 
had just returned from travel in the Libyan desert, was clearly struck by the Libyans in par-
ticular. He reproduced only a single example for the Egyptians, Asiatics, and Nubians, but 
all four Libyan figures (fig. 7.9). The exceptionally colorful quality of the Libyan images has 
made them subject to art theft (fig. 7.10) and modern popularization (fig. 7.11). Comparable 

25 For the scene and text, see Hornung 1984, 233–35.

Figure 7.6. Figures with Libyan beaded neck pendants from  
Deir el-Bahari (Naville 1913, pl. 13.2–3, not to scale).

Figure 7.7. Libyans offering ostrich feathers and eggs  
at Amarna, tomb of Meryre II (Davies 1905, pl. 37).
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images from the Book of Gates appear in the tomb of Ramses III, but they lack feathers and 
have not drawn the same attention as the Seti version (fig. 7.12).

The standardized New Kingdom depictions, introduced after the abrupt arrival of the 
Meshwesh with concomitant trade and raiding, are in sharp contrast to a scene of supposed 
Libyans carved during the earlier reign of Hatshepsut in her temple at Deir el- Bahari. 
Depicted on the northern wall of the queen’s Hathor shrine, Libyan dancers and musi-
cians participate in a great procession of the goddess. As long recognized, these “Libyans” 

Figure 7.8. Copy by Rosellini of the so-called four races (Rosellini 1832–44, pl. CLVI).

Figure 7.9. Copy by Minutoli of the so-called four races (Minutoli 1827, pl. III).
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Figure 7.10. Damaged condition of the KV 17 (Seti I) Libyan group. 
Photo by Charles Nims in the collection of the author.

Figure 7.11. Modern candlestick 
based on the depiction of Libyans 
in the tomb of Seti I. Photo by the 

author in the collection of the author.
Figure 7.12. Libyans among the “four races” in the 

tomb of Ramses III. Photo by the author, 1981.
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performing “dancing by the Temehu” wear Egyptian kilts and hairstyles and make music 
with Egyptian clappers. The Libyan attributes include the addition of cloaks over some of 
the kilts and feathers to their hair. The dancer at the left has either a phallus sheath or a tail 
hanging below his Egyptian kilt. These figures are simply costumed Egyptian “mummers” 
standing in for absentee Libyans required for a ritual performance (figs. 7.13 and 7.14).26

26 Ritner 2009a, 47.

Figure 7.13. Wall of Deir el-Bahari Hathor shrine N showing 
Egyptians as Libyans (Naville 1901, pl. XC).

Figure 7.14. Wall of Deir el-Bahari Hathor shrine N showing 
Egyptians as Libyans. Photo by the author, 2005.
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Real, but defeated, Libyans appear with increasing frequency in Ramesside military 
depictions, with the customary cloak, sidelock, and (often) feathers in scenes of conflict 
from the reigns of Seti i, Ramses ii, Merneptah, and Ramses iii, among others. Ramses ii 
slays a traditional Libyan with bandoliers and phallus sheath at beit el-Wali (fig. 7.15). The 
defeat of the chief Meshesher by Ramses iii as depicted at Medinet Habu offers represen-
tative examples with sporadic feathers but showing phallus sheaths beneath some Libyan 
cloaks (fig. 7.16).27 A further physical characteristic of Libyans is referenced in the relief 
scenes, where the typical tallying of the enemy dead by piles of severed hands is paralleled 
by counting the severed phalli of the uncircumcised Libyans.

if the Hatshepsut reliefs depict counterfeit Libyans, a drafting error in an elaborate 
military scene of Ramses  ii misplaces Libyans in Syria. on the southeast corner of the 
external outer wall of the Amenhotep iii forecourt at Luxor temple, egyptians sack the Le-
vantine town of Satuna, shown on a hill with an adjacent cedar forest inhabited by a bear, 
which chases a defender up a tree. by error, the town’s defenders are all Libyans—with 
sidelocks, feathers, and phallus sheaths (figs. 7.17 and 7.18).

While o. bates in 1914 assumed this 
scene represented an (unlikely) alliance 
between Libyans and Syrians, more re-
cent commentators have noted it as a 
copying error, later partially corrected. 
W. Wres zinski indicated adjustments to 
the “Libyans” in his Atlas of 1935, leading 
W. S. Smith to conclude, “Here the sculp-
tor seems to have had his mistake pointed 
out to him since he attempted to alter their 
heads by recutting in a coat of plaster.”28 

tiles depicting ethnic prisoners 
adorned Ramesside palaces, and Libyans 
are included in such decoration as well. 
Again, however, there is artistic variety 
among Libyans and conflation between 
them and other groups. british Museum 
tiles from the palace of Ramses iii at tell 
el-Yahudiya show both the seminude 
Libyan with pointed beard, crossed 
chest bands, hairlock, tattoos, and phal-
lus sheath (eA 12337) as well as a figure 
with a similar hairstyle but wearing a 
cloak (eA 12334). The online curator’s 
comment that the former image is “a 

27 epigraphic Survey 1932, pls. 72 (top row), 74 (top and bottom rows). The counting of phalli and hands 
appears on pl. 75.
28 bates 1914 (1970), 151, 259; Wreszinski 1935 (1988), pls. 67–68; Smith 1965, 175–76; Wilson 1935, 75 
n. 3: “ancient sculptor’s error, which was later corrected.”

Figure 7.15. Ramses ii slays a Libyan at 
beit el-Wali. Photo by the author, 1988.
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Figure 7.16. The surrender of the chief Meshesher at  
Medinet Habu (Epigraphic Survey 1932, pl. 72).
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depiction contrasting sharply with the garb of most of the contemporary Meshwesh/Libu 
tribes and chiefs”29 is overstated, as the king’s battle reliefs show both styles, and the cloak 
frequently covers a simple phallus sheath (fig. 7.19).30

Tiles from Medinet Habu also include a cloaked Libyan with the usual hair features 
and tattoos but with an unexpected kilt beneath the cloak (Cairo JE 36457d; fig. 7.20). His 
spotted-cloak pattern is so similar to the kilt design on Nubian figures that some fragments 

29 For British Museum EA 12337, see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA12337; for 
British Museum EA 12334, see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA12334 (both sites 
last accessed August 26, 2019).
30 Epigraphic Survey 1932, pl. 75. Note also the short tail hanging from the rear of Meshesher’s belt.

Figure 7.18. Libyan with phallus sheath caught by a bear at Satuna. Photo by the author, 2001.

Figure 7.17. Libyans at Satuna (Wreszinski 1935 [1988], pl. 67).
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with the pattern from Medinet Habu cannot be securely assigned.31 Libyan fragments in-
clude ISACM E15492 and E15502 (fig.  7.21),32 but ISACM E15499 and E15504 are either 
Libyan or Nubian (fig. 7.22).33 A Nubian chest fragment (ISACM E15494)34 has crossed ban-
doliers rather than the sash expected from the Seti I “four races” scene, though a parallel 
is found on an intact Nubian tile from Medinet Habu in the Museum of Fine Arts Boston 
(03.1570).35 Most striking is the “Hittite in Libyan costume” (Cairo JE 36457f), which com-
bines Hittite face and hair, a Syrian cap, and the Libyan combination of a short skirt and 
a long, open mantle with a skirt pattern known only from Libyans and Nubians (fig. 7.23). 
The editor R. Anthes concluded, “So we may assume an error on the part of the artist.”36 

Before turning to the improvement of Libyan fortunes, their “assimilation” and “Egyp-
tianization” in costume, and their ascendancy in the Third Intermediate Period, it is nec-
essary to state that the traditional images of Libyans are not pure fantasies by Egyptian 
artists but are based on representations left by the Libyans themselves in rock art found 
throughout the Tadrart Acacus cliffs in the southwest of the Fezzan province of modern 

31 Gathered in U. Hölscher 1951, pl. 34; Anthes 1951, 42–44 and pls. 30–34.
32 U. Hölscher 1951, pl. 34p and k.
33 U. Hölscher 1951, pl. 34n and o.
34 U. Hölscher 1951, pl. 34l.
35 https://collections.mfa.org/objects/130483 (accessed August 26, 2019).
36 Anthes 1951, 42.

Figure 7.19. The captured chief Meshesher and leaders  
at Medinet Habu (Epigraphic Survey 1932, pl. 75).
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Libya.37 Corresponding directly to Egyptian textual descriptions and images, the rock art 
substantiates a pastoralist cattle culture (fig. 7.24) whose members show pronounced fron-
tal hairlocks (the pseudo-uraeus of the Sahure reliefs; fig. 7.25), use bows and throwsticks 
as weapons (fig. 7.26), may be seminude with a bull’s tail at the rear of their belts, or may 
instead have open cloaks while wearing either horizontal or vertical feathers (figs. 7.27 and 
7.28).38 The rock art surely illustrates different groups and periods, but it also reveals the 
authentic basis of the Egyptian renderings.

37 See the discussion and illustrations (some repeated here in color) in Ritner 2009a, 48–52. 
38 See Mori 1965, 177, fig. 86 (Uan Amil = fig. 7.24) cattle; 162, fig. 64 (grotto Wadi Kassan) frontal hair-
locks, erect feathers, and cattle; 173, fig. 81 (Hararig) bows, bulls’ tails, and cattle; 174, fig. 83 (Teshuinat) 
frontal hairlock, throwsticks, and open kilts; 200–201, figs. 122 and 123 (Ti-n-Lalan) open cloaks, horizon-
tal feathers, throwsticks, and cattle; 196, fig. 115 (In Eidi) cloaks, vertical feather; 79, fig. 89 (Uan Amil) 
cloaks; 207, fig. 133 (Uan Muhuggiag = fig. 7.28) open cloaks, leg tattoos, and vertical feathers.

Figure 7.20. Libyan tile 
from Medinet Habu 

(Hölscher 1951, pl. 30a).

Figure 7.21. Libyan fragments ISACM E15492 
(D. 29627) and E15502 (D. 29636).

Figure 7.22. Libyan or Nubian skirt fragments ISACM 
E15499 (D. 29633) and E15504 (D. 29639).
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Conflicts between such “invading” pastoralist Libyan tribes and settled Egyptians ac-
celerated from the late Eighteenth into the Twentieth Dynasty, with particularly intense 
“Libyan wars” documented during the reigns of Merneptah and Ramses III. In the latter 
reign, defeated tribesmen, who had traveled with families and herds, were settled within 
Egypt in isolated “reservations” under their clan leaders, ensuring their underlying Lib-
yan character.39 These camps would provide mercenaries for the state during the polit-
ical decline of the following eight Ramesside kings. Individual Libyan families rose in 
rank during this period and adopted aspects of Egyptian culture to varying degrees. Most 
prominent among them were the founders of the bifurcated Twenty-First Dynasty, whose 
ascendency in Tanis and Thebes marks the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period in 

39 See Ritner 2009a, 47–48.

Figure 7.23. “Hittite 
in Libyan costume” 

(Hölscher 1951, pl. 31a).

Figure 7.24. Libyan cattle, Uan Amil.  
Photo by the author, 2006.

Figure 7.25. Dressing frontal hairlock, Uan Amil.  
Photo by the author, 2006.
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Figure 7.26. Seminude figure with erect feather, throwstick, 
and cattle, Uan Amil. Photo by the author, 2006.

Figure 7.27. Figure (on right) with open cloak, Uan Amil. Photo by the author, 2006.
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Egypt, an era of fragmenting political units 
and multiple Libyan dynasties (the Twenty- 
First through Twenty-Fourth).40 

Though once considered thoroughly 
Egyptianized, these Libyan rulers are now 
recognized for their numerous ethnic reten-
tions: Libyan names, lineage titles, kinship 
structures, burial practices, and most visi-
bly, dress—in the form of hair feathers. The 
most powerful of these leaders, Sheshonq I, 
the founder of the Twenty-Second Dynasty, 
was recorded by Theban priests as a Mesh-
wesh chieftain until his fifth regnal year.41 
Even eight kings later, the Memphite high 
priest Pediese, despite his exalted Egyptian 
title and name, preferred his Libyan chief 
title and hair feather to Egyptian rank and 
sacerdotal dress.42 In documents of the peri-
od, one may also determine specific tribal 
affiliation by the orientation of the feather: 
Meshwesh feathers are worn horizontally, 

40 For the period, see Ritner 2009b; Kitchen 1986.
41 See the introduction to Ritner 2009c, 1–8 and 51 (text 4); Kitchen 1986, 288 §242.
42 Ritner 2009c, 394–98.

Figure 7.28. Open cloaks, leg tattoos, and vertical feathers, 
Uan Muhuggiag (after Mori 1965, 207, fig. 133).
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while those of the Libu tribe are erect (figs. 7.29 and 7.30).43 Toward the end of the period, 
a conscious “renaissance” based on Old Kingdom models stigmatized Libyan customs and 
dress as non-Egyptian and served the propagandistic needs of the Kushites, new rivals for 
control of Egypt.44 The Saite (Twenty-Sixth) Dynasty reunited Egypt by suppressing the 
authority and imagery of both Kushites and Libyans, carefully ignoring the dynasty’s own 
Libyan origins and only now attaining genuine “Egyptianization.”45 

Well after Libyan “suppression” in Egypt during the Saite renaissance, tribal groups 
continued to be dominant figures in the western oases. At the end of the Thirtieth Dynasty, 
an Egyptian temple at Umm ʿUbaydah in the Siwa Oasis preserves a final representation of 
one such tribal leader. Although the ruined temple retains the cartouches of Nectanebo II 
and the texts are composed in the contemporary, sophisticated “Ptolemaic” hieroglyphic 
writing system, the surviving donor and beneficiary of Amun’s blessing is not the king but 
the “true lord, great chief of foreign lands, Wenamun son of Nakht-tit, the justified, born of 
Renpet-nefret.”46 Wenamun’s name, like those of his family, is purely Egyptian, but his title 
is not. Most significantly, he wears an erect feather atop his head (fig. 7.31).47

43 For feather orientation, see Ritner 2009c, 77, 388, 395–96, 405, 410, 437, 464, and 466–68. 
44 Ritner 2008; 2009c, 466–68.
45 Ritner 1990.
46 See Fakhry 1944, 111 and pl. 23; 1973, 167–71. 
47 Wenamun wears an Egyptian broad collar and a belt around his waist. No trace of a kilt is evident, 
though it may have been completed in now-missing paint.

Figure 7.29. Kneeling Meshwesh chieftains with horizontal feathers on the Piye Stela  
(Cairo JE 48862; see Ritner 2009c, 468). Photo by the author, 2009.
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Figure 7.30. Donation stela of the Libu chief Niumateped 
with vertical feather (Spiegelberg 1920, pl. 20).

Figure 7.31. The “great chief of foreign lands” Wenamun, wearing a vertical 
feather, kneeling before Amun. Thirtieth Dynasty (Nectanebo II), 

temple of Umm ʿUbaydah. Photo by the author, 2004.
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ABBREVIATIONS

ISACM Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures Museum
TA Amarna tomb
TT Theban tomb
KV Kings’ Valley (Valley of the Kings)
Urk . I Kurt Sethe, Urkunden des Alten Reiches. Urkunden des ägyptischen Altertums 1. Leipzig: Hin-

richs, 1933
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8 Dress in Rome’s Northern Provinces

Ursula Rothe 
Open University

The area that became Rome’s northern provinces (Britannia, Gallia Aquitania, Gallia 
Belgica, Gallia Lugdunensis, Germania Inferior and Superior, Raetia, Noricum, and Panno-
nia Inferior and Superior) was gradually conquered by Rome over the course of the first 
centuries bce and ce. The indigenous population across most of this area had, at the time 
of conquest, been Celtic speaking; was divided into tribal groupings of various sizes; and 
belonged culturally to the sphere of the late La Tène usually associated with the Celts. The 
advent of Roman rule brought a range of dramatic changes to the cultural and political 
makeup of this region, some of which were sudden and others of which were gradual. It 
is one of the tasks of Roman provincial archaeology to understand the extent, nature, and 
causes of these changes and to shed light on how the local populations of these regions 
reacted to Roman rule. Unfortunately, unlike, say, Roman Italy, the northern provinces 
do not constitute a region for which we have very many remaining literary sources that 
might give us explicit written evidence of reactions to Roman rule by local people or the 
way they saw themselves within the Roman imperial structure. So scholars must rely on 
the evidence that is available to explore these questions, such as monuments, settlement 
remains, and archaeological artifacts. 

It is in this context that evidence for dress comes into its own; as is nearly universally 
accepted in studies of human culture, including the essays in this volume, dress has an 
almost unique ability to assert, reflect, and enforce personal and group identities because 
it is public facing, potentially multifaceted, and worn on the person. In Rome’s northern 
provinces, the dress people wore or chose to be depicted in on monuments is the closest 
we can get to a personal statement of how people defined their identities in relation to 
the world around them, and by analyzing it carefully we are able to gain insight into local 
ethnic, status, and gender identities, as well as the ways in which they were or were not 
affected by increasing integration into the Roman Empire. The purpose of this study is to 
present an overview and discussion of a range of results of my research on the dress of the 
northern provinces that reveal details hitherto unknown about the nature and develop-
ment of personal identities within the local population.1 

1 See, e.g., Rothe 2009, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 2014; Rothe, Hamelink, and Delferrière 2023. For other re-
search on dress in the northwestern provinces, see Böhme 1985; Wild 1985; Roche-Bernard 1993; Böhme- 
Schönberger 2003; Rosten 2008; Carroll 2014; Hamelink 2020. For dress in other Roman provinces, see 
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The types of sources we have for dress in this region in the Roman period is specific 
to the circumstances of survival of different types of material. Textiles, for example, do not 
survive, except for the few scraps retrieved from waterlogged deposits such as at Vindolan-
da near Hadrian’s Wall,2 which give us information as to fiber types and weaving styles 
but do not tell us a great deal about the form of the garments to which they once belonged. 
Metal fastenings such as belt buckles or the brooches often used to fasten garments in 
place in northern Europe do survive in the ground in both settlement and grave contexts, 
but again they are not always very helpful in reconstructing the forms of the garments or 
outfits to which they were attached. Moreover, most of the incoming Roman garments and 
garment ensembles did not include metal fastenings of any kind. Iconographic evidence 
is both more plentiful and more informative. In this category we have some, though very 
few, honorific statues depicting local people, as well as images of people in religious scenes 
on votive monuments. Images on such votive monuments often also include personified 
depictions of local deities in local dress styles. 

By far the most valuable type of evidence for dress in the Roman northwest, however, 
are stone grave monuments, which constitute a Roman habit that entered the region via 
the soldiers stationed there and the stonemasons who followed them. They survive in var-
ious states of preservation but are very rarely found where they were originally erected 
next to actual graves, as they were usually used later as building material or as decorations 
for later structures. They include an inscription (giving the name of the deceased and age at 
death, and sometimes details of the person’s occupation, tribal affinities, family members, 
and so on), as well as—not always but very often—a portrait of the deceased (and some-
times the individual’s family members). The monuments were usually set up as a result of 
wishes expressed by the deceased in a will but were also often commissioned by surviving 
family members after the person had died. The image on the monuments usually took the 
form of a relief in either half or full figure, but on the more elaborate monuments whole 
freestanding statues could be included. While the dress depicted may not reflect everyday 
reality, the choice of certain garments for this image of the person, which was intended to 
be a lasting statement of the individual’s existence and the things that person found mean-
ingful, does give us a clear handle on the identity that was intended to be communicated. 
Along with the information contained in the inscriptions, the characteristics of Roman 
grave monuments make them especially valuable sources not just for the types of dress 
worn but also for the disparities in dress behavior between different groups in society. The 
popularity of these new types of grave monuments among the local population is in itself 
a testimony to the status consciousness of the people of this region, as the monuments 
were the perfect way to sum up and display wealth, status, and identity in a lasting way.3

The Roman gravestone habit did not, however, catch on in all parts of the northern 
provinces, and the places in which we have large numbers of them are, by consequence, 
those about which we can say the most in terms of dress. Similarly, in some parts of the 
north they were set up throughout the first three centuries of Roman rule until the dawn of 

Lee 2015; Klaver 2016; Long 2017; Krag 2018; Corcoran 2021; and several chapters in the edited volumes 
Sebesta and Bonfante 1994; Carroll and Wild 2012; Tellenbach, Schulz, and Wieczorek 2013.
2 See, e.g., Wild 2011.
3 For Roman gravestones in the northern provinces in general, see, e.g., von Hesberg and Zanker 1987.
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Christianity, while in other areas they seem to have been popular only for a shorter peri-
od, such as the very beginning of Roman occupation. As a result, the following discussion 
will concentrate on a range of specific scenarios relating to “hotspots,” where it has been 
possible to derive meaningful information because of the quality and quantity of evidence. 
These six scenarios are intended to illustrate the spectrum of different cultural situations 
and reactions to Roman rule.

SCENARIO 1

On the tombstones of the northwestern provinces, as elsewhere in the empire, the most 
common portrait form was that of a married couple (although sometimes children or other 
family members are included as well). On many stones, one finds both the man and the 
woman dressed in local clothing. An example is the gravestone of Blussus and Menimane 
from Mogontiacum-Mainz in modern Germany (in the Roman province of Germania Su-
perior) dating to the Claudian period (41–54 ce) (fig. 8.1). 

Blussus, a local shipman, is depicted in a typical, local Gallic hooded cape and scarf, 
and next to him his wife, Menimane, wears the typical dress of the local tribal area of the 
Treveri, consisting of a long-sleeved bodice and underskirt; a tube-shaped overtunic held 

Figure 8.1. Gravestone of Blussus and Menimane from Mainz, 
Germany, early first century ce. Landesmuseum Mainz.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   261Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   261 4/24/25   3:14 PM4/24/25   3:14 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



262 URSULA ROTHE

with three brooches, two at the shoulders and one at the chest; and a cloak and bonnet, 
along with a great deal of heavy metal jewelry. (Uniquely in this depiction of the dress 
ensemble, one side of the overtunic has slipped off the shoulder; the meaning of this detail 
is unclear.) Between them stands a young man who is probably their son, Primus, but his 
clothes are ambiguous. The inscription tells us that the stone was commissioned by Meni-
mane for both of them when Blussus died. 

Much has been written about this stone, and it is often said that it represents a cer-
tain contradiction.4 On the one hand, these people present themselves as unambiguously 
 indigenous—the dress, the names, the frontal seated position—but on the other hand, they 
decided to set up a thoroughly Roman-style tomb with a Latin inscription, and that at a 
very early date in the Roman history of this area. Was this stone really a manifestation 
of cultural orientation toward Rome? It seems more likely that such monuments were in 
fact not considered cultural features in and of themselves but, rather, a means to an end. 
Local people saw in them the ideal medium to present their identity—whether indigenous 
or otherwise—and to perpetuate their memory. Of course, part of the message of such 
monuments was that the people were wealthy enough to afford such a gravestone in the 
first place. But it is especially the clothing represented on the stone that communicates 
cultural orientation and identity, and in this case the identity is thoroughly indigenous. 
On the other hand, there can hardly be any talk of “resistance” here. Blussus has evidently 
achieved some prosperity transporting goods on the Rhine for the Roman military, and the 
couple have given their son the Roman name “Primus.” 

SCENARIO 2

A more common phenomenon on the gravestones in my research area are grave portraits 
in which the man is depicted in Roman clothes and his wife in local dress. This type of 
representation is especially common in the Roman Danube provinces of Noricum and 
Pannonia.5 An example is a medallion portrait gravestone from Wels in Austria (Roman 
Noricum) dating to the second century ce (fig. 8.2). It is built into the wall of a later build-
ing and has not been preserved with its inscription. The man has a beard and wears the 
toga of the Antonine period, while his wife wears typical dress of this region of Noricum: 
an overtunic held at the shoulders with large brooches; a cloak around the shoulders; a 
bonnet of the Norican style over a local bobbed hairstyle; and copious jewelry around the 
neck, across the chest, and at the wrist. The dress of the woman is entirely indigenous, that 
of the man entirely Roman.

So what does this monument tell us? It may be that the man was actually an immi-
grant from Italy, while his wife was from the local area. But not all such representations 
can be explained in this way, and the fact that the combination described here is the most 
common scenario on the many hundreds of gravestones from the region means that not all 
the men in Roman dress are likely to have been outsiders. We have to assume that many of 

4 See, e.g., Böhme 1985, 425ff.; Wild 1985; Nerzic 1989, 222–24; Raepsaet-Charlier 2001, 364, 385; Böhme- 
Schönberger 2003; Rothe 2009, 28–29, 34–37, 154 no. M12.
5 See Rothe 2012a.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   262Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   262 4/24/25   3:14 PM4/24/25   3:14 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



DRESS IN ROME’S NORTHERN PROVINCES 263

the men who are portrayed in this way also came from the area, thus begging the question 
why they are portrayed in Roman dress while their wives wear the local dress style.

The toga is a bit of a special case in the world of clothing because it can express both a 
cultural and a legal identity: only Roman citizens were allowed to wear it. In the provinc-
es, where not everyone had Roman citizenship until the late Roman period, this garment 
may have expressed a cultural preference for Rome but could also have simply expressed 
the achievement of this privileged legal status, similar to a wearable identity card. The one 
possibility does not exclude the other, and Roman culture is particularly interesting in that 
Romanness was defined first and foremost as a legal identity.6

The woman’s dress is particularly interesting. In the Middle Danube region we find 
very elaborate women’s dress styles, which were worn virtually unchanged over the Ro-
man period. The garments themselves have an amazing continuity and show clear regional 
differences, especially in the type of hat, which almost certainly reflect pre-Roman tribal 
identities. The bonnet worn in the example shown, for instance, is only ever found in the 
area that made up the pre-Roman kingdom of Noricum, even many centuries after the 
imposition of very different Roman provincial borders.7 

What stands out in this region is that these tribal dress styles are worn only by women, 
not by men. When men in this area wear local clothing, they are very simple garments with-
out regional variety. As so often in human history, it seems to be the case that women were 

6 See, e.g., Gardner 1993; Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 41; Ando 2016; Rothe 2020, 81–82, 88–91, 123–32. 
7 Rothe 2012a.

Figure 8.2. Medallion portrait from a grave monument in Wels, 
Austria, second century ce. Photo by Ursula Rothe.
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tasked with continuing ethnic traditions and affiliations, at least in their clothing. Sociolo-
gists and ethnologists have coined the term “guardians of ethnicity” for this phenomenon, 
and it has been noted in many parts of the world in different eras.8 All these examples have 
in common that the difference in clothing between men and women is based on the fact that 
the women’s main realm of activity was private and it was their responsibility to provide for 
this cultural continuity, while the men, who tended to operate in the public sphere and had 
more interaction with the imperial system or its representatives, were the ones to adopt the 
clothes of the dominant external culture. The evidence for clothing suggests that this may 
also have been the case in the Middle Danube region in the Roman period. 

SCENARIO 3

The reverse of scenario 2, in which the woman wears Roman clothing and the man wears 
native clothing, was also not unknown in the northern provinces. Although it was ex-
tremely rare, it is particularly prevalent in the area around Trier (Germany) and Arlon 
(Belgium) in northern Gaul, where about a third of all burial portraits show this com-
bination.9 On a mid- to late second-century gravestone from Trier, for example, a man 
wears a Gallic hooded cape—just like Blussus the boatman from Mainz in scenario 1—and 
underneath it a long-sleeved Gallic tunic (fig. 8.3). The woman, on the other hand, wears 

8 See, e.g., Nadig 1986 for Mexico; James 1996 for South Africa; Tarlo 1996 for India.
9 Rothe 2013.

Figure 8.3. Relief panel from a grave monument in Trier, mid- to late second 
century ce, Musée archéologique d’Arlon. Photo: Bridgeman.
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a short-sleeved Roman tunic girded in the Roman style under the bust and a rectangular 
Roman cloak called a pallium that, also in the Roman style, is pulled over the head.10

The question presents itself why such women bucked the overall trend in the Ro-
man north and donned Roman dress, even while their husbands wore local garments. The 
combination of women in Roman dress and men in local dress extends across all sizes of 
gravestones in the Treveran area, so it was not limited to a specific socioeconomic group. 
Gaul was a region in which there was very little immigration from outside after the in-
coming army units during the initial conquest period. It seems to be the case that the men 
of this area did not need to show themselves as Roman citizens as often, or were disin-
clined to adopt Roman styles, while a significant number of women developed a preference 
for Roman clothing styles. Unlike the toga, Roman women’s dress had no public or legal 
significance. As such, the Roman dress in 
the scenario described here would appear 
to have been a manifestation of fashion. 
Headgear for women was a mainstay of 
local dress styles, unlike Roman women’s 
dress, so the absence of headgear on the 
Roman-clad women in and around Trier 
may also reflect a desire to be able to fol-
low Roman women’s hairstyles. 

SCENARIO 4

We have now seen that men and wom-
en could wear clothing from the differ-
ent spheres of cultural life in the Roman 
 provinces—fully Roman dress and fully 
local dress—and doing so was one way 
a family could maintain a foothold in 
both cultures. But combining the two on 
one and the same person was also possi-
ble, and a way in which one could show 
oneself as both Roman and native was to 
wear Roman and local clothing elements 
together.11 There are many variants of this 
phenomenon, and it was especially wom-
en who engaged in this practice, such 
as by wearing the Roman-style pallium 
cloak with an otherwise local ensemble 
or wearing the local bonnet with other-
wise Roman dress. Figure 8.4 shows a por-
trait from Au am Leithaberge in Austria 

10 Rothe 2009, 124 no. T26.1 and pl. I.
11 Rothe 2009, 75–77.

Figure 8.4. Grave stela for Umma from Au am 
Leithaberge, Austria, late first or early second 
century ce, Keltenmuseum Hallein. Photo by 

Wolfgang Sauber. Wikimedia Commons.
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(Roman province of Pannonia Superior) dating to the late first or early second century ce. 
The woman depicted, named Umma, wears the local overtunic with large brooches at the 
shoulders and the typical boat-shaped fur hat style of the region around Lake Neusiedler, 
but she has her cloak draped in a Roman manner and clutches at one side of it, as in typical 
Roman statues of women of this era—the so-called “Herculaneum woman” style.12 

But it was not just women who wore such combinations. The main portrait on the 
so-called Igel Pillar, a large grave column still in situ in Igel near Trier in Germany, shows 
three men, the one on the left in military uniform and the two on the right in the toga 
(fig. 8.5). The latter two men wear long-sleeved Gallic tunics under their togas instead of 
the short-sleeved Roman tunic. While the inscription gives us only the names of the family 
members, it is clear from the many everyday-life scenes included as separate panels over 
the whole monument that the family owned a great deal of land (scenes of tenant farmers 
bringing rent) and was also involved in the local textile trade (scenes of woolen cloth being 
tested, bundled up, and transported). From the names and the late date of the stone (early 
second century ce), as well as the dress worn, it seems likely that the family was from the 
local area.13 The identity that these and the previous portraits show is one consisting of 
different parts, local and Roman—a kind of hybrid identity in which the imperial and local 
elements do not conflict with one other but seemingly are harmoniously juxtaposed.

12 See, e.g., Knoll, Vorster, and Woelk 2007.
13 For the Igel Pillar in general, see Zahn 1982; Mehl 1997; France, Kuhnen, and Richard 2001.

Figure 8.5. Main portrait, Igel Pillar, in situ in Igel, Germany, early second 
century ce. Photo by Carole Reddato. Wikimedia Commons.
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SCENARIO 5

Another way to live out such a hybrid 
identity was by wearing different types 
of clothing in different areas of life. This 
practice can be shown particularly well 
in the northern Gallic stones, because 
they often represent everyday scenes 
on their sides. The Igel Pillar is, again, 
a good example: we have already seen 
that the men on the front wear either 
military clothing or the Gallic tunic 
with the toga. But in the many everyday 
scenes on the monument, the men of 
the family wear only local Gallic dress: 
sleeved, ungirded tunics and hooded 
Gallic capes.14 And in fact, there are 
no everyday scenes in the northwest 
in which people wear Roman clothing; 
that it is always local dress (see fig. 8.6 
for an example) suggests that Roman 
dress was reserved for special occa-
sions or spheres of life and that local 
dress was the everyday norm,15 even in 
wealthy families that played a central 
role in local and interregional commer-
cial life.

SCENARIO 6

The final observable phenomenon relating to dress choice in the Roman northwest is argu-
ably also the most interesting and instructive of how dress reflects developments in cultural 
identity over time. In the first century ce, the few stones we have from this early era show 
women wearing local, almost certainly tribe-based dress styles like that worn by Meni-
mane in figure 8.1. At the end of the century, however, in Gaul and the Rhineland, a new 
dress style developed in women’s clothing that did not represent a direct continuity with 
the original local clothing, but neither was it Roman. It consisted of a plain, long-sleeved, 
foot-length tunic worn without a belt (apparently based on the male Gallic tunic, which 
was identical but worn calf-length); a rectangular cloak; and a plain, beret-like bonnet 
(fig. 8.7). Unlike the pre- Roman Iron Age women’s dress represented by Menimane’s en-
semble, the new dress style did not involve any brooches to fasten it—or indeed any metal 
accessories at all. At the same time that tribal dress such as Menimane’s ensemble started 

14 See Rothe 2009, pl. XII.
15 Rothe 2009, 24–27.

Figure 8.6. Cobbler working in a workshop on 
a gravestone from Gaul, second century ce, 

Musée Saint-Remi, France. Photo by 
G. Garitan. Wikimedia Commons.
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to disappear from the gravestone por-
traits, large, metal brooches in the 
combination worn by Menimane—and 
in fact brooches in general—also start-
ed to disappear from archaeological 
grave contexts as the new women’s 
dress style slowly infiltrated all social 
groups.16 On the gravestones it was 
worn by women in almost all walks 
of life, including wives of wealthy 
merchants and blacksmiths, domestic 
slaves, and wet nurses.17

Importantly, the new dress style 
was now to be found across the en-
tire Roman northwest and became the 
dress of the vast majority of women in 
gravestone portraits across the whole 
of the Three Gauls (Gallia Lugdunensis, 
Gallia Belgica, and Gallia Aquitania). It 
was also found in the German provinc-
es and eventually crossed to Britain as 
well. In other words, it no longer ex-
pressed local tribal identities, as the 
Menimane ensemble and others like it 
did. Instead, it represented a new, wid-
er Gallic identity that set itself apart 
not just from the earlier tribal affilia-
tions but also from the imperial power 
in Rome.18

The female Gallic ensemble is 
generally local in character. Although 
both it and the male Gallic tunic could 
sometimes be decorated in a Roman 
style with two vertical stripes (clavi),19 
unlike Roman tunics the Gallic tunic 
had long sleeves that reached to the 
wrist and were often very narrow. 
Long sleeves were considered barbar-

ian by the Romans and entered mainstream Roman fashion only in Late Antiquity. Perhaps 
most importantly, the tunic was worn ungirded, which would have been unthinkable for 

16 Leifeld 2007; see also Rosten 2008 for this development in Britain.
17 See, e.g., Rothe 2009, pls. II T28, IV T30, XI T60, XII T62, XIX T128, XXXVII U32.
18 Rothe 2012b.
19 See Rothe, Hamelink, and Delferrière 2023.

Figure 8.7. Grave stela for a couple from 
Oberhaslach, France, early third century ce, 
Musées de la ville de Strasbourg. Photo by 
Musées Strasbourg. Wikimedia Commons.
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the ladies in the imperial capital. Furthermore, a head covering such as this bonnet is whol-
ly uncharacteristic of Roman women’s dress and would have made it impossible to follow 
the elaborate hairstyles fashionable in Rome. The rectangular cloak, although similar in 
form to the Roman pallium, was draped in a variety of symmetrical, un-Roman ways. 

The male tunic and hooded cape were a continuation of Iron Age male clothing. Men 
appear in this clothing in portraits from the earliest to the latest stelae and portrait sarcoph-
agi. In contrast, the female Gallic ensemble appears only at the end of the first century ce. 
So even though the male tunic was the model for the new female tunic, its adoption by 
women and the abandonment of local tribal dress still require an explanation, especially as 
such tribal dress styles continued in use throughout the Roman period in some provinces of 
the Roman Empire, such as Pannonia Superior, Pannonia Inferior, and Noricum (see scenar-
io 2 and figs. 8.2 and 8.3 above). What the female dress of Gaul seems to indicate is that in 
the pre- and early Roman periods, people possessed a tribal identity that was expressed in 
the dress of the women. Perhaps in a version of what Jan Slofstra20 and others have labeled 
“detribalization,” this identity gradually dissolved during the course of the late first century 
into a more general “Gallic” identity that, like the later breakaway Gallic Empire of the 
mid-third century, included the Rhineland and Britain. In other words, Roman rule appears 
to have engendered a new, broader, regional identity in the Roman northwest rather than 
a Roman identity per se. 

The number and size of the portrait gravestones in Gaul and the German provinces 
increased in the early second century ce, at the same time that the female Gallic ensemble 
appeared. This development is no coincidence: both phenomena are products of profound 
social change in the Roman northwest at this time. The fact that it happened during the 
course of the later first century ce suggests that it was triggered by the circumstances of 
Roman rule. Several researchers have drawn attention to the rapid growth of an urban 
“middle class” in Gaul in the late first century and have developed theories about it.21 

We can get closer to understanding the process by looking at the Treveri in more de-
tail. Although the Treveri were conquered by Caesar, they rebelled repeatedly until they 
were finally defeated at the end of the Batavian Revolt, in which they were a key player, in 
70 ce. From that time until the general imperial troubles of the mid-third century, no Ro-
man troops were stationed in the civitas Treverorum; the area was now peaceful and began 
to prosper. To what extent this sea change was caused by an expulsion or impoverishment 
of powerful anti-Roman Treveran families in the wake of the Batavian Revolt is a matter of 
some debate. What is clear is that from the Flavian period (69–96 ce) onward, Gallic cities 
such as Trier developed large-scale public buildings, and the Gauls, especially the Trev-
eri, became involved in large-scale trade, especially of wine and cloth. A study of Gallic 
epigraphy by Lothar Wierschowski22 has shown that in the period from the late first to the 
mid-third century, the Gauls, and the Treverans in particular,23 displayed a high degree of 
short-term mobility in the form of business trips to other cities. Most importantly, this mo-
bility was confined almost entirely to the northwestern provinces, and the Gallic provinces 

20 Slofstra 1983.
21 See Heinen 1985; Kneissl 1988; Freigang 1997; Woolf 1998; Drinkwater 1977–78, 2001.
22 Wierschowski 1995.
23 See Krier 1981 for an entire volume dedicated to Treverans abroad.
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in particular. For the inhabitants of Gaul, by far the greater part of their contact with other 
cultural groups was not with Italians but with other Gauls. As a result, Wierschowski has 
called the German and Gallic provinces a “regionaler Verbund.”24 Against this background, 
it is no longer surprising that in the late first century ce, symbols of small-scale, local 
identities such as Menimane’s ensemble became obsolete. The geographic horizon had 
been widened.

The formation of new, larger ethnic identities from smaller units—such as tribes—is, 
in history, a frequent reaction by humans to an imperial power. Of course, the reasons for 
it differ from case to case. Particularly helpful in this context is the history of women’s 
clothing in British India. The sari, for example, although regarded as typically Indian, is in 
its present form a comparatively modern garb. It developed at the end of the eighteenth 
century in northern India from a shorter scarf, which was originally worn with a blouse 
and skirt by some Hindu women.25 The Westernization of the educational system and econ-
omy in India, which began under British rule, produced the formation of an urban Indi-
an middle class. Emma Tarlo’s study of clothing in northwestern India, and especially in 
Gujarat, shows how this development created the need for appropriate clothing for urban 
women, those who did not live in a particular rural area with local clothing. As pan-Indian 
clothing, the sari stands in stark contrast to the various local clothing ensembles described 
in anthropological studies, which in Tarlo’s study of Gujurat consisted of heavy, richly 
decorated skirts, intricate robes, and a great deal of jewelry. These characteristics also 
make the village attire very conspicuous, and the symbolism of the various components 
means that it is relatively static in shape and appearance. The sari, on the other hand, can 
be styled variously to suit the mood of fashion. It can be made from any type of fabric, so 
that its wearers can follow Western fashion in fabrics and patterns while maintaining an 
Indian style. 

The most informative aspect of the sari, however, is what it says about the cultural 
orientation of its wearers. Many examples from Tarlo’s study show that wearing a sari was 
associated with modernity and progress. For women in rural areas and lower castes, it was 
also associated with social advancement. Tarlo met many young women in villages who 
expressed a desire to change their local dress for the sari because it symbolized a larger 
world outside the narrow village. There are, of course, a number of significant differences 
between Roman Gaul and modern India. But it is nevertheless significant that in both cases 
the clothing chosen to symbolize this new cultural orientation was not the clothing of the 
imperial power which was the actual source of these changes; rather, indigenous clothing 
was chosen. 

Perhaps the Treverans and others in the Roman northwest sought at the end of the 
first century ce a common denominator like the sari, and Gallic dress was the result. The 
local clothing ensemble with its brooches and other bulky jewelry, still proudly worn by 
Menimane in the Claudian era, had perhaps also become increasingly inappropriate in a 
changing world in which communication and trade relations had widened the geograph-
ic horizon. 

24 Wierschowski 1995, 233.
25 Tarlo 1996; Banerjee and Miller 2003.
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In this light, if we look back at Pannonia we see the contrast: there, tribal dress styles 
and tribal names remained important in local society until well into the third century ce. 
So we need to look at the social and cultural circumstances that pertained to try to under-
stand why. One interesting contrast is the amount of disruption each region experienced 
in the wake of Roman rule. In most of Gaul, after the initial conquest, there were no 
troops stationed in the region, and we do not have much evidence for immigration from 
elsewhere in the empire. In Pannonia, on the other hand, we have quite an extraordinary 
number of Roman army camps: four legions were stationed along just this short stretch of 
the Danube, and there were dozens and dozens of smaller auxiliary camps.

Pannonia also saw an unusually large influx of civilians from other parts of the em-
pire, especially Syria and the eastern provinces. Mostly these people were merchants set-
ting up in the various Pannonian cities, such as the wealthy Syrian man who built the 
amphitheater in the civilian town in Carnuntum. Entire books have been dedicated to this 
interesting community in Pannonia,26 but we do not quite yet understand why so many 
people came to this area. What we can perhaps postulate is that it was precisely this kind 
of disruption and movement of large numbers of people in and out that might have con-
tributed to what Ioana Oltean has called “identity stress,”27 a tenacious insistence on local 
traditions in the face of a perceived cultural threat.

CONCLUSION

This broad survey of dress behavior patterns in Rome’s northern provinces in the first three 
centuries ce has intended to show the wide variety of ways local people reacted in cultural 
terms to integration into the Roman Empire. Especially in the earliest phase of Roman 
rule, we often see the continuation of pre-Roman local dress styles on Roman gravestone 
portraits: the more generic indigenous dress of the men combined with the more specific 
and elaborate, tribe-based dress styles of the women (scenario 1). As time progressed, these 
tribe-based dress styles disappeared across the Roman northwest (scenario 6), while they 
continued—perhaps because of something amounting to “identity stress”—until the late 
Roman period in the Danube provinces (scenario 2). Of course, there was appropriation 
of new cultural property from Rome and interweaving with indigenous cultural elements, 
but those developments could take various forms—at the level of the individual in the 
mixing of different garments, for example (scenario 4), or in wearing different clothes for 
different occasions and areas of life (scenario 5). But we also have to assume that provincial 
Roman families probably often acted as closed systems, as in some cultures today, and that, 
for example, the different dress behavior of the men and women of a family was a way 
that family could express interconnectedness and their belonging to two cultural systems. 
Especially in the Danube provinces, this expression took the form of women continuing 
local dress styles, while their husbands often adopted Roman dress (scenario 2). In north-
ern Gaul, however, the reverse was the case, and it was often the women who took on 
Roman dress elements, while their husbands continued to wear the Gallic dress they had 
always worn (scenario 3).

26 E.g., Kádár 1962; Balla 1963, 1976, 1980; Fitz 1972; Solin 1983.
27 Oltean 2009, 92–93.
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The dress of the northern Roman provinces also serves to show that it is important 
to develop different interpretive approaches to different cultural elements in any given 
society. The adoption of the Roman tombstone by local provincial people had, for example, 
a very different meaning than the adoption of Roman dress styles. The tombstone can be 
seen as a medium that was adopted for its ability to embody and express the identities 
and aspirations of individual people and families, while dress was a more direct indicator 
of cultural affiliation. But even the adoption of Roman dress styles could mean different 
things. While the wearing of Roman clothing by women may have been a result of cultural 
influence amounting to fashion, wearing a toga could have completely different personal 
reasons, including the display of privileged legal status in the form of Roman citizenship.

The example of Gallic women’s clothing (scenario 6) shows us that imperial powers 
not only carry tangible, new cultural assets into conquered territories but also cause social 
changes that may lead to new ideological or geographic perspectives and thus to the de-
velopment of new values   and even new cultural identities.28

Finally, even the briefest glance at the funerary art of the northern provinces makes it 
clear that dress played a central role in expressing cultural identity. In a part of the empire 
such as this one for which we have very little in the way of written evidence, it is only 
through close observation of dress styles and changes in dress behavior over time that we 
gain any insight at all into the finer nuances of cultural change resulting from Roman rule 
in these kinds of local populations.

28 See Rothe 2014.
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9 Divinely Royal: Garments of Kings and Priests 
in Ancient Greece, with Comparisons from the 
Ancient Near East and the Levant*

Marie-Louise Nosch 
University of Copenhagen

Mit dem Kleidern wird das Amt gemacht.
—Helmut Utzschneider1

Textiles and clothing are made of light and flexible materials. They provide a physical 
basis for advanced textile techniques, decorations, and jewelry, which can carry multiple 
and complex meanings. In antiquity, color, dyes, and patterns were distinctive signs of 
social hierarchy and sent out a powerful visual message of belonging or exclusion. Hence, 
clothing types, sizes, decorations, and techniques communicate in a language of their own. 
In a partially illiterate society, textiles and clothes become efficient political tools for ex-
pressing and visualizing power and legitimate authority. 

Despite the impressive body of research on ancient Greek monarchies, the topic of 
royal clothing has seemingly not yet been considered in detail, with a few recent ex-
ceptions. One is historian Beate Wagner-Hasel’s studies of royal power and textiles in 
Homeric Greece and the Archaeologia Homerica volume Die Denkmäler und das früh-
griechische Epos: Erkennungs-, Rang- und Würdezeichen.2 Another is my survey of evi-
dence for textiles, garments, and wardrobes of kings in Mycenaean, Archaic, Classical, 
and Hellenistic Greece.3 We can also point to Rudolph Strootman’s outstanding study of 
Hellenistic court life, which has extensive discussions of clothing at court, royal attire, and 
the multiple functions of dress in a political hierarchy.4 In his chapter on court society, he 

1 Utzschneider 1988, 175. 
2 Wagner-Hasel 2000, 2007, 2015; Buchholz 2012.
3 Nosch 2021, 2022.
4 Strootman 2007.

*I wish to thank the organizer, Aleksandra Hallmann, and the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures 
for the kind invitation to participate in such an inspiring seminar. This study has greatly benefited from 
discussions and exchanges in the intervening years with my knowledgeable colleagues Arjen Bakker, Cecilie 
Brøns, Kenny Clewett, Peder Flemestad, Judith Fletcher, Salvatore Gaspa, Cécile Michel, Cherine Munkholt, 
Mikkel Nørtoft, Louise Quillien, Linda Rocci, Pauline Schmitt-Pantell, Beate Wagner-Hasel, and Elsa Yvanez. 
Any mistakes are mine, however. I am also grateful for the support from my home institution, the University 
of Copenhagen, and extend my gratitude to the Humboldt Foundation for the Anneliese Maier Research 
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includes  substantial discussions of clothing and dress codes.5 Strootman emphasizes how 
clothing was instrumental to Hellenistic court life and a political means of tying loyal 
philoi to the king.6 

Some generations back, the robes of kings, queens, and other dignitaries were studied 
intensively in scholarly works on ancient costumes.7 However, most modern studies of 
Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic kingships deal with their political, legal, and military 
aspects, as well as their historical and dynastic narratives, but the bodies of the kings, 
how they were clothed, and how they used dress to express legitimacy and authority are 
strangely invisible.8 

Clothing and textiles represent a key to understanding aspects of ancient monarchies. 
Clothing and textiles play an important role at the royal court, and they function as a sign 
of royal benevolence. Textiles materialize the royal investiture and the endorsement of 
heritage when the monarch is attired in the legitimate dynastic wardrobe. 

Indeed, royalty and religious duties appear to be inexorably linked, and religious re-
sponsibilities are integral to most ancient kingships, including that of ancient Greece. Thus 
religious attributes in kingship need to be analyzed in both a ritual and a political context.9

In this study, I explore this specific aspect of regal attires—that is, how they relate 
to priestly garments. Are the combined royal and priestly functions merged in one and 
the same person through a single dress, or are the two functions expressed in two dis-
tinct “uniforms”? Is the unification of the royal function of power and legitimacy with 
the priestly, thaumaturgic, and spiritual function of kings achieved through merging the 
two aspects into a single royal and religious garment?10 In other words, did the garments 
of kings and priests illustrate their separate or unified functions? The historian’s typical 
question of origin and chronology is also pertinent here: Did kings wear purple mantles 
and white chitons first and were later imitated by priests? Or did the converse occur? How 
did kings’ clothing influence priests’ clothing and vice versa? Were they perceived as sim-
ilar or different? Regrettably, no ancient source answers these questions fully, but as we 
shall see, a series of ancient sources from different times and places in antiquity provide 
answers to many of them.

The challenge for the historian of antiquity is to understand how these royal and 
priestly duties overlap and complement one another. In antiquity, there is a broad range 
of governance models combining kings and priests. There are examples of theocracy and 
divine kingships, as in Egypt; there is kingship ordained by the gods, or royal rule by 
consent of the gods, or sacral kingship in which a secular ruler ensures good relations 

5 Strootman 2007, 160–66. The materiality of the Hellenistic court life is also explored in his chapters on 
palaces, royal households, royal processions, and ceremonies, as well as in the appendix on regalia—the 
king’s costume, the diadem, the scepter, and the color purple.
6 Strootman 2007, 162: “Clothing was instrumental in constructing the cohesiveness of the philoi group, 
as by clothing in like manner the philoi expressed their loyalty to each other and to the king.”
7 Sayce 1899; Houston 1920; Brunton 1926. 
8 Adcock 1953; Ritter 1965; Carlier 1978, 1983, 2002; Gaudemet 1978; Heinen 1978; Lévy 1978; Drews 
1983; Austin 1986; Barcelò 1993; Launderville 2003; Virgilio 2003; Grawehr et al. 2020.
9 Carlier 1983, 488; Morris 2003, 12–13.
10 On the thaumaturgic properties of kings, see the seminal study by Marc Bloch (1961) . 
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with the divine powers by fulfilling priestly duties. It begs the question how these diverse 
governance models are expressed in clothing.

The approach I have taken is to explore whether the official vestments of rulers are a 
key to understanding their combined sacerdotal and secular duties. One of the highly vis-
ible links between priestly and political dress is the color purple. However, it remains an 
open question whether purple was originally the dress color of a priest who had become a 
king or that of a king when acting as the head of a religious ceremony.

The topic of kings and priests is not new—just about every historical and anthropolog-
ical study takes the traditional approach of person-centered and institution-focused analy-
sis. Already Plato (The Statesman, 290d–e) discussed the combined functions of priests and 
kings in Egypt and Greece:

In Egypt, for example, no king can rule without being a priest, and if he happens to 
have forced his way to the throne from some other class, he must enroll himself in the 
class of priests afterwards; and among the Greeks, too, you would find that in many 
states the performance of the greatest public sacrifices is a duty imposed upon the 
highest officials. Yes, among you Athenians this is very plain, for they say the holiest 
and most national of the ancient sacrifices are performed by the man whom the lot 
has chosen to be the King.

And in Greece, Aristotle (Pol. 3.1285b) observed how the ancient monarchical powers were 
reduced to ritual responsibilities with the emergence of democratic institutions: “but lat-
er on when gradually the kings relinquished some of their powers and had others taken 
from them by the multitudes, in the cities in general only the sacrifices were left to the 
kings, while where anything that deserves the name of royalty survived the kings only had 
the command in military expeditions across the frontiers.”

The anthropologist James Frazer included the chapter “Priestly Kings” in his contro-
versial and influential 1890 monograph The Golden Bough, highlighting what he believed to 
be universal sacred elements of kingship in antiquity and in ethnographic records.11 Such 
global aspects of sacral kingship were discussed at a large conference in Rome in 1955, 
“The Sacral Kingship: Contributions to the Central Theme of the VIIIth International Con-
gress for the History of Religions,” which gathered experts in the history of religions.12 The 
conference surveyed royalty all over the world and its connections to the divine sphere. 
Clothing and the material culture of sacred kingship, however, were rarely or merely su-
perficially discussed. My focus here is to investigate further whether the association of the 
royal and divine is supported, emphasized, highlighted, or symbolized in clothing. To do 
so, I examine the links between royal clothing and priestly clothing to ascertain whether 
the clothing of kings and of priests confirms their association or signals a dissociation 
between their roles.

Beyond the specifics of priestly and kingly dress, this type of analysis aims to broaden 
our general understanding of antiquity. Dress history is closely connected to theories of 
individual and group identity, which also provide a pertinent conceptual framework for 

11 Frazer 1890, 44: “The union of a royal title with priestly duties was common in ancient Italy and 
Greece.”
12 Edsman 1959.
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studying priestly dress. In a recent publication, What Shall I Say of Clothes? Theoretical and 
Methodological Approaches to the Study of Dress in Antiquity, Laura Gawlinski gathered 
the theories underpinning religious dress, especially in ancient Greece.13 She concluded 
that introducing new theories stemming from phenomenology, performative theory, and 
embodiment to the study of dress in a religious context will broaden the scope of investiga-
tion and go “beyond the trappings of ‘difference.’”14 Moreover, it has the potential to make 
us more aware of the individual and bodily experience of wearing clothing.

THE COMBINED POLITICAL, RELIGIOUS, AND MILITARY PREROGATIVES 
OF KINGS IN ANTIQUITY

In Athens, Aristotle (Const . Ath. 57.1) observed how the ancient monarchical responsibil-
ities survived in the archon-king (βασιλεύς) institution, with the duty to oversee various 
rituals:15 “These are the matters superintended by the Archon. But the King superintends, 
first, the mysteries, in co-operation with Superintendents elected by show of hands by the 
People, two from the whole body of the citizens, one from the Eumolpidae and one from 
the Heralds. . . . He also holds all the Torch-race Competitions; also he is the director of 
practically all the ancestral sacrifices.”

In Elis, groups of officials called Basilae (οἱ Βασίλαι) undertake sacrifices, and their 
title may likewise stem from a royal title.16 The existence of sacral kingship in Paphos, 
Cyprus, is confirmed by literary and inscriptional sources.17

Another significant historical case is fifth-century bce Sparta, where royal prerogative 
and duties rested on confirming military command and ensuring priestly functions. The 
main source for the combined sacral and warfare duties of Spartan kings is Herodotus:

These privileges the Spartans have given to their kings: two priesthoods, of Zeus called 
Lacedaemon and of Zeus of Heaven; they wage war against whatever land they wish, 
and no Spartan can hinder them in this on peril of being put under a curse; when the 
armies go forth the kings go out first and return last; one hundred chosen men guard 
them in their campaigns; they sacrifice as many sheep and goats as they wish at the 
start of their expeditions, and take the hides and backs of all sacrificed beasts.18

13 Gawlinski 2017.
14 Gawlinski 2017, 175.
15 Aristotle, Politics 1322b: “And connected with this is the office devoted to the management of all the 
public festivals which the law does not assign to the priests but the officials in charge of which derive 
their honor from the common sacrificial hearth, and these officials are called in some places Archons, in 
others Kings and in others Presidents.”
16 Pausanias 6.20.1: “On the summit of the mountain the Basilae, as they are called, sacrifice to Cronus at 
the spring equinox, in the month called Elaphius among the Eleans.”
17 Maier 1989.
18 Herodotus 6.56.1: γέρεά τε δὴ τάδε τοῖσι βασιλεῦσι Σπαρτιῆται δεδώκασι, ἱρωσύνας δύο, Διός τε 
Λακεδαίμονος καὶ Διὸς οὐρανίου, καὶ πόλεμον ἐκφέρειν ἐπ᾽ ἣν ἂν βούλωνται χώρην, τούτου δὲ μηδένα 
εἶναι Σπαρτιητέων διακωλυτήν, εἰ δὲ μὴ αὐτὸν ἐν τῷ ἄγεϊ ἐνέχεσθαι. στρατευομένων δὲ πρώτους ἰέναι 
τοὺς βασιλέας, ὑστάτους δὲ ἀπιέναι· ἑκατὸν δὲ ἄνδρας λογάδας ἐπὶ στρατιῆς φυλάσσειν αὐτούς· 
προβάτοισι δὲ χρᾶσθαι ἐν τῇσι ἐξοδίῃσι ὁκόσοισι ἂν ὦν ἐθέλωσι, τῶν δὲ θυομένων πάντων τὰ δέρματά 
τε καὶ τὰ νῶτα λαμβάνειν σφεας.
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. . .

Such are their rights in war; in peace the powers given them are as follows: at all pub-
lic sacrifices the kings first sit down to the banquet and are first served, each of them 
receiving a portion double of what is given to the rest of the company; they make the 
first libations, and the hides of the sacrificed beasts are theirs.19

According to Xenophon (Const . Lac . 15.2), it was Lycurgus, the mythical legislator at 
Sparta, who was the source of this double governance: “He ordained that the King shall 
offer all the public sacrifices on behalf of the state, in virtue of his divine descent, and 
that, whatever may be the destination to which the state sends out an army, he shall be 
its leader.”

Another example of combined kingship and priestly functions in antiquity is Cyrene. 
Here the legal heir to the throne, Battus, was paralyzed and could not fully assume pow-
er.20 This situation engendered internal conflict.21 Via mediation from Delphi and an ar-
bitrator, the king’s power was divided into two: political power was transferred to the 
people of Cyrene, while religious power was conferred on King Battus. According to 
Herodotus, the arbitrator “set apart certain domains and priesthoods for their king Bat-
tus, but all the rest, which had belonged to the kings, were now to be held by the people 
in common.”22

The earliest Greek written sources on royalty, priesthood, and textiles stem from the 
Late Bronze Age Mycenaean Linear B inscriptions. In the palace archives of Knossos, tex-
tiles associated with the king are described as of the type te-pa/TELA+TE and are very 
large, dense wool textiles with no particular decoration. Tablet KN Lc(1) 525 records an 
anticipated production of forty royal te-pa by the people of a village called se-to-i-ja.23 The 
same type of textiles, te-pa, is also given to priestesses and the key-bearer in the Myce-
naean kingdom of Pylos.24 Mycenaean kings, priests, and priestesses own land, and flax 
is grown on the king’s fields.25 Thus the Linear B tablets enable us to conclude that the 

19 Herodotus 6.57.1: ταῦτα μὲν τὰ ἐμπολέμια, τὰ δὲ ἄλλα τὰ εἰρηναῖα κατὰ τάδε σφι δέδοται. ἢν θυσίη 
τις δημοτελὴς ποιέηται, πρώτους ἐπὶ τὸ δεῖπνον ἵζειν τοὺς βασιλέας, καὶ ἀπὸ τούτων πρῶτον ἄρχεσθαι 
διπλήσια νέμοντας ἑκατέρῳ τὰ πάντα ἢ τοῖσι ἄλλοισι δαιτυμόνεσι, καὶ σπονδαρχίας εἶναι τούτων καὶ 
τῶν τυθέντων τὰ δέρματα. 
20 Herodotus 4.161.1: “Arcesilaus’ kingship passed to his son Battus, who was lame and infirm in his feet. 
The Cyrenaeans, in view of the affliction that had overtaken them, sent to Delphi to ask what political 
arrangement would enable them to live best.”
21 Diodorus (8.30.2) later reports on this situation: “For the civil strife which arose among the Cyreneans 
an arbitrator appeared in the person of Demonax of Mantinea, who was considered to be a man of unusu-
al sagacity and justice. Accordingly, he sailed to Cyrenê, and receiving from all the stewardship of public 
affairs, he reconciled the cities on the following conditions.” 
22 Herodotus 4.161.3: τοῦτο δὲ τῷ βασιλέι Βάττῳ τεμένεα ἐξελὼν καὶ ἱρωσύνας, τὰ ἄλλα πάντα τὰ 
πρότερον εἶχον οἱ βασιλέες ἐς μέσον τῷ δήμῳ ἔθηκε.
23 On tablet KN Le 654, this village appears to deliver two textiles of this royal type abbreviated wa . 
However, it is unlikely that these te-pa were garments, given that their weight in raw wool amounts to 
21 kilos apiece.
24 PY Un 6 recto.
25 PY Na 1356.
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Mycenaean kings undertook a royal production of textiles and that kings and priests used 
the same type of textiles. Textiles thereby formed an important part of the economy, lives, 
prestige, and function of Mycenaean kings and priests.26

Anthropologists have long emphasized how textiles and clothing can play vital roles 
in connecting the human and divine worlds.27 This path has been followed by an increasing 
interest in the clothed body and the numerous ways clothing carried social and cultural 
meanings in antiquity.28 Indeed, Greek religion and cult practice frequently expressed a 
strong interest in and concern for the “social skin” of their agents, being divinities, priests, 
cult personnel, worshippers, and pilgrims.29 Hence, clothing regulations are found in 
many ancient Greek cults30 and also are a recurrent phenomenon in rituals and cults in the 
 ancient Near East.31

The topic of kings’ and priests’ dress is worth pursuing, as it provides insight on con-
ventions regarding elite men’s clothing. Traditionally, dress historians have tended to fo-
cus on women’s preferences and consumption of wardrobes, but with kings and priests 
we find ourselves in a purely masculine universe, and not a private universe but rather a 
public, visual, representative, and political one. The theories of fashion and clothing that 
are germane here do not so much concern personal choices or fashion but are rather those 
from studies of uniforms, dress codes, and power dressing.

Signs of royal and religious power never appear in isolation but are written into 
specific ceremonial rituals. Sartorial signs of royal and religious power are linked to 
specific places and specific occasions. Wearing a diadem or a purple cloak marks an 
institutionalized ritual. Re-dressing in another garment, such as a priestly garment, sig-
nifies a change of function and context, but the dressing, undressing, and re-dressing 
can also mark the transition from one status to another. Moreover, the acts of dressing, 
undressing, and re-dressing can form the link between the double functions, not unlike 
the royal convention of “investiture,” in which a new king divests himself of his own pri-
vate garment and dons the official garment of a king, sometimes even that of the former 
king to ensure continuity.

Regrettably, the paucity of sources in Greece does not permit us to determine who set 
the agenda in ancient Greek male elite power dressing, but the sources do suggest that 
priests and kings had similar aspirations to power through luxurious and codified dressing 
by employing the same types of color codes and garment types. Furthermore, we shall 
see that they did not merge in a joint uniform. Indeed, the viewer would have perceived 
apparent sartorial differences between the king and the priest, even when he was one and 
the same person.

26 Nosch and Perna 2001; Nosch 2021, 110–11, 127–29.
27 See Schneider 2006, 204–5; Hermkens 2010.
28 See, e.g., Sebesta and Bonfante 1994; Cleland, Harlow, and Llwellyn-Jones 2005; Lee 2015; Cifarelli and 
Gawlinski 2017; Nosch and Wagner-Hasel 2019.
29 Gawlinski 2011, 2017; Kristensen 2012; Brøns 2016, 2022; Brøns and Nosch 2017.
30 Gawlinski 2011, 2017; Brøns 2016, 2017, 2022; Brøns and Nosch 2017.
31 Zawadzki 2006; Brøns and Nosch 2017; Gaspa 2017, 2018; Quillien 2019.
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DRESSED AS KING

Kingship is often associated with the color purple. The earliest link between purple and 
kingship is established by the fortuitous preservation of a Linear B tablet containing 
the terms wa-na-ka-te-ro “royal” and po-pu-re-jo “purple.” Later, in the Homeric epics, 
purple and prestige clothing items are used as effective tools for illustrating the legiti-
macy and authority of masculine kingship:32 Homeric kings wear purple garments and 
fur skins, especially of felines such as panthers and lions,33 and King Midas, the eighth- 
century bce Phrygian ruler at Gordion, was buried with textiles dyed in red, purple, 
brown, and blue hues.34 

In the Archaic and Classical periods, scholars find that purple may have carried two 
contradictory meanings simultaneously. On the one hand, it visualizes legitimate monar-
chy, linked to religious offices that were a special prerogative of kings. On the other hand, 
purple could also convey the negative signals of a ruler’s tyranny, deceit, and lack of ap-
propriate modesty.35 In a story told by Herodotus (1.152.1), Ionians and Aetolians sent an 
envoy to Sparta, a simple civilian but dressed in a purple cloak, and he thereby gained the 
full attention of the Spartans.

A significant aspect of royal clothing is the opportunity to draw attention to ethnic 
or regional features to highlight and manifest origin or ancestry. No Archaic or Classical 
Greek texts describe this phenomenon, but the Greeks may have known it from their 
neighbors to the east. The Nabonidus Chronicle narrates major historical events and con-
flicts in the second half of the sixth century bce. Following the conquest of Babylon, Cyrus 
the Great chose to wear Elamite clothing at the investiture ceremony for his son Camby-
ses in 538 bce in the temple of the divinity Nabû. The meaning of this Elamite clothing is 
debated; it may be non- or anti-Babylonian clothing or Persian legacy clothing, or it may 
refer to Cyrus’s ancestry in Elam. Javier álvarez-Món compares the imagery of dress of 
Elamite, Babylonian, and Assyrian rulers with archaeological clothing found in rich graves 
and concludes that the Elamite dress worn by Cyrus would probably have been a long, 
fringed, cotton robe decorated with golden bracteates and rosettes.36

PERSIAN ROYAL ATTIRE

“For every king in the Mediterranean world, the Great King was a fascinating example,” 
writes Pierre Carlier.37 To the Greeks, all Persian kings wore luxurious clothing and used 
high-quality textiles in their palaces.38 Herodotus was well aware of the exquisite quality 
of textiles on display at the Achaemenid court and those that the Persian army brought 

32 Wace and Wace 1962; Marinatos 1967, 10; Carlier 1983, 441; Stulz 1990, 96–120; Wagner-Hasel 2007; 
Nosch 2014, 2021.
33 Homer, Iliad 10.20–25, 29–30, 133–34, 177–78; Odyssey 19.215–39, 21.118. See Buchholz 2012, 85, 99; 
Nosch 2021.
34 Ballard et al. 2023.
35 Stulz 1990; Blum 1998; Nosch 2021.
36 For further discussion and relevant bibliography, see álvarez-Món 2009.
37 Carlier 2002, 268.
38 Miller 1997; Balatti 2019; Flemestad 2022, 116–24.
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along in military campaigns. After the victory at Plataea in 479 bce, Greek soldiers discov-
ered luxury tents, inwoven with gold and silver threads (σκηνὰς κατεσκευασμένας χρυσῷ 
καὶ ἀργύρῳ), and colorful clothing (ἐσθῆτός γε ποικίλης) abandoned on the battlefield by 
the Persian general Mardonius and his fleeing troops.39

King Xerxes the Great’s royal palace at Susa was renowned for its costly curtains and 
furnishing fabrics.40 But according to Herodotus, Xerxes wore clothing made by his queen: 
“Xerxes’ wife, Amestris, wove and gave to him a great gaily-colored mantle, marvelous 
to see” (ἐξυφήνασα Ἄμηστρις ἡ Ξέρξεω γυνὴ φᾶρος μέγα τε καὶ ποικίλον καὶ θέης ἄξιον 
διδοῖ Ξέρξῃ).41

When the Greeks arrived in Persia during the conquests of Alexander the Great, they 
encountered a royal wealth of textiles and clothing that was later reported by Alexander’s 
biographer, Curtius Rufus,42 who also described King Darius III’s rich wardrobe: “The attire 
of the king was noteworthy beyond all else in luxury; a purple-edged tunic woven about 
a white center, a cloak of cloth of gold, ornamented with golden hawks, which seemed to 
attack each other with their beaks; from a golden belt, with which he was girt woman- 
fashion, he had hung a scimitar, the scabbard of which was a single gem. The Persians called 
the king’s head-dress cidaris; this was bound with a blue fillet variegated with white.”43 

The Achaemenid king could gift his worn royal attire to a loyal subject, and an exam-
ple of this gifting is narrated in the Book of Esther, set at the royal court in Susa, Persia, in 
the fifth century bce. Queen Esther, a young Jewish woman, was married to the Persian 
king Ahasuerus. In the account, the king orders a member of the Persian elite, Haman, to 
honor the Jewish man Mordecai by giving him a royal robe that the king had worn.44 Later 
in the narrative, Mordecai appears in public in such royal clothing: royal robes of blue and 
white, a great golden crown, and a mantle of fine linen and purple.45

Highly valuable textiles were hoarded along with precious stones and metals and could 
be stored in royal treasuries for generations. Plutarch narrates the event of the opening 
of the royal treasury at Susa, where Alexander the Great’s soldiers found purple textiles 

39 Herodotus 9.80.1–2.
40 Esther 1:6–8.
41 Herodotus 9.109.
42 On Persepolis’s textile wealth, see Curtius Rufus 6.6.3: vestis ingens modus “a vast amount of clothing.”
43 Curtius Rufus 3.3.20: Cultus regis inter omnia luxuria notabatur: purpureae tunicae medium album in-
textum erat, pallam auro distinctam aurei accipitres, velut rostris inter se concurrerent, adornabant, ex zona 
aurea muliebriter cinctus acinacem suspenderat, cui ex gemma vagina erat . Cidarim Persae vocabant regium 
capitis insigne: hoc caerulea fascia albo distincta circumibat. 
44 Esther 6:7–11: “And Haman said to the king, ‘For the man whom the king delights to honor, let royal 
robes be brought, which the king has worn, and the horse which the king has ridden, and on whose head 
a royal crown is set; and let the robes and the horse be handed over to one of the king’s most noble princ-
es; let him array the man whom the king delights to honor, and let him conduct the man on horseback 
through the open square of the city, proclaiming before him: “Thus shall it be done to the man whom the 
king delights to honor.”’ Then the king said to Haman, ‘Make haste, take the robes and the horse, as you 
have said, and do so to Mordecai the Jew who sits at the king’s gate. Leave out nothing that you have men-
tioned.’ So Haman took the robes and the horse, and he arrayed Mordecai and made him ride through the 
open square of the city, proclaiming, ‘Thus shall it be done to the man whom the king delights to honor.’” 
45 Esther 8:15: “Then Mordecai went out from the presence of the king in royal robes of blue and white, 
with a great golden crown and a mantle of fine linen and purple, while the city of Susa shouted and re-
joiced.” On the topic of garments and dressing in the Book of Esther, see Spoelstra 2019.
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worth 5,000 talents. The precious purple dye was traced to the Greek city of Hermione.46 
Another ancient historian, Arrian, drawing from his source, Aristoboulos, reports how, 
during his campaign, Alexander the Great visited King Cyrus’s grave monument in Pas-
argadai. It is uncertain whether this visit actually took place,47 but the passage testifies to 
what Greeks would expect to find in a royal Achaemenid wardrobe:48 precious Babylonian 
rugs (τάπητα), thick purple mantles (καυνάκαι), a Median sleeved garment (κάνδυς), tu-
nics woven in Babylonian workshops (χιτῶνες τῆς Βαβυλωνίου ἐργασίας), Median trou-
sers (ἀναξυρίδες Μηδικαί), hyacinth-blue garments (στολαὶ ὑακινθινοβαφεῖς), and gar-
ments dyed in purple and other colors (αἱ δὲ πορφύρας αἱ δὲ ἄλλης καὶ ἄλλης χρόας).49 
Persian kings would accumulate such precious textiles from their own workshops, from 
war booty,50 as tribute from conquered provinces, or as gifts from other royal houses.51 
Some royal textiles were redistributed to friends and staff, to reward loyal and courageous 
behavior, or to forge new alliances.52

HELLENISTIC ROYAL ATTIRE—LEGACY AND ASPIRATION

In the Hellenistic period, displaying and affirming royalty through luxury clothing was ac-
cepted and even became part of an expansionist strategy. Two kings, Alexander the Great53 
and Demetrius I Poliorcetes, were known in antiquity to wear luxurious and flamboyant 
clothing to convey their aspirations. They also used clothing as a marker of ethnic origin and 
successful military conquests. As Macedonian rulers, their iconic basic dress would be typi-
cally Macedonian: the soft kausia on the head and a chlamys cloak for riding and warfare.54

46 Plutarch, Alexander 31.1–2.
47 Balatti 2019.
48 See also the essays on Achaemenid and Persian dress by Miller (chapter 4) and Hallmann (chapter 6) 
in this volume.
49 Arrian, Anabasis 6.29.5–6: ἐν δὲ τῷ οἰκήματι πύελον χρυσῆν κεῖσθαι, ἵνα τὸ σῶμα τοῦ Κύρου ἐτέθαπτο, 
καὶ κλίνην παρὰ τῇ πυέλῳ· πόδας δὲ εἶναι τῇ κλίνῃ χρυσοῦς σφυρηλάτους καὶ τάπητα ἐπίβλημα τῶν 
Βαβυλωνίων καὶ καυνάκας πορφυροῦς ὑποστρώματα. ἐπεῖναι δὲ καὶ κάνδυς καὶ ἄλλους χιτῶνας τῆς 
Βαβυλωνίου ἐργασίας. καὶ ἀναξυρίδες Μηδικαὶ καὶ στολαὶ ὑακινθινοβαφεῖς λέγει ὅτι ἔκειντο, αἱ δὲ 
πορφύρας αἱ δὲ ἄλλης καὶ ἄλλης χρόας, καὶ στρεπτοὶ καὶ ἀκινάκαι καὶ ἐνώτια χρυσοῦ τε καὶ λίθων 
κολλητά, καὶ τράπεζα ἔκειτο. “In the chamber lay a golden sarcophagus, in which Cyrus’ body had been 
buried; a couch stood by its side with feet of wrought gold; a Babylonian tapestry served as a coverlet and 
purple rugs as a carpet (τάπητα ἐπίβλημα τῶν Βαβυλωνίων καὶ καυνάκας πορφυροῦς ὑποστρώματα). 
There was placed on it a sleeved mantle and other garments of Babylonian workmanship (κάνδυς καὶ 
ἄλλους χιτῶνας τῆς Βαβυλωνίου ἐργασίας). According to Aristoboulos, Median trousers (ἀναξυρίδες 
Μηδικαὶ) and robes dyed blue (στολαὶ ὑακινθινοβαφεῖς) lay there, some dark (πορφύρας), some of other 
varying shades, with necklaces, scimitars and earrings of stones set in gold, and a table stood there.”
50 Reuthner 2019.
51 Aelian, De natura animalium 6.46, concerning gifts of bright red, lac-insect-dyed textiles brought from 
India to the Persian king as gifts.
52 See Balatti 2019 for a detailed discussion. She has gathered the ancient Greek and Roman references: 
Herodotus 3.84 (Median clothing as compensation), 7.116; Xenophon, Cyropaedia 8.3.3; Anabasis 1.2.27; 
Diodorus 17.77.5; Aelian, Varia Historia 1.22.32; Plutarch, Artaxerxes 15.2.
53 For a full summary of the issues regarding Alexander the Great’s costume in ancient sources and ico-
nography, see Strootman 2007, 360–66; Flemestad 2022, 137–59.
54 Lattimore 1975; Kingsley 1981.
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King Alexander the Great, evidently, did not confine himself to a single royal outfit but 
changed according to context, occasion, and political strategy. Plutarch describes his full 
military attire in a passage concerning the battles against Darius in the summer of 331 bce 
in the following way: Alexander wore an iron helmet, a girded undergarment made by 
Sicilians (ὑπένδυμα τῶν Σικελικῶν ζωστόν), and a doubled linen breastplate (θώρακα 
διπλοῦν λινοῦν).55 The linen breastplate was a spoil of war from the Battle of Issus about 
two years earlier, his sword a gift from another king, and an elaborate belt (woven by the 
weaver Helicon) a gift from the Rhodians.56 Hence, in Plutarch’s view, every one of Alex-
ander’s dress items had its own story corroborating his legitimacy, international outlook, 
and ancestry.

According to Plutarch, it was during Alexander the Great’s vast conquests in Asia that 
the king began dressing in barbarian-style clothing (ἐνεδύσατο τὴν βαρβαρικὴν στολὴν).57 
Other ancient historians, Curtius Rufus and Arrian, confirm this change in dress, except 
that they consider the style of dress to be Persian rather than barbarian.58 However, they 
all agree that the costume appears foreign and not the traditional or appropriate dress for 
a Greek king, since Alexander deliberately mixed elements of Persian and Macedonian 
clothing and also wore Greek clothing elements, such as a purple tunic decorated with a 
central vertical, white band, called a chiton mesóleukos or chiton diáleukos .59 

55 Gleba 2012.
56 Plutarch, Alexander 32.5–6: “After sending this message to Parmenio, he put on his helmet, but the 
rest of his armour he had on as he came from his tent, namely, a vest of Sicilian make girt about him, and 
over this a breastplate of two-ply linen from the spoils taken at Issus. His helmet was of iron, but gleamed 
like polished silver, a work of Theophilus; and there was fitted to this a gorget, likewise of iron, set with 
precious stones. He had a sword, too, of astonishing temper and lightness, a gift from the king of the 
Citieans, and he had trained himself to use a sword for the most part in his battles. He wore a belt also, 
which was too elaborate for the rest of his armour; for it was a work of Helicon the ancient, and a mark 
of honour from the city of Rhodes, which had given it to him.” 
57 Plutarch, Alexander 45.1–3: Ἐντεῦθεν εἰς τὴν Παρθικὴν ἀναζεύξας καὶ σχολάζων, πρῶτον ἐνεδύσατο 
τὴν βαρβαρικὴν στολὴν, εἴτε βουλόμενος αὑτὸν συνοικειοῦν τοῖς ἐπιχωρίοις νόμοις, ὡς μέγα πρὸς 
ἐξημέρωσιν ἀνθρώπων τὸ σύνηθες καὶ ὁμόφυλον, εἴτ’ ἀπόπειρά τις ὑφεῖτο τῆς προσκυνήσεως αὕτη 
τοῖς Μακεδόσι, κατὰ μικρὸν ἀνασχέσθαι τὴν ἐκδιαίτησιν αὐτοῦ καὶ μεταβολὴν ἐθιζομένοις. οὐ μὴν 
τήν γε Μηδικὴν ἐκείνην προσήκατο, παντάπασι βαρβαρικὴν καὶ ἀλλόκοτον οὖσαν, οὐδ’ ἀναξυρίδας 
οὐδὲ κάνδυν οὐδὲ τιάραν ἔλαβεν, ἀλλ’ ἐν μέσῳ τινὰ τῆς Περσικῆς καὶ τῆς Μηδικῆς μειξάμενος εὖ πως, 
ἀτυφοτέραν μὲν ἐκείνης, ταύτης δὲ σοβαρωτέραν οὖσαν. “From thence he marched into Parthia, where, 
during a respite from fighting, he first put on the barbaric dress (βαρβαρικὴν στολήν), either from a 
desire to adapt himself to the native customs, believing that community of race and custom goes far 
towards softening the hearts of men; or else this was an attempt to introduce the obeisance among the 
Macedonians, by accustoming them little by little to put up with changes and alterations in his mode of 
life. However, he did not adopt the famous Median fashion of dress, which was altogether barbaric and 
strange, nor did he assume trousers (ἀναξυρίδας), or sleeved vest (κάνδυν), or tiara, but carefully devised 
a fashion which was midway between the Persian and the Median, more modest than the one and more 
stately than the other.” See also Nosch 2021, 111–21; Flemestad 2022, 151.
58 Curtius Rufus 6.6.4: itaque purpureum diadema distinctum albo quale Dareus habuerat capiti circum-
dedit vestemque Persicam sumpsit. “Accordingly, he encircled his brow with a purple diadem, variegated 
with white such as Darius had worn, and assumed the Persian garb.” Arrian, Anabasis 4.7.4, employs the 
term kitaris for the headdress, not diadema; Athenaeus 12.535f, 12.537e–f.
59 Plutarch, Alexander 45.2; Moralia 329F–330D. For more references and discussion of Alexander the 
Great’s dress, see Ritter 1965, 47–49; Blum 1998, 191–93; Strootman 2007; Nosch 2021; Flemestad 2022.
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Strootman contextualizes this ancient debate of Alexander the Great’s wardrobe 
choices within the anti-Alexander tradition and the Greeks’ and Macedonians’ feelings 
of an offensive orientalism.60 Strootman concludes: “Alexander’s Orientalism is a complex 
problem. His wearing of Oriental royal dress probably wasn’t in the first place meant for 
a Macedonian audience at all. It was rather aimed at the former court aristocracy of the 
Achaemenid kings whose sovereign he had become and whose co-operation he needed.”61

Therefore, we may assume that a certain normative notion, or even dress code, of what 
appropriate elite and royal dress should look like existed in ancient Greece, at least in 
Alexander the Great’s time and onward. This conclusion is based both on the negative re-
actions toward Alexander’s wardrobe choices, deemed strange and inappropriate, and on 
an anecdote from his reign: Alexander the Great appointed a new king, Abdalonymus, in 
the city of Tyre by sending him a “royal outfit” (βασιλικῆς ἐσθῆτος). Alexander’s messen-
ger dressed Abdalonymus in “regal attire” (βασιλικὴv στολήν) for the occasion, and then 
he was presented to the public and proclaimed king of Tyre.62 It is notable that in Tyre, 
the city renowned for its purple-dye production, the royal clothing is not specifically de-
scribed as purple but simply “royal.” This suggests that “royal” implied it was purple—the 
local color of wealth and prestige—or, conversely, that by the end of the fourth century bce 
purple clothing had become a generalized commodity, and royal attire would entail much 
more than merely being colored with the precious mollusk dye.

The Hellenistic king Demetrius I Poliorcetes (336–283 bce), king of Macedon, wore a 
purple kausia on his head symbolizing his Macedonian origin and legacy.63 In antiquity, he 
clearly had a reputation for luxurious clothing. Plutarch criticized him and other Hellenis-
tic kings for having nothing of Alexander’s grandeur but merely imitating him “like actors 
on a stage.” Plutarch describes Demetrius’s lavish wardrobe in detail and his spectacular 
cosmic mantle:

And there was in truth much of the theatrical about Demetrius, who not only had 
an extravagant array of cloakings and head-gear (ἀμπεχόμενον καὶ διαδούμενον 
περιττῶς)—double-mitered broad-brimmed hats and purple robes shot with gold 
(καυσίαις διμίτροις καὶ χρυσοπαρύφοις ἁλουργίσιν), but also equipped his feet 
with gold-embroidered shoes of the richest purple felt (ἐκ πορφύρας ἀκράτου 
συμπεπιλημένης χρυσοβαφεῖς πεποιημένον ἐμβάδας). And there was one cloak which 
was long in the weaving for him, a magnificent work, on which was represented the 
world and the heavenly bodies; this was left behind half-finished (ἡμιτελές) when the 
reversal of his fortunes came, and no succeeding king of Macedonia ventured to use it, 
although not a few of them were given to pomp and luxury.64

60 Strootman 2007, 360–61.
61 Strootman 2007, 361.
62 Diodorus 17.47.4–5: .  .  . λαβὼν τὴν ἐπιτροπὴν κατήντησεν ἐπὶ τὸν ὠνομασμένον μετὰ βασιλικῆς 
ἐσθῆτος καὶ κατέλαβεν αὐτὸν ἔν τινι κήπῳ μισθοῦ μὲν ἀντλοῦντα, ῥάκεσι δὲ τοῖς τυχοῦσιν ἐσθῆτι 
χρώμενον. δηλώσας δὲ τὴν περιπέτειαν καὶ περιθεὶς τὴν βασιλικὴν στολὴν καὶ τὸν ἄλλον τὸν ἁρμόζοντα 
κόσμον ἀνήγαγεν αὐτὸν εἰς τὴν ἀγορὰν καὶ ἀπέδειξε βασιλέα τῶν Τυρίων.
63 Athenaeus 12.535f; Plutarch, Demetrius 41. Athenaeus’s and Plutarch’s narratives are probably based 
on the account of Duris of Samos. See also Blum 1998, 214–15; Nosch 2021, 111–21. 
64 Plutarch, Demetrius 41–45; Athenaeus 12.535f–536.
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Once, in a naval battle against Rhodes, Demetrius Poliorcetes lost one of his ships to 
the enemy. The cargo was in fact a shipment of purple textiles and royal garments, esthès 
basilikè, belonging to Demetrius’s wife, Phila. The Rhodians forwarded the booty to Ptole-
my I in Egypt, according to Diodorus, as these fabrics were appropriate for a king.65 Indeed, 
Rhodes maintained close ties with Egypt, as observed in the late Hellenistic Lindos Temple 
Chronicle, in which King Ptolemy I is recorded among other mythical and historical celeb-
rity donors of gifts to the temple: “King Ptolemy, 20 skulls of cattle. On which has been in-
scribed, ‘King Ptolemy offered sacrifice to Athena Lindia during the priesthood of Athena 
[held] by Athanas the son of Athanagoras’, as the public record of the Lindians testifies.”66 
The Lindos Temple Chronicle exemplifies well the duties of kings to make appropriate 
sacrifices and honor deities at home and abroad.

King Demetrius I Poliorcetes’s son Antigonus Gonatas probably tried to distance him-
self from the extravagant and excessive father.67 Yet, when in 274 bce Antigonus Gonatas 
lost a battle against Pyrrhus, Pyrrhus mocked him because he still wore the sign of royalty, 
a purple mantle: the episode refers back to Antigonus Gonatas’s father, who years earlier 
lost against Pyrrhus and had to sneak away clad in a simple chlamys as disguise.68

In the Seleucid kingdom, royal attire consisted of a kausia and a chlamys,69 and these 
dress items functioned as tokens of office. This official wardrobe is exemplified in King 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes (regent 175–164 bce), who on his deathbed transferred temporary 
power in the form of his chlamys and kausia to his philos Philip, since the legitimate royal 
successor, Antiochus V Eupator, was still a minor.70 The old king’s clothing thus had its 
own agency of power and legitimacy: “And he called Philip, one of his friends, and estab-
lished him over his whole kingdom. And he gave him his crown and robe (τὸ διάδημα καὶ 

65 Diodorus 20.93.4. For an alternative presentation of Demetrius Poliorcetes, see the image of the day 
of his wedding to Phila depicted in a Roman fresco at Boscoreale. Here the king is seminude, wearing a 
simple cloak on his shoulders and holding a staff in his hand. The scene takes place before he becomes 
king and shows a more private and modest side of the monarch.
66 Higbie 2003, 41. The identification of King Ptolemy is debated. The reference could be to Ptolemy I Soter 
(367/6–282 bce), but Higbie (2003, 137) argues instead for his son Ptolemy II Philadelphos (308–246 bce).
67 Virgilio 2003, 68: “Ma il celebre aforismo di Antigono Gonata mette in luce anche il suo sforzo di dare 
alla monarchia macedone, recuperata con la vittoria di Lisimachia sui Galati (277 a.C.), l’immagine e lo 
stile nuovi di una basileia filantropica al servizio dei sudditi. Con ciò egli implicitamente intendeva dif-
ferenziarsi dalla pessima fama formatasi attorno al padre Demetrio Poliorcete, il re effimero e fuggitivo 
che aveva perduto il regno diventando semplice privato. Plutarco presenta Demetrio come l’antimodello 
del basileus: un re dissoluto e cinico; un re da teatro cui erano abituali gli abbigliamenti eccessivamente 
sfarzosi; talmente sprezzante dei sudditi da non riceverli in udienza e da buttare platealmente nel fiume 
le loro petizioni scritte; abbonadonato dai soldati nell’ultima battaglia contro Pirro perché stanchi di 
combattere per il suo lusso sfrenato. . . . è probabile che alla smisurata e rovinosa ambizione (πλεονεξία) 
attribuita a Demetrio Poliorcete e a Pirro, Antigono Gonata abbia voluto intenzionalmente contrapporre 
un programma regale fondato su un responsabile e filatropico ‘spirito di servizio’.”
68 Plutarch, Pyrrhus 26.15; Demetrius 44.9.
69 On the topics of the kausia, krepides, and chlamys, see the discussion and overview of extant literature 
in Strootman 2007, 162–65. These male soldier dress elements were not originally related to royal attire 
but, because of the Macedonian rise of power, became symbols of political and cultural heritage, dynasty, 
and privilege.
70 Strootman 2007, 166.
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τὴν στολὴν αὐτοῦ) and the seal ring in order to guide Antiochus his son and raise him to 
be king.”71

The exorbitant and luxurious lives of Hellenistic kings in Egypt and Asia Minor stand 
in sharp contrast to the stereotyped austerity of Spartan kings, as promulgated by Plutarch. 
Describing the Spartan king Cleomenes (260–219 bce, king of Sparta 235–222 bce), Plutarch 
uses clothing as a measure of modesty:

In all these matters Cleomenes was himself a teacher. His own manner of life was sim-
ple, plain, and no more pretentious than that of the common man, and it was a pattern 
of self-restraint for all. This gave him a great advantage in his dealings with the other 
Greeks. For when men had to do with the other kings, they were not so much awed by 
their wealth and extravagance as they were filled with loathing for their haughtiness and 
pomp as they gave offensive and harsh answers to their auditors; but when men came to 
Cleomenes, who was a real as well as a titled king, and then saw no profusion of purple 
robes (πορφύρας) or shawls (χλαίνας) about him, and no array of couches and litters; 
when they saw, too, that he did not make the work of his petitioners grievous and slow 
by employing a throng of messengers and door-keepers or by requiring written memo-
rials, but came in person, just as he happened to be dressed (ἀλλ᾽ αὐτὸν ἐν ἱματίῳ τῷ 
τυχόντι), to answer the salutations of his visitors, conversing at length with those who 
needed his services and devoting time cheerfully and kindly to them, they were charmed 
and completely won over, and declared that he alone was a descendant of Heracles.72

This Spartan story should be compared with another anecdote, this time narrated by 
Polybius, according to whom the Spartan tyrant Machanidas was immediately recognized 
on the battlefield by his purple cloak (πορφυρίς).73 Evidently, the ancient historians aimed 
to demonstrate that modest and just Spartan kings did not need purple dress to enforce le-
gitimacy as typical tyrants did, even in Sparta. Thus the clothing of kings became a potent 
literary and political device to characterize the rulers’ legitimacy and morals.

THE CLOTHING OF GREEK KINGS IN CULT CEREMONIES

As a general rule, kings in ancient societies are always to some degree involved in cults. 
However, in the ancient sources, we primarily encounter evidence for this connection in 
Sparta and the kingdoms of Asia Minor. There are two explanations: these regions were the 
ones in which monarchies persisted and even flourished during Classical and Hellenistic 
times, and/or Greek authors cherished the colorful descriptions of all the strange and flam-
boyant elements of these sophisticated eastern populations and of the peculiarities of Sparta.

In Miletus and Ephesus, and in nearby Chios, kings and archon-kings held sacral 
offices.74 Miletus was ruled by an archon basileus (“archon-king”); in Ephesus, the de-
scendants of the ancient king were responsible for the Eleusian Demeter cult;75 and in 

71 1 Maccabees 6:14. 
72 Plutarch, Cleomenes 13.1–2. 
73 Polybius, Histories 11.18.1.
74 See Pausanias 7.2.1 (Neileus, king of Miletus). For Androkles, king in Ephesus, see Pausanias 7.2.8; for 
Oinopion in Chios, see Pausanias 7.4.8.
75 Strabo 14.1.3.
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Chios, kings were charged with sacral duties in Hellenistic times. Similar, formalized 
double priestly and royal functions for kings and archon-kings are found in Kyzikos in 
the Myrsia area and in Chalcedon in Bithynia, both located at the Hellespont; in Kos; and 
on the Cycladic islands.76 

In some city-states with democratic institutions, the monarchy persisted as sacred 
offices and in official titles.77 In Ephesus, the prestigious family branch, the Basilides, was 
named after the Greek term for a king, basileus. A local dynasty of kings, it married into 
the dynasty of Lydia. According to legend, the Basilides descended from Androcles, the son 
of the Athenian king Codrus and the legendary founder of the city of Ephesus. According 
to Strabo, Basilides members wore purple clothing (porphyrai) as a sign that they belonged 
to the royal lineage.78 Their name and purple dress may, moreover, be explained by the fact 
that the Basilides in Ephesus were responsible for the sacred offices of the cult of Demeter.

A fourth-century  bce inscription informs us of such priestly functions of kings in 
Asia Minor, among them the kings of Ephesus, who may have played a leading role in 
Pan- Ionia.79 The inscription reports on the local kings and how they collected funds for a 
regional sanctuary, probably for its renovation.80 

GARMENTS AND CLOTHING REGULATIONS FOR PRIESTS  
IN ANCIENT GREECE

The clothing of priests and priestesses of all ranks was highly regulated in antiquity.81 Joan 
Breton Connelly, in her 2007 monograph Portrait of a Priestess: Women and Ritual in Ancient 
Greece, states that “while sacred costume for priests and priestesses was not universally pre-
scribed, we can have no doubt that it existed. The wearing of sacred dress was so integral to 
traditional cult that . . . legislation was passed in an attempt to keep ritual costume going.”82

Various written sources testify to the appearance of priestly garments, and they main-
ly show up in two variants: purple or white. Most evidence for priestly clothes stems from 
Asia Minor. At Cos, in the Athena Nike sanctuary, priests had to wear white, while priests 
in the sanctuary of Zeus Alseios and Herakles Kallinikos, also at Cos, wore purple chitons, 

76 See Hommel 1967, 59–60, for references.
77 For Athens, see Braund 2002.
78 Strabo 14.1.3: “Androclus, legitimate son of Codrus the king of Athens, was the leader of the Ionian 
colonization, which was later than the Aeolian, and then he became the founder of Ephesus; and for this 
reason, it is said, the royal seat of the Ionians was established there. And still now the descendants of his 
family are called kings; and they have certain honors, I mean the privilege of front seats at the games and 
of wearing purple robes as insignia of royal descent, and staff instead of sceptre, and of the superinten-
dence of the sacrifices in honor of the Eleusinian Demeter.” See Blum 1998, 153; Kleiner, Hommel, and 
Müller-Wiener 1967.
79 Hommel 1967, 62: “Eine Sonderstellung scheint im Panionion der Basileus von Ephesos einzunehmen, 
der eigens genannt wird.”
80 Hommel 1967, 54: “Die ‘Könige’, die offiziellen Vertreter der ionischen Städte im koinón sollen ein 
Geldbetrag in (Gold-?) Stateren eintreiben.” See also Nosch 2021, 112.
81 Connelly 2007, 85–115 (in the chapter “Dressing the Part: Costume, Attribute, and Mimesis”); Brøns 
2016, 273–304 (in chapter 9, “Priestly Garments”). The topic is also discussed by Gawlinski (chapter 10) 
in this volume.
82 Connelly 2007, 115.
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crowns of leaves, and gold rings when performing the sacrifices, and white garments at all 
other times, as shown in local inscriptions.83 At Pergamon, local inscriptions stipulate that 
priests must wear a white chlamys.84 In Hellenistic Priene, in a priesthood for Dionysus, 
the priest wore a stola, and it is documented in a sales contract that this piece of clothing 
should be worn in the months of Dionysian festivals and in public in the city’s theater.85 In 
the city of Skepsis in Asia Minor, the priests of Dionysus wore a purple chiton, shoes that 
matched the clothes, and a golden wreath, as attested in an inscription from the second 
century bce.86 A priest in Magnesia on the Meander wore porphyra,87 and a priest in Tarsos 
wore a white-and-purple chiton with a chlamys.88

At Eleusis, the sacred officials had to wear a headband of twisted cloth (strophion) and a 
cloak called a phoinikis, made of purple wool and also known as soldiers’ clothing in Spar-
ta.89 The fact that the priests of Eleusis wore distinctive clothing, which singled them out im-
mediately, is evident from the later narrative of Plutarch: at the battle of Marathon, Kallias, 
the dadouchos priest of Demeter at Eleusis, arrived on the battlefield wearing this priestly 
costume. Some barbarians saw him and believed him to be the king, not because of his 
garment but “because of his long hair and headband.”90 We have a fairly good idea of what 
a dadouchos would have looked like in the fourth century bce, since this figure is depicted 
on a red-figured stamnos from Eleusis. He leads a procession, holds two torches, and wears 
a richly pleated undergarment and a belted, patterned overgarment.91 In Eleusis, the presti-
gious hierophant and dadouchos priesthoods were recruited from two ancient families, the 
Eumolpic clan and the Kerykid clan. The legendary ancestors Eumolpos and Keryx, or their 
descendants recruited as priests, show up in vase paintings. Cecilie Brøns observed that in 
the first half of the fifth century bce, they are represented as wearing himation, chiton, and 
beards, while later they appear in ependytes robes and high Thracian boots and are shaved.92 
These differences mean that formal male clothing in antiquity did change over time.

Connelly argues: “It is hard to imagine that Greek priesthood would have escaped 
this very human means of signification, particularly within a system that was so steeped 
in tradition and so richly associated with divine, royal, and status-bound symbolism.”93 
Indeed, Brøns concurs by concluding that “priests and priestesses generally were allowed 
costly and colorful garments, since they were often allowed to wear purple garments and 
gold accessories.”94 She also concludes that while priestly dress was often regulated, it was 
not consistently regulated, and in many sanctuaries priests were given the freedom to 

83 Sokolowski 1969, no. 163. 
84 Sokolowski 1955, no. 65.
85 Sokolowski 1955, no. 37; Gawlinski 2017, 167.
86 SEG 26.1334. For more examples, see Brøns 2016, 290.
87 Brøns 2022, 250; Strabo 14.1.41.
88 Brøns 2022, 250; Athenaeus 5.54.
89 On the Spartan military phoinikis, see Campobianco 2016.
90 Plutarch, Aristides 5.6.
91 See Gawlinski 2017, 165, fig. 1.
92 Brøns 2016, 288.
93 Connelly 2007, 87.
94 Brøns 2016, 297.
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wear what they pleased.95 Gawlinski has analyzed the defining iconographical accessories 
for priestesses (keys), kanephoroi (baskets, peplos), and priests (sacrificial knives), and she 
makes the important observation that these sacred accessories highlight the functions and 
actions of cult personnel.96 In contrast, prescriptive texts, as well as ancient literary narra-
tives, describe priests in terms of the colors and kinds of clothing, while their distinctive 
accessories are never mentioned.

PRIESTS’ AND KINGS’ GARMENTS IN BABYLONIA AND ASSYRIA

The evidence for the dress of priests and kings in ancient Greece is scattered and sparse, 
but when we turn to the ancient Near East and Anatolia, the Assyrian, Mesopotamian, 
and Babylonian images and texts reveal a wealth of data that confirm priestly and royal 
clothing were of major concern to ancient societies. The textual and iconographic sources 
on royal and cultic attire are rich and outstanding. Two scholars, Louise Quillien and Sal-
vatore Gaspa, have recently published excellent works and analyzed kingly and priestly 
clothing in Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian texts and images.97

Already in the second millennium bce, cylinder seal imagery clearly identifies priests 
and kings by their stature, size, and placement, but their clothing is rather stereotyped and 
outlined in its major shapes and types, without colors or decoration: long, belted garments 
wrapped around the upper body or around the waist. 

Two permanent power-dress items for kings were girdles and distinctive headgear in 
the form of a hat, a cap (worn by Babylonian kings), or a tiara (worn by Assyrian kings). 
As Gaspa writes, “garments seem to have played a role as manifesto of Assyrian royal ide-
ology.”98 Indeed, garments and textiles in royal iconography highlight “the centrality and 
superior status of the royal person.”99

In one text, the royal Assyrian investiture robe is termed tillû, which is in fact a Bab-
ylonian garment term.100 Gaspa elucidates that Neo-Assyrian sources in particular, both re-
liefs and texts, give valuable insights into a series of crucial accessories for Assyrian kings: 
ceremonial weapons, parasols and canopies, a scepter, jewelry, and the lubussu dress.101 
In the iconography of the royal garments, fringes and tassels are visible on the Assyrian 
king’s short-sleeved tunic and on his overgarment.102 

95 Brøns 2022, 250–51.
96 Gawlinski 2017, 164–70.
97 Quillien 2014, 2019, 2022; Gaspa 2017; 2018, 145–56 (chapter 5.1, “Royal Garments”), 218–22 (chapter 
5.5.2, “Textiles for Cultic Performers”); 2024.
98 Gaspa 2018, 146; 2024, 9.
99 Gaspa 2024, 1.
100 Gaspa 2018, 21.
101 Gaspa 2018, 151: “The king’s public persona was accentuated by his royal costume, which also re-
quired the presence of a number of accessories used as royal insignia; these items, that epitomized the As-
syrian royal power, were fundamental components of the king’s dress (such as his sceptre, the jewellery 
and the ceremonial weapons) and of his appearance in the public (such as the royal parasol and garments 
worn by his personal attendants).” See also Gaspa 2024, 5.
102 Gaspa 2024, 9–14 discusses tassels and fringes and the possible terms for these royal garments.
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When investigating Assyrian priestly and royal dress, it is important to remember the 
close association of their functions and status. According to tradition, the Assyrian king 
was merely vice-regent and high priest of a kingdom governed by the supreme god, Aššur. 
When offering to the gods as a high priest, the Assyrian king would dress in a sasuppu 
draped over his shoulders, perhaps a shawl that he would also use to dry the divine stat-
ue’s hands.103 Interestingly, according to Gaspa, the Assyrian king’s ritual dress was similar 
to that used in profane contexts.104 

Texts from Babylonia dated to the Neo-Babylonian, Achaemenid, and Hellenistic peri-
ods and explored by Quillien105 contain numerous and detailed references to priestly dress. 
In Babylonia, the clothing of priests played an important role in their consecration and 
in their functions. Priestly dress in Babylonia is diverse, yet over the centuries it has the 
special headdress as a constant, common feature. Royal costumes have this same feature. 
Priests would have more than one type of significant headdress, according to their func-
tion and tasks to perform. Neo-Assyrian letters mention a headdress called kubšu, which 
was offered to the šangû priest at his appointment,106 while a Hellenistic ritual text from 
Uruk states that the mukkalu priest must wear a tapšû headdress and the chief lamentation 
priest a sūnu headband.107 Quillien observes that other priests participating in the same rit-
ual did not have to wear a headdress, and she concludes that headgear does not seem to be 
stipulated for all personnel in this ritual. According to Quillien, “each member of the tem-
ple personnel is identified by a specific outfit, which was made up of a unique association 
of garment, coat, belts, and headdress. It expressed his identity, his place in the hierarchy 
of the clergymen and his role in the ritual.”108 Not surprisingly, the simplest costumes were 
worn by the lowest categories of priests. Hence, nonconsecrated lamentation priests wore 
a ṣibtu garment with two broad bands (mēzeḫu) over it,109 while consecrated priests and 
lamentation priests wore a precious linen lubāru garment and the chief lamentation priest 
a red-purple sūnu headband. The religious hierarchy was highly visible in the dress.

Priests of even higher status would also wear a linen lubāru garment, but combined 
with a hullānu mantle over the shoulders.110 It seems that with each rising level of sta-
tus, more layers of garments were added, and Quillien describes how certain high-status 
priests would wear a draped linen ṣibtu garment with a thin ḫuṣannu linen belt beneath 
two layers of lubāru and ḫullānu garments tied with broader nēbeḫu belts.111

There is partial overlap between priestly and royal clothes. Certain priests, as well as 
the king, wore outfits with several layers: both priests and kings wore an outer layer of a 

103 Gaspa 2017, 162; 2018, 218–22.
104 Gaspa 2017, 164; 2018, 220.
105 Quillien 2019. 
106 Löhnert 2007, 276–79; Quillien 2019, 74.
107 Lenzen 1959; Quillien 2019, 74–75.
108 Quillien 2019, 74–75.
109 According to Quillien (2019, 75), “Among the temple personnel, they had the simpler outfit. The ṣibtu 
is usually a rectangular woollen fabric wrapped around the body and the mēzeḫu is a large band of fabric, 
maybe worn as a stole or a scarf.”
110 According to Quillien (2019, 75), the hullānu mantle may have sleeves and be decorated.
111 Quillien 2019, 75; see also Malatacca 2017, 111–12.
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lubāru garment tied with a broad nēbeḫu belt. Under this layer, though, their garments dif-
fered: priests wore the linen ṣibtu, while the king wore a linen naḫlaptu garment tied with 
a patinnu belt. Moreover, his jewelry and regalia singled out the king’s attire.112

Quillien observes, furthermore, that the official dress of priests changed according 
to their tasks in rituals and that, for the performance of certain liturgical tasks, the priest 
would undress or change clothing. She concludes that “garments worn by the priests also 
served to materialize the different stages of the ritual, and the gestures performed with 
these clothes (to put on, remove, rip off, cover the head) certainly had meanings.”113

The rich textual evidence from Babylonia and Assyria enables a diachronic view of the 
development and changes in priestly dress terms, which testify to a consistent terminolog-
ical continuity from the Neo-Babylonian period to Hellenistic times. Moreover, garment 
terms used for divinities’ clothing often hark back to garment terms of the second millen-
nium bce and are similar to terms used to designate priests’ clothing. In contrast, accord-
ing to Quillien, ordinary people’s clothing terms are more recent and emerge throughout 
the first millennium bce.114 Hence, priestly clothing terminology in Babylonia is clearly 
marked by archaic and archaizing features. 

JEWISH PRIESTLY AND ROYAL GARMENTS

In the Jewish tradition, too, political and religious power is expressed in textiles and gar-
ments. In Exodus, which narrates the historical and mythological past, several chapters 
are dedicated to correct priestly dress and how it shapes the initial cult praxis.115 Jewish 
priestly clothing contains foundational qualities,116 sacred garments convey continuity,117 
and priestly clothing in early Jewish religious texts and rituals can be seen as instrumental 
for the creation of priesthood.118 Indeed, “without the high priest and his vestments, there 
is no meaningful cult.”119

Hasmonean rule in Judea (140–37 bce) was legally based on the office of high priest120 
yet struggled to unite it with kingly power. Ancient sources narrate the story of Jona-
than, the first high priest in Jerusalem in the second century bce. Jonathan was a brave 

112 Quillien 2019, 74–75.
113 Quillien 2019, 77.
114 Quillien 2019, 80–82.
115 Exodus 28; Bender 2008, 193–242; Berner 2019. See also Burton 2019 on the metaphorical meanings 
of clothing and glory.
116 Utzschneider 1988, 168–71 (chapter titled “Der priesterliche Ornat als Stiftung”), 172–76 (chapter 
titled “Die Investitur des Priesters und die Konstitution des priesterlichen Amtes”); Bender 2008, 193–257; 
MacDonald 2019.
117 Bender 2008, 197: “Die priesterliche Sukzession ist primär textil vermittelt.” Exodus 29:4–9 and Levit-
icus 8:6–13 describe how Moses dresses Aaron and Aaron’s sons in priestly attire.
118 Utzschneider 1988, 168: “Priester gibt es erst, wenn und weil ihre Kleider angefertigt wurden und 
Aaron und seine Söhne in diesen Kleidern vor Jahwe erscheinen”; also 172: “Man könnte nach unseren 
obigen Überlegungen auf den Gedanken kommen, die Person des Priesters sei lediglich als ‘Kleider-
ständer’ für den gestifteten Ornat von Belang. Dies ist sicherlich zu überspitzt. Aber es fällt doch auf wie 
unmittelbar die Kleider mit der Priesterweihe, ja der Priestereigenschaft selbst verbunden sind.”
119 MacDonald 2019, 447.
120 Trampedach 2013.
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and courageous soldier who fought in support of Demetrius I Soter in the conflicts with 
other Hellenistic rulers, including King Alexander Balas. Alexander Balas wished to win 
Jonathan to his side and therefore contacted him. He addressed him as his equal brother 
and sent him a purple garment (porphyra or stole porphyra) and a golden crown. Jonathan 
was then promised the official appointment as high priest in Jerusalem if he would change 
sides and fight for Alexander Balas.121 Jonathan accepted the offer. During the Feast of 
Tabernacles in 153 bce, Jonathan donned the high priest’s garments (hagia stolé or hier-
atiké stolé) and officiated for the first time.122 Jonathan also received the special honor of 
entering the circle of the king’s friends, the Hellenistic court institution of philoi of the 
king’s true and loyal allies, who received gifts and clothing from his hand. Erich Gruen123 
makes the compelling observation that 1 Maccabees 10:16–29 actually reflects two kinds of 
garments. On the one hand, there was the purple garment for a king, within the Hellenis-
tic royal court tradition of donating purple textiles to courtiers as part of the increasingly 
ritualized Hellenistic court life.124 Indeed, during Alexander Balas’s reign, the practice of 
offering a purple garment to the king’s loyal friends was customary.125 On the other hand, 

121 1 Maccabees 10:15–20: “Now Alexander the king heard of all the promises which Demetrius had sent 
to Jonathan, and men told him of the battles that Jonathan and his brothers had fought, of the brave deeds 
that they had done, and of the troubles that they had endured. So he said, ‘Shall we find another such 
man? Come now, we will make him our friend and ally.’ And he wrote a letter and sent it to him, in the fol-
lowing words: ‘King Alexander to his brother Jonathan, greeting. We have heard about you, that you are 
a mighty warrior and worthy to be our friend. And so we have appointed you today to be the high priest 
of your nation; you are to be called the king’s friend’ (and he sent him a purple robe and a golden crown) 
(ἀπέστειλεν αὐτῷ πορφύραν καὶ στέφανον χρυσοῦν) ‘and you are to take our side and keep friendship 
with us.’” Josephus, Antiquities 13.44–45: “Accordingly when it was decided by himself and his Friends 
to send to Jonathan, he wrote the following letter. ‘King Alexander to his brother Jonathan, greeting. We 
have long heard of your courage and loyalty, and for this reason have sent to you to propose a friendly 
alliance. We therefore elect you this day high priest of the Jews with the title of my Friend. I have also 
sent you as gift a robe of purple (στολὴν πορφυρᾶν) and a gold crown; and I request you, who have been 
honoured by us, to act toward us in like manner.’” 
122 1 Maccabees 10:21–24: “So Jonathan put on the holy garments (ἐνεδύσατο Iωναθαν τὴν ἁγίαν 
στολὴν) in the seventh month of the one hundred and sixtieth year, at the feast of tabernacles, and he 
recruited troops and equipped them with arms in abundance. When Demetrius heard of these things he 
was grieved and said, ‘What is this that we have done? Alexander has gotten ahead of us in forming a 
friendship with the Jews to strengthen himself. I also will write them words of encouragement and prom-
ise them honor and gifts, that I may have their help.’” Josephus, Antiquities 13.46: “On receiving this letter, 
Jonathan, at the time of the festival of Tabernacles, put on the high-priestly robe (ἱερατικὴν στολὴν), this 
being four years after the death of his brother Judas—for there had been no high priest during this time.”
123 Gruen 1998, 33: “Alexander Balas, when appointing Jonathan as High Priest in 152, sent him purple 
garb and a gold crown. And, two years later, in a state ceremony at Ptolemais, Balas formally robed Jona-
than in the purple. The vestments of the Jewish High priest traditionally included purple. But the gesture 
of Alexander Balas accompanied his designation of Jonathan as ‘king’s friend.’ The garment represented 
Seleucid court practice. The text properly distinguishes between the purple robe which Balas supplied to 
Jonathan and the sacred vestments which he donned as High Priest. Acceptance of the former, indeed the 
personal robing by the king himself in ceremony, signaled that Jonathan took on the role of Hellenistic 
courtier and royal official. The position was juxtaposed directly—and with perfect consistency—to the 
office of High Priest. I Maccabees states the fact without comment. None was needed.”
124 For purple as a sign of belonging to the circle of the king’s friends in Seleucid court life, see Bicker-
man 2013, 41–44.
125 Athenaeus 5.211b. According to Josephus (Antiquities 8.182–86), young courtiers were already 
dressed in Tyrian purple at King Solomon’s court, but this observation may be an allusion to Josephus’s 
own time and Hellenistic court tradition.
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there was the hagia stolé, the sacred garment designed for a high priest, and this garment 
is not said to be purple.126

Nevertheless, in 140 bce Simon was appointed leader and high priest (1 Maccabees 
35–43), and it was stipulated in a decree recorded on bronze tablets that he should have 
the exclusive right to wear a purple robe and a gold buckle.127 However, Simon was not 
formally king—he was hegoumenos commander and high priest. His right and privilege to 
wear purple suggests that the purple robe invested him as high priest. But Simon’s grand-
son Aristobulus (104/3 bce) took the kingly title and wore a diadem, the Hellenistic royal 
prerogative of kings.128 The merger of the roles of high priest and king in Hasmonean rule 
was hence completed. Kai Trampedach contrasts the Hasmonean monarchy with the ideal 
monarchy in the contemporary Law of the King from the Temple Scroll found in Qumran, 
which argues that the king and the high priest should be different persons.129

The author Josephus proves to be a unique witness and source of information about 
Jewish priestly garments thanks to his own family tradition of priestly functions. His 
works, The Jewish War (written around 75 ce) and Jewish Antiquities (written nearly twen-
ty years later, around 94 ce), narrate historical events, anecdotes, and details of dress 
culture. From Oliver Gussmann’s rich study of the priesthood in Josephus’s writings, we 
have comprehensive knowledge of how Josephus used clothing for his literary and polit-
ical ends.130 

First, Josephus is a rich source for the terminology of sacred clothing. Overall, he 
uses three terms for priestly clothing: στολή, ἐσθής, and ἔνδυμα. He does not use the 
term στολή in The Jewish War, only ἐσθής, but in Antiquities he changes the terminology 
and uses στολή as the main term for priestly dress.131 Gussmann suggests that as Jose-
phus matured, he aimed to express a clearer separation between the profane and sacred 
spheres, including in clothing.132 Moreover, in Antiquities Josephus uses the term στολή 
together with adjectives qualifying the rank of the wearer—for example, “priestly dress” 
or “high-priestly dress.” With these clothing terms, he distinguishes the ordinary priest 
from the high priest by adding adjectives and genitival forms, just as the various ranks 
of priests would have been visualized through clothing.133 From a priestly family himself, 
Josephus had firsthand experience in priestly clothing and therefore knew technical and 
intimate details well.134 

In Jewish priestly clothing, the difference between the high priest and the ordinary 
priest is highly visual: the ordinary priest wore a στολή, a long tunic of white linen girded 

126 For the traditional garb of the high priest, see Exodus 28:4–5; Bender 2008, 228–42.
127 Trampedach 2013, 244–46.
128 Trampedach 2013, 249.
129 Trampedach 2013, 250–52.
130 Edwards 2001; Gussmann 2008, 366–409, 432–33. Gussmann’s chapter 8, “Textilien und Texte: Priester-
gewänder bei Josephus,” is dedicated to priestly dress.
131 Gussmann 2008, 366–68.
132 Gussmann 2008, 368: “Es ist möglich, dass Josephus ein Jahrzehnt später zwischen heiligen und pro-
fanen Gewändern stärker unterscheiden wollte.” 
133 Gussmann 2008, 367.
134 Gussmann 2008, 372–73.
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with a colorful woven band.135 for the high priest’s attire there were two versions, one very 
simple and the other quite elaborate.136 in the elaborate version, he wore the same outfit as 
ordinary priests underneath, but with a belt with inwoven gold threads; over this outfit he 
wore his ephod mantle with symbolic decorations of precious stones, referring to cosmic 
phenomena as well as to the twelve tribes of israel.137

in Antiquities, Josephus narrates the exodus from egypt and the establishment of the 
first tabernacle, including precise descriptions of the early designs of priestly clothing 
(handmade by Jewish women):138 

There were peculiar garments (στολαί) appointed for the priests, and for all the rest, 
which they call cohanoeoe[-priestly] garments, as also for the high priests, which 
they call cahanoeoe Rabbae, and denote the high priest’s garments. . . . he puts on 
that which is called machanase, which means somewhat that is fast tied. it is a girdle 
(διάζωμα), composed of fine twined linen (βύσσος).  .  .  . over this he wore a linen 
vestment (λίνεον ἔνδυμα), made of fine flax doubled (διπλῆς σινδόνος βυσσίνης): it 
is called chethone, and denotes linen (λίνεον δὲ τοῦτο σημαίνει), for we call linen 
by the name of chethone. This vestment reaches down to the feet, and sits close to 
the body; and has sleeves (χειρῖδας) that are tied fast to the arms: it is girded to the 
breast a little above the elbows, by a girdle (ζώνη) often going round, four fingers 
broad, but so loosely woven (διακένως δ᾽ὑφασμένη) that you would think it were 
the skin of a serpent. it is woven with flowers of scarlet, and purple, and blue, and 
fine twined linen (ἄνθη εἰς αὐτὴν ἐνύφανται φοίνικι καὶ πορφύρᾳ μετὰ ὑακίνθου 
καὶ βύσσου πεποικιλμένα), but the warp was nothing but fine linen (στήμων δ᾽ἐστὶ 
μόνη βύσσος).139

Josephus is careful to explain the technical details to his Greco-Roman readers, including 
the aramaic clothing terminology for the Jewish priests’ dress,140 and, according to an-
nette Weissenrieder, he thereby seeks to underscore the priestly legitimacy and ancestry 

135 Gussmann 2008, 370–74, 432; Josephus, Antiquities 3.151–58; Bender 2008, 220–21.
136 macDonald 2019, 435: “The priestly literature of the Pentateuch describes two different vestments 
that are to be worn by the high priest within the tabernacle. according to exod. 28, aaron is to wear an 
intricate set of sacred vestments when he ‘goes into the holy place before yHWH’ (בבאו אל הקדשׁ לפני יהוה, 
v. 29–30, 35): ‘a breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a checked tunic, a turban and a sash’ (v. 4) as well as a ro-
sette (v. 36–38) and linen undergarments (v. 42). The vestments are made from costly materials: gold, 
gemstones, fine linen, and yarns in blue, purple, and crimson. The reader is informed that the rich costume 
is for aaron’s glorious adornment (v. 2), but also most of aaron’s wardrobe is given a symbolic or instru-
mental significance. in contrast, lev. 16 has aaron ‘go into the holy place’ (ׁיבא אהרן אל הקדש; v. 3) to atone 
for israel’s sins having bathed and dressed in simple vestments: a tunic, undergarments, sash and turban 
(v. 4). These garments are said to be made from ‘linen,’ בד, a different word from the term in exod. 28, ׁשׁש.”
137 Utzschneider 1988, 168–71; Bender 2008, 228–42; Gussmann 2008, 374–83, 433.
138 The clothing of a priest should ideally be made by the priest’s own mother, and here women get to 
play a role in the cult; see lehman 2014.
139 Josephus, Antiquities 3.151–54. n.B.: i have altered the translation “embroidered” to “woven” in view 
of the discussion in Droß-Krüpe and Paetz gen. schieck 2014.
140 Weissenrieder 2017, 168: “a careful analysis of the terminology that Josephus uses to describe vest-
ments reveals various forms and mechanisms for specifically emphasising ‘unusual’ or even ‘exotic’ ele-
ments in the text. Josephus does not shy away from introducing new loan words in his description of the 
priestly and high-priestly vestments. in his description of these garments in AJ 3.151–187, Josephus uses 
aramaic and Hebrew terms that were obscure and unfamiliar, at least in Rome.”
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rooted in an Aramaic tradition.141 However, despite Josephus’s aim to name the priestly 
clothing with special Aramaic terms, the so-called chethone is likely to be a version of 
the widely documented and ancient Semitic root ktn attested throughout the second and 
first millennia in Semitic languages and borrowed into the Indo-European languages—for 
example, in Greek chiton.142

Second, Josephus also narrates a series of historical anecdotes highlighting the politi-
cal role of clothing in the cult. King Uzziah of Judah, likely dated to the eighth century bce, 
was a vigorous leader during a long reign, as narrated in 2 Chronicles 26:1–20 and 2 Kings 
15:1–7. Josephus retells the story but with a significant addition: that King Uzziah had the 
audacity to don the high-priestly vestments (ἱερατικήν στολήν) and go to the temple to 
offer incense, an act normally the prerogative of the priests. This offence of the established 
order ended his life.143 Another event narrated by Josephus illustrates the powerful and 
dangerous combination of royal descent and wearing high-priestly vestments. A young 
descendent of the Hasmonean royal linage, Aristoboulos, was appointed high priest by 
King Herod of Judea in 35 bce, but at the upsetting sight of the crowd cheering the young 
prince dressed as high priest, Herod began to fear that the young man would establish his 
own political platform. The king therefore changed plans and drowned the young prince-
priest.144 Finally, from Josephus’s own time, he reports in The Jewish War that, after the fall 
of Jerusalem, a priest and the temple treasurer delivered, in exchange for their security, the 
sacred veils and garments, priestly vestments, and a large quantity of purple and scarlet 
to Titus.145 Titus’s father, the Roman emperor Vespasian, ordered this rich booty of Jewish 
temple textiles to be stored in his royal palace.146

141 Weissenrieder 2017, 168–69: “The priests spoke Aramaic, and since the second century bce Aramaic 
was most likely their written language; however, it was not known to the Romans, who most scholars 
think would have been Josephus’ target audience. But it would be quite mistaken to think that Josephus 
chose to transliterate from Aramaic into Greek in order to intensify the exotic flavour of the text—Hebrew 
would have been quite exotic enough for a Roman reader. Rather what Josephus seeks to do is to set up 
Aramaic as a priestly language, implying that its use dates back to the time of the tent of the tabernacle. 
In other words, he is deliberately shifting Aramaic out of the everyday world and representing it to out-
siders as a priestly language in use ever since the days of the tent by representing it as a priestly language, 
establishing the era of the tent of the tabernacle as an ideal time.”
142 Michel and Nosch 2017, ix–xx.
143 Josephus, Antiquities 9.222–26.
144 Josephus, Antiquities 15.50–56; Edwards 2001, 156.
145 Josephus, Jewish War 6.387–90: “During those same days, one of the priests named Jesus, son of 
Thebuthi, after obtaining a sworn pledge of protection from Caesar, on condition of his delivering up 
some of the sacred treasures, came out and handed over from the wall of the sanctuary two lampstands 
similar to those deposited in the sanctuary, along with tables, bowls, and platters, all of solid gold and 
very massive; he further delivered up the veils (τὰ καταπετάσματα), the high-priests’ vestments (τὰ 
ἐνδύματα), including the precious stones, and many other articles used in public worship. Furthermore, 
the treasurer of the temple, by name Phineas, being taken prisoner, disclosed the tunics and girdles worn 
by the priests, an abundance of purple and scarlet (τούς τε χιτῶνας καὶ τὰς ζώνας ὑπέδειξε τῶν ἱερέων 
πορφύραν τε πολλὴν καὶ κόκκον) kept for necessary repairs to the veil of the temple.” 
146 Josephus, Jewish War 7.162.
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We are less informed about the dress of the Jewish monarchy,147 yet the ancient texts 
illustrate that a certain vestimentary decorum was expected for a Jewish king. When King 
David entered Jerusalem and celebrated by dancing before the Ark of the Covenant, his 
wife, Michal, represented as a negative figure, scorned him for this lack of royal decorum: 
“But Michal the daughter of Saul came out to meet David, and said, ‘How the king of Israel 
honored himself today, uncovering himself today before the eyes of his servants’ maids, 
as one of the vulgar fellows shamelessly uncovers himself!’” Against his wife, King David 
argued that his unconventional dress and dance were permitted because he was dressed 
to honor God, who had made him king.148 The conflict between husband and wife is also 
a conflict about the appropriate dress for a king who ministers as a priest, and about the 
tension between royalty and modesty. In the later chronicle, the dancing was toned down 
and David’s dress adapted to appropriate priestly dress.149

In Roman times, when Jesus of Nazareth was arrested and mocked as the king of 
the Jews, Roman soldiers clothed him in their image of a stereotyped king: a crown of 
thorns and a purple garment, which is described differently in the three Gospels: as Greek 
porphyra/ Latin purpura in the Gospel of Saint Mark; as chlamys kokkina/clamys coccinea 
in the Gospel of Saint Matthew, composed later than the Gospel of Saint Mark; and as 
 himation porphyron/veste purpurea in the Gospel of Saint John.

Mark 15:17 reads:

καὶ ἐνδιδύσκουσιν αὐτὸν πορφύραν καὶ περιτιθέασιν αὐτῷ πλέξαντες ἀκάνθινον 
στέφανον

et induunt eum purpuram et inponunt ei plectentes spineam coronam

“And they clothed him in a purple cloak, and plaiting a crown of thorns they put it 
on him.”

In Matthew 27:28, the garment of Jesus is instead a scarlet chlamys cloak:150

καὶ ἐκδύσαντες αὐτὸν χλαμύδα κοκκίνην περιέθηκαν αὐτῷ

et exuentes eum clamydem coccineam circumdederunt ei

“And they stripped him and put a scarlet robe upon him.”

Finally, in John 19:2, Jesus’s garment has become a purple mantle, a himation:

καὶ οἱ στρατιῶται πλέξαντες στέφανον ἐξ ἀκανθῶν ἐπέθηκαν αὐτοῦ τῇ κεφαλῇ καὶ 
ἱμάτιον πορφυροῦν περιέβαλον αὐτόν

147 This absence can also be observed in biblical texts; see Burton 2019, with reference to 1 Kings 3:21 
and girdles, emphasizing the link between king and warrior.
148 2 Samuel 6:20–22.
149 1 Chronicles 15:27; Schulz 2019.
150 Since a chlamys is typically a soldier’s cloak, it may be better translated as “cloak” instead of “robe”; 
on the chlamys, see Flemestad 2022, 146–48.
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Et milites plectentes coronam de spinis, imposuerunt capiti ejus: et veste purpurea 
 circumdederunt eum

“And the soldiers plaited a crown of thorns, and put it on his head, and arrayed him 
in a purple robe.”151

In purple, he was dressed as a king, not as a priest, according to the Gospels.152 The pas-
sages demonstrate that in the first century ce, purple still had strong royal connotations. 
They also demonstrate that purple was accessible beyond the elite.

RADIATING THE DIVINE ORDER AND THE UNIVERSE

A king and his regalia may radiate divine powers, and textiles and clothing can become 
necessary means to protect his subjects from the effects of those powers.153 In Sassanian his-
tory, and perhaps further back in time, we encounter the tradition of the king who is veiled 
because of his splendid radiance.154 This idea also appears in Jewish tradition with Moses, 
the first prophet, who had to wear a veil after encountering YHWH (Exodus 34:29–35).155 

In Iranian culture, the coronation of the king marked his birthday, when he assumed 
a new name—his throne name. On that occasion, he would dress in a starry vestment 
symbolizing his role as cosmic ruler. Otherwise, his dress was composed of both secular 
and sacral clothing items reflecting his double political and priestly functions.156 His kingly 
secular clothes were red, and when performing a ritual he would don his priestly garb over 
them. Thus the Iranian royal tradition preserved the colors red and white for the king. 
The historian of religion Gustav Widengren associated this dress with Achaemenid court 
culture, in which the king was clad in a purple-edged tunic with a white central part and 
dark-purple headgear variegated with white.157 Here, Widengren was perhaps influenced 
by the linguist Georges Dumézil—specifically, his study of Indo-Iranian cultures and their 
color symbolism.158

The tradition of astral symbols on royal attire was known already in Neo-Assyrian 
kingly clothing: the royal robe was adorned with stars, which marked the very special 

151 A himation is an outer garment and thus perhaps best translated as “mantle” or “cloak.”
152 In Isaiah 63:16, God wears a red garment, thus contributing to a characterization of YHWH as a royal 
figure, according to LeMon and Purcell 2019.
153 Hidding 1959, 58: “As the sky or another phenomenon symbolize the High God as the origin and 
essence of all being, so the king with his regalia symbolizes the same idea on an earthly scale. The scepter, 
the staff, the crown, the mantle, the throne, the imperial orb etc. witness to and proclaim the holy mystery 
of all life by which alone the order in this world as well can be upheld.”
154 Widengren 1959, 246–47.
155 I thank Kenny Clewett for this information.
156 Widengren 1959, 253.
157 Curtius Rufus 3.3.17–18.
158 Dumézil (1954, 45–57) discussed the color symbolism of white, red, and black/blue in ancient Indian 
and Iranian societies, as well as in Hittite sources and the Rigveda. In conclusion, he saw a “tripartition 
fonctionnelle des sociétés indo-européen” and the colors white, black, and red as forming “un système 
symbolique, avec des valeurs fonctionnelles” (Dumézil 1954, 57). According to his analyses, red/purple is 
associated with warriors and the military, while white is associated with Brahmans and priests.
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relationship between the king and the gods. The robe’s decoration included images of the 
sacred tree, the purifying genii, the winged disk, and other iconic elements.159

The Jewish temple also was lavishly furnished with precious textiles with cosmolog-
ical meaning.160 The curtain of the temple combined fine linen thread with dyed yarns, 
probably of wool, in the colors purple, red, and blue. This combination, according to Jo-
sephus, would symbolize the universe and its elements of fire, earth, sea, and air.161 In 
another text concerning the earliest Jewish traditions of rituals, Moses’s brother, the high 
priest Aaron, was said to wear clothing depicting the whole world: “For on his long robe 
the whole universe was depicted.”162 

It is worth noting that cosmological imagery is also integrated in Hellenistic Babylo-
nian priestly dress, as it was in the dress of Hellenistic kings in Greece.163 The ritual texts 
from Hellenistic Uruk, mentioned above, describe how the ṣibtu garment of some priests 
was adorned with celestial patterns, such as stars and a rainbow; other priests wore a 
hullānu mantle decorated in embroidery or inwoven tapestry with divine figures.164

Examples of the visual appearance of Hellenistic kings with cosmic connotations ap-
pear in a dozen stelae from the kingdom of  Commagene (in present-day southeastern 
Türkiye) depicting King Antiochus I (r. 70–38 bce). These stelae give us a corpus of royal 
Hellenistic imagery from a specific region. On them, King Antiochus stands on the left-
hand side, in a three-quarters pose, and shakes hands with a divinity. The king’s head is 
adorned with upright feathers and a tiara, perhaps of cloth or of metal plates and adorned 
with laurel leaves or eagles. As an example, a relief from Arsameia on the Nymphaios is 
shown in figure 9.1.

159 Gaspa 2018, 152–54.
160 On cosmic symbolism in Jewish cult, see Hayward 1996, 145.
161 Josephus, Jewish War 5.5.4: “but before these doors there was a veil (καταπέτασμα πέπλος) of equal 
largeness with the doors. It was a Babylonian curtain (Βαβυλώνιος ποικιλτός), embroidered with blue, 
and fine linen, and scarlet, and purple (ἐξ ὑακίνθου καὶ βύσσου κόκκου τε καὶ πορφύρας), and of a con-
texture that was truly wonderful. Nor was this mixture of colors without its mystical interpretation, but 
was a kind of image of the universe (εἰκόνα τῶν ὅλων); for by the scarlet (τῇ κόκκῳ) there seemed to be 
enigmatically signified fire, by the fine flax (τῇ βύσσῳ) the earth, by the blue (τῇ ὑακίνθῳ) the air, and 
by the purple (τῇ πορφύρᾳ) the sea; two of them having their colors the foundation of this resemblance; 
but the fine flax and the purple have their own origin for that foundation, the earth producing the one, 
and the sea the other (τῆς δὲ βύσσου καὶ τῆς πορφύρας διὰ τὴν γένεσιν, ἐπειδὴ τὴν μὲν ἀναδίδωσιν ἡ 
γῆ, τὴν δ᾽ ἡ θάλασσα). This curtain had also embroidered (κατεγέγραπτο δ᾽ ὁ πέπλος) upon it all that 
was mystical in the heavens, excepting that of the [twelve] signs, representing living creatures.” Note 
the ongoing discussions of translating ancient textile techniques by “embroidery” in Droß-Krüpe and 
Paetz gen. Schieck 2014; see also Weissenrieder 2017, 176, for the cosmological connotations of sacred 
Jewish textiles.
162 Book of Wisdom 18:24. The Hellenistic Jewish Book of Sirach, from the second century bce, describes 
concretely and metaphorically how the first high priest, Moses’s brother Aaron, was clothed with per-
fection of beauty in breeches, tunic, and mantle decorated with bells and pomegranates. The garments 
were made of gold, purple, and blue and included a richly decorated girdle and a breastplate with precious 
stones (Sirach 45:6–22); see Hayward 1996, 63.
163 Nosch 2021. See page 289 above on King Demetrius’s cloak adorned with in-woven images of heav-
enly bodies.
164 Quillien 2019.
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Antiochus wears a military costume165 consisting 
of a light, long-sleeved tunic with a leather cuirass 
worn over it that is richly decorated with lozenges 
containing eight-pointed stars. He wears a cloak at-
tached with a fibula on his right shoulder and reach-
ing down to his knees. Around his waist is a sash; 
two cords stretch from the sash down between his 
legs and pull on the cloth otherwise covering his 
upper legs. This cloth is probably the lower part of 
his knee-length tunic. His legs are covered in tight- 
fitting trousers or leg wrappers. The lower part of 
his costume emphasizes his crotch, thighs, and legs, 
perhaps conveying the idea of horse riding, mobility, 
and virility. The upper part of his costume and his 
head, conversely, convey a cosmic ideal of peace and 
royalty, emphasized by the stars on his upper body 
(a recurrent motif on other numismatic and sculptur-
al portraits of King Antiochus) and by the feathers, 
which imitate solar rays.166 Antiochus’s costume and 
posture with the Greek gods testify to the combined 
Greek and Persian heritage of the Commagene dy-
nasty,167 uniting the legacy of Alexander the Great 
with the grandeurs of the Achaemenids.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this study I have used clothing as a key to ana-
lyze the power expressions of priests and kings. The 
material and physical aspects of clothing and its tac-
tile qualities should be included in any discussion of 
power and authority because royal garments, robes 
of state, and priestly garb are often large and heavy 
and thereby convey the weighty responsibilities of 
rulers and authorities. Sometimes, the royal robe can embody the ruler’s authority and 
become a powerful agent in its own right—as in Babylonia, where the king’s official gar-
ments could act on his behalf when the king was physically absent.168 Priestly garments 
also may embody portable authority and power: Moses was instructed by God to undress 
the old high priest Aaron and pass his vestments to Aaron’s son Eleazar, and Aaron died 
immediately after this change of clothes (Numbers 20:22–29).

165 Rose 2013, 221.
166 Rose 2013, 222.
167 Rose 2013, 223; Flemestad 2022, 132–36.
168 Alvarez-Món 2009, 22–23; Gaspa 2018, 146–49; 2024, 17–18.

Figure 9.1. Stela from Arsameia 
with image of King Antiochus I 

of Commagene. Drawing 
by Farzana Khosrawi.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   304Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   304 4/24/25   3:14 PM4/24/25   3:14 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



DIVINELY ROYAL: GARMENTS OF KINGS AND PRIESTS IN ANCIENT GREECE 305

Along the same lines of thinking are Quillien’s observations of how priests’ clothes in 
Babylonia are not simple, static objects hung on the human body but actively move and 
transform the ritual praxis. The actions of clothing—to cover, to dress, to rip off, and to 
undress—enact the rituals and mark the transitions between various phases of a ceremo-
ny.169 Utzschneider calls this dressing and undressing, this robing and disrobing, Investitur 
and Devestitur.170

For the historian, it is essential to note that the sources for royal and priestly textiles 
are chronologically scattered and often appear in isolation. The Mycenaean Greek archives 
in Linear B and the Near Eastern archives in cuneiform, as well as iconography, can inform 
us about the Late Bronze Age; for the first part of the first millennium bce, we rely on 
Neo-Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian inscriptions; in Greece and Anatolia of the fifth cen-
tury bce, historians such as Herodotus constitute our main source. The historians Arrian, 
Curtius Rufus, and Plutarch report on Alexander the Great centuries after him and cluster 
around the first century bce to the first century ce. The First Book of Maccabees was writ-
ten around 100 bce, while the texts of the Old Testament are notoriously difficult to date.

A central question of this essay is whether the garments of kings and priests express 
their divided or unified functions. Moreover, the historian’s often unavoidable questions 
of origin and sequence emerge: Did kings wear purple mantles and white chitons first and 
were then imitated by priests? Or did the opposite occur? How did kings’ clothing influ-
ence priests’ clothing and vice versa? By piecing together evidence from early and late 
sources, a picture emerges, albeit still blurry. Kings were associated with purple since the 
time of the Mycenaean Linear B tablets; in Homer, purple is a sign of the elite, not only 
the king. In Archaic and Classical Greece, it probably would have seemed natural for a 
king to wear purple, but doing so was not his exclusive right, as priests also donned purple 
garments. Thus purple belongs to the symbols of royalty, but not necessarily to its prerog-
atives. It is rather the wearing of a diadem that becomes a royal prerogative, along with 
the holding of a scepter. Indeed, holding the scepter may also originate in the priestly and 
cultic functions of a king, since priests, too, held such symbols of dignity and power. In the 
fourth-century bce Panionion inscription concerning the sacred functions of kings in Asia 
Minor, kings appear with their scepters,171 but according to Strabo, the king of Ephesus had 
a staff instead of a scepter.172 Hence the color purple and the scepter/staff may be seen as 
shared symbols for kings and priests.

The color purple undergoes changes in meaning in antiquity but remains a sign of 
wealth and prestige. Its value is undermined in Archaic and Classical Greece by its asso-
ciation with tyranny and antidemocratic behavior,173 and in Hellenistic times by a wider 
distribution and commercialization of the dye product. In comments on the dress choices 
of Alexander the Great, the color purple is not in itself the focus of criticism; it is the 
oriental patterns, the foreign origins of the fabric, and the foreign clothing styles that 

169 Quillien 2019, 77. 
170 Utzschneider 1988, 172–75.
171 Hommel 1967, 60–61.
172 Strabo 14.1.3; Hommel 1967, 62.
173 Nosch 2021.
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provoked criticism by his contemporaries.174 Alexander’s taste for exotic patterns and for 
mixed Median-Persian-Macedonian royal dress, with its foreign connotations, was per-
ceived as much more provocative than the color purple per se. It is also noteworthy that 
Alexander’s commentators refer to his wardrobe from only a political perspective—they do 
not mention any cultic connotations.

Melanie Wasmuth discusses how the double role as pharaoh of Egypt and king of Per-
sia was visualized in the statue of Darius I. He displays a typical Egyptian posture, yet his 
dress (kypassis/kapyris) is typical of the Achaemenid court: a wide, foot-length garment 
with long, wide sleeves and a belt rendered in stone with incised patterns, suggesting an 
intrinsically and probably colorful (tablet-)woven one.175 Moreover, along the folds of the 
front side of his garment are incised Egyptian hieroglyphs on the right and, in cuneiform, a 
trilingual Old Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian text on the left176—hence, a perfect example 
of identity expressed in body posture, clothing, and language.

Gawlinski highlights how sacred dress in ancient Greece may be defined as “fossilized 
fashion,” since it uses dress items that were no longer worn by the general population as 
a distinctive feature. As an example, she adduces the dress of the kanephoros, literally “the 
basket bearer,” which is a function of the cult that in the visual sources is identified by a 
girl or woman carrying a basket on her head and wearing a peplos.177 The peplos had gone 
out of fashion and use in the fifth century bce in the general female population,178 yet it 
continued to play a role in signaling ancestry, tradition, and history. I find that Gawlin-
ski’s compelling case may be taken further to suggest that similar, fossilized fashion items 
would be expected in other kinds of priestly dress; in fact, fossilized fashion elements 
might even constitute a defining feature of priestly dress. In comparison, kings’ dress may 
contain fewer fossilized elements and be more apt to include new political and strategic 
dress elements, imbued with intention.

A clear difference between royal and priestly clothing is that priests’ clothing is fre-
quently regulated and restricted by sanctuary rules. Talmudic recommendations and rules 
state that without the priestly garb, the ritual is invalidated.179 In contrast, kings may be 
expected to follow conventions and traditions but are not bound to the same degree by 
dress regulations and laws. 

Brøns has also observed a gender difference in priestly dress, since male priestly dress 
is more often regulated than that of priestesses, and priests’ dress is more visibly singled 
out in iconography than that of their female counterparts.180 

174 Blum 1998, 206–7.
175 Wasmuth 2017, 107–8.
176 Wasmuth 2017, 101.
177 Gawlinski 2017, 164–67.
178 Lee 2003.
179 Zevachim 17b.6: “The mishna teaches that a priest lacking the requisite priestly vestments disquali-
fies the rites he performs.”
180 Brøns 2016, 299: Priests “in several instances can be shown to wear special garments or dress items 
that identify their priestly function. This does not imply unity in dress, however, but rather outstanding 
clothing.” In the sanctuary of Andania, however, women’s clothes were more regulated than men’s; see 
Gawlinski 2011.
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A particularity of priestly attire highlights purity and pollution, which are important 
topics in ancient religion. Thus a distinctive feature of priestly dress in Greek,181 Roman,182 
Egyptian,183 Jewish,184 and Assyrian185 cult involves the strong notion of purity and often 
im plies purification processes for clothes, including, in particular, restrictions on fibers—
which fibers can be worn and which ones can be mixed. Pollution and contamination can 
go both ways: into the sanctuary or diffusing holiness outside.186 These notions are not 
reported for royal attire anywhere in the ancient world.

Another significant difference is that kings sometimes chose to include ethnic refer-
ences in their clothes to manifest pedigree, ancestry (e.g., Cyrus the Great in Elamite dress, 
Alexander the Great in Macedonian kausia and chlamys), dynastic ambitions, or achieved 
conquests (e.g., Alexander the Great in Median or Persian attire).

Official clothing for kings and priests conveys an authority of office, and in religions 
with hereditary priestly offices, official clothing conveys the notion of continuity of office.187

In Hellenistic times, new developments occurred in royal dress codes. In the Helle-
nistic court norms, it became customary for a king’s philoi to dress in attire very similar 
to that of the king.188 Moreover, monarchies underwent political changes, and deifying 
the ruler became an accepted praxis. In the processes of deification, a new vestimentary 
phenomenon emerged when kings could dress as gods. A contemporary critic of Alexan-
der the Great, Ephippus of Olynthus, stated that on certain occasions, Alexander would 
don the costumes of deities such as the Egyptian god Ammon or the Greek gods Artemis 
and Hermes.189

Josephus’s scholarship illustrates how priestly clothing terminology can be used as 
an index of political orientation. In his first work, The Jewish War, he uses only the gen-
eral term ἐσθής for priestly clothing; but two decades later, in Jewish Antiquities, he 

181 On concepts of purity versus impurity of fibers in Greek sanctuaries, see Brøns 2022. 
182 Larsson Lovén 2017.
183 According to Herodotus 2.35, Egyptian priests wear only linen; see Gerolemou 2017, 60–61.
184 The prohibition of blending animal and plant fibers in Orthodox Jewish religion is still in vigor. It 
is worth noting that, generally, few archaeological textiles from antiquity interweave wool and linen, 
and hence this convention seems to stem just as much from a technological praxis as from a request for 
purity. Priests and the high priest, however, are to wear a blend of linen and wool; see Bender 2008, 197; 
Shamir 2017.
185 Gaspa 2018, 220.
186 Ezekiel 44:17–19: “When they enter the gates of the inner court, they shall wear linen garments; they 
shall have nothing of wool on them, while they minister at the gates of the inner court, and within. They 
shall have linen turbans upon their heads, and linen breeches upon their loins; they shall not gird them-
selves with anything that causes sweat. And when they go out into the outer court to the people, they 
shall put off the garments in which they have been ministering, and lay them in the holy chambers; and 
they shall put on other garments, lest they communicate holiness to the people with their garments.”
187 Utzschneider 1988, 172, for the two concepts of Amtsautorität and Amtskontinuität; 175: “Zunächst 
sind die Kleider die materiale Repräsentanz des Amtes selbst. Wer sie anhat, ist als Amtsträger ausge-
wiesen. Die Kleider sind insofern auch das Zeichen der Amtskontinuität. Neue Kleider sind demnach 
Zei chen eines neuen Amtes, nicht Attribute eines neuen Amtsträgers.”
188 Strootman (2007, 360) emphasizes how the dress of the philoi mirrors the royal attire: “The costume 
of the king was basically the same as the costume of his philoi.”
189 FGrH 126 F5, which corresponds to Athenaeus 12.537E–538B; Fredericksmeyer 1986, 216.
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chooses a more specialized terminology and introduces στολή as an exclusive term for 
priestly dress.190

It should be noted that priestly dress reflects not only royal dress but also elite dress 
in general. For example, Nathan MacDonald has observed that Jewish priestly dress has 
much in common with aristocratic Persian attire.191

Concepts stemming from the analyses of military uniforms are germane here and 
can be beneficial to the discussion of clothing of kings and priests in antiquity. Military 
uniforms focused attention on specific parts of the male body: the head, forefront, chest, 
waist, and shoulders. This essay illustrates that priests and kings of antiquity would visu-
alize their power by the same bodily means: mitra, tiara, or diadem on the head;192 shoul-
ders emphasized by animal hides (in Homer), by elaborately decorated mantles, or by the 
military chlamys; and the chest by tunics with inwoven, central, vertical bands and girded 
with elaborate belts.193

The significant insignia—crown, diadem, mantle, and scepter—are placed on the body 
near the face and chest and on the front of the body, although they are also visible from 
the back. Research on tracking eye movement demonstrates that humans tend to focus 
their glance unconsciously on the human face (eyes, mouth) and on the upper body. Our 
focus on the head and torso helps us identify other humans. That the upper body plays a 
significant role in our ability to evaluate others was demonstrated in tests by psychologists 
conducted on university students. When the torso was hidden (by a black plastic bag, for 
the purpose of the test), the students were less able to make similarity-based assessments 
of their classmates. This finding means that the torso—its physical features and decoration 
in terms of jewelry and clothing—is important for the basic human understanding and 
appreciation of others.194

Military uniforms are said to be primarily functional. However, fashion studies and 
military historians have clearly demonstrated that in addition to preserving ethnic vestig-
es and national traditions, uniforms also follow fashion. The overwhelming trend in uni-
form design, however, is that they follow the style of the currently ruling superpowers.195

190 Gussmann 2008, 366–68.
191 MacDonald 2019, 441: “A number of the individual items of the priestly vestments appear to reflect 
the dress worn by the aristocratic class. The robe, מעיל, was worn by figures of status, such as the king 
(1 Sam. 15:27; 24:4, 11) or those in his family (1 Sam. 18:4; 2 Sam. 13:18). In Ezek. 26:16 the princes of Tyre 
are dressed in robes and embroidered garments. The turban, מצנפת, is associated with a crown in Ezek. 
21:26, and the rosette, ציץ, that adorns it is identified as a diadem, נצר, in Exod. 29:6.”
192 See Panagiotopoulos 2012 for elite headgear in the Aegean; Raja 2017 for distinctive Palmyrene hats 
worn by priests; and Reade 2009 for elite headgear worn at the Assyrian court. Maier 1989 demonstrates 
how priest-kings at Paphos, Cyprus, would wear an Egyptian-inspired crown with an Achaemenid/ 
Assyrian-style beard.
193 Kilian-Dirlmeier 2012.
194 Bahns et al. 2016, 151–70.
195 See Galster, Honeyman, and Nosch 2010. The political and military superpowers thus define the 
uniforms’ designs, which are then imitated by those who aspire to power and those who are under the 
protection of superpowers. In the twentieth century ce, the USA and the Soviet Union set two different 
design styles for their military uniforms, which then “trickled down” (an expression from fashion studies) 
on each side of the Iron Curtain to the nations’ NATO and Warsaw Pact allies in their satellite states.
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The crossover influence between kings’ and priests’ wardrobes in antiquity may have 
mirrored a similar development—namely, that power dressing had a strong normative 
force and also imitated the dress of powerful figures. Thus, through (slow-changing) fash-
ions and sudden imitations in power dressing, we can perceive who were considered the 
most powerful rulers and political entities of the time. Hence, dress can become a looking 
glass that reflects nuances of power structures and rank.

The diverse traditions and tensions described in this study—those between priestly 
and kingly functions and between priestly and royal clothes—came to a halt in Roman 
imperial times when the Roman emperor assumed the highest priestly functions and Julius 
Caesar was appointed Pontifex maximus in 63 bce. With the dismantling of the Roman Em-
pire centuries later, the issue became relevant again with the emergence of the Christian 
church as a religious power center in Rome and Byzantium.

Taking off royal attire and changing into civilian clothes signifies ending a reign and 
retiring. Plutarch (An Seni 11) formulates it as a cloaked piece of advice: Ruling is tiresome, 
and in time a king must stop reigning:

There is, then, a time to advise even a king when he has become an old man to lay aside 
the crown and the purple, to assume a cloak and a crook, and to live in the country.
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10 “A Religion without Priests”? Dressing the Dynamic 
Identities of Greek Religious Personnel

Laura Gawlinski 
Loyola University Chicago

The title of this essay references Walter Burkert’s influential description of religious 
authority in ancient Greece: “Greek religion might almost be called a religion without 
priests: there is no priestly caste as a closed group with fixed tradition, education, initia-
tion, and hierarchy, and even in the permanently established cults there is no disciplina, 
but only usage, nomos.”1 At its core, this statement gets at what many find unsettling about 
the relationships among ritual, power, and permanence during the ancient Greek historical 
periods. Influenced, consciously or not, by the priests and other leaders of living religions, 
there are expectations of structure and specialization that are not met. What, then, did it 
mean to be a “priest” at that time, and how did that identity relate to dress?2

GREEK “PRIESTS”

The Greek terms most often translated as “priest” and “priestess” are hiereus (ἱερεύς) and 
hiereia (ἱέρεια), which point to the main function of religious officials as taking care of the 
hiera, the sacred things. But precisely what that meant varied, and there was little priests 
did that was exclusive to them. As Jan Bremmer succinctly puts it, the difference between a 
priest and a regular worshipper “seems to have been more a matter of intensity or frequen-
cy than an absolute difference.”3 In addition to the many men and women who held the 
titles hiereus and hiereia, scholars now also emphasize the large number of other religious 
functionaries who bore different titles, from temple attendants (neokoroi) to basket bearers 
(kanephoroi) to seers (manteis). It seems that one part of the problem of approaching Greek 
priesthood is not so much that there are no priests but that there are too many, and their 
numbers and diversity defy easy categorization.4

1 Burkert 1985, 95. For critiques, see Fowler 2015 and the essays collected in Dignas and Trampedach 
2008, Horster and Klöckner 2012, and Horster and Klöckner 2013.
2 I thank Aleksandra Hallmann for the opportunity to think about these questions in a setting that 
brought together a wide range of ancient cultures.
3 Bremmer 2012, 222.
4 Parker (2010, 197–200) extrapolates from the number of priesthoods mentioned in a “sacred law” from 
Aixone (IG II² 1356; SEG 46.173, 54.214) that there may have been at least 545 deme priests in Athens. 
Although this number is speculative, the evidence does point to a large number of priests.
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Furthermore, the duties and sphere of authority of priests and these other cult agents 
were notably local; one was not a priestess, but the priestess of Athena Polias, for example, 
focused on a specific sanctuary in a specific city.5 The method by which one became a 
priest varied, but our sources never treat priesthood as a calling or cite specialized edu-
cational requirements for entering it. Eligibility was fairly broad, though particular cults 
could set restrictions of gender, age, or family status. Election, lot, or purchase were the 
routes that led to priesthood, but they were not all necessarily used in the same place at 
the same time.6 The practice of purchasing priesthoods, for example, was common in a lim-
ited number of cities (primarily in Asia Minor and on nearby islands) and rare before the 
Hellenistic period. The opportunity to hold a priesthood was almost always tied to other 
areas of status or authority: lineage requirements favored the aristocracy, purchasing ne-
cessitated substantial wealth, and even a democracy took family and finances into account 
when defining citizenship. Finally, the term of a priesthood varied. In Athens, many if not 
all of the priesthoods tied to particular families—the genos-priesthoods—could be lifelong, 
but for the rest, priesthood was a temporary state, as short as a single year.7

This fluidity of titles, duties, eligibility, and term limits has made it difficult to find an 
overarching definition for what a Greek priest was. Therefore, when we attempt to look 
for “priests’ dress,” we run the risk of reifying Greek priests to do so. This essay looks more 
closely at the question of the identity of an ancient Greek priest in the Classical and Hel-
lenistic periods alongside matters of dress. To what extent did an individual identify as a 
priest? To what extent—in the words of this volume—was there an inward significance to 
being a priest that manifested in outward appearance? How essential was that identity? Re-
ligions with strict hierarchies that assert a high level of control over members are associated 
with stricter dress codes, usually including the clergy.8 Conversely, the expectation of find-
ing similarly strict costumes is subverted by the nature of ancient Greek religious authority. 

PRIESTS’ DRESS?

The possible evidence for the dress of priests and priestesses has been listed several times, 
but the scholarly watershed is Margaret Miller’s 1989 article that examines the  ependytes—a 
short, sleeveless chiton, which had previously been argued to have a cultic use.9 In the 
course of that analysis, Miller summarizes what was known to that point about the cloth-
ing and appearance of religious officials, determining that so-called sacerdotal dress was 

5 Some evidence suggests that recognition as a priest could extend further, at least within the same 
city-state. Priests could be granted an honorific status at other religious spaces and events, such as being 
featured in processions for gods other than the one they served. For example, one procession for Apollo 
at Athens included ritual experts (exegetai), other priests (οἱ ἄλ[λ]ο[ι] ἱερεῖς), and the hierophant and 
daduch of the Eleusinian Mysteries, in addition to the priest of Apollo Pythios (SEG 21.469 C, lines 34–37; 
129/8 bce).
6 Lupu 2009, 44–52, offers a useful overview of the methods.
7 Horster 2012.
8 For examples of control, see Gawlinski 2017, 166–71, and the articles collected in Arthur 1999, especial-
ly those focused on control as manifested in the special dress of modern Christian sects. For an example 
of Late Antique Christian hierarchical priestly dress, see Serfass 2014; for the high priest in Judaism, see 
Taylor 2014; Shamir 2017.
9 Miller 1989. For further collections of the evidence, see Mantis 1990; Connelly 2007; Hoff 2008; Brøns 
2017, 273–304; Leventi 2019.
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neither standardized nor terribly particular.10 A few common characteristics do emerge, 
however. Dress features that were used as markers of religious authority included color 
(especially purple11), material expense (finer textiles and the use of gold), and headbands 
(especially the thickly rolled band called the strophion). Also notable were accessories held 
in the hand, such as staffs or keys. But it is essential to note that none of these is exclusive 
to priesthood—they are typical markers of status. Since these dress features were used in 
conjunction with a range of other types of status, their association with the office of priest 
or priestess becomes ambiguous. Does the visual read as “priest,” or is it borrowing from 
other areas of privilege, such as wealth, political power, or family status? When someone 
was honored or commemorated, was that person being shown as “priestly”? Did other 
identity elements override that distinction, or were the markers of the different elements 
of identity indistinguishable from one another?

In the visual evidence, it is usually context that leads to the identification of a figure 
as a priest or priestess, an approach that can be dangerously circular when trying to deter-
mine which dress items matter.12 A typical “altar group” scene, showing preparations for a 
sacrifice, can serve as an example (fig. 10.1). On this red- figure vase, the slightly taller man, 

10 Miller 1989, 322: “The evidence shows the existence of only the most inconsistent and rudimentary 
code for priestly dress, one which had not even the virtue of exclusiveness but shared features with com-
mon worshipers and amounted to nothing more elaborate than an ancient equivalent of ‘Sunday best.’”
11 See Nosch, chapter 9 in this volume.
12 On the necessity of context, see also Bobou 2014, 275–76; Leventi 2019, 69; Michailidou 2020, 566.

Figure 10.1. Altar group scene, Attic bell-krater attributed to  
the Nikias Painter, fifth century bce. Metropolitan Museum  
of Art, Rogers Fund, 41.162.4. Creative Commons license.
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closest to the altar and reaching toward it while leaning on a staff, is typically identified 
as a priest. The four slightly smaller men, based on their arrangement, actions, and the ob-
jects they hold, can be read as helping him, thus suggesting a hierarchy. Nothing obvious 
suggests another kind of authoritative role for the man at the altar—there is no graphic 
indication that he is a ruler or politician—and the fact that they are all men suggests this 
tableau is not a family scene. Even though one does not have to be a priest to sacrifice, 
“priest” is the most reasonable identification here. This image has a greater variety in dress 
than other, similar scenes. The man at the altar wears just a himation wrapped around the 
waist, leaving his chest bare. The two men across the altar wear, respectively, a himation 
wrapped around the waist but tucked to a shorter length, and a himation wrapped more 
fully around the shoulders.13 The two figures on the far ends, holding spits with meat and 
innards (splanchna), are completely nude. They all wear wreaths on their heads. The vi-
sual clues are all fairly clear, and reading a vase in such a way to determine which figure 
is in the position of religious authority is probably similar to what a viewer would do at 
a festival or in a sanctuary. But the dress items are also incredibly generic: if we were to 
Photoshop our priest out of this scene and into another scene where a wreath would be 
appropriate—a symposium, perhaps—he would not be out of place. His visual persona here 
is borrowed from the general toolbox of indications of status: nice clothes, taller height, 
prominent positioning, aristocratic leaning on a staff.

To better explore the question of intersectional priestly identity, I have compiled the 
main evidence for dress associated with priests and priestesses who have been securely 
identified as such, turning aside from more generic religious scenes like the altar group 
above. The evidence for the dress of “real” priests and priestesses (i.e., nonmythological, 
nongeneric) falls into three main categories: funerary reliefs that depict the deceased in 
the guise of a religious role, dedicatory portraits that identify the individual as a priest or 
priestess in writing, and inscriptions concerning the sale of priesthoods that note what the 
incumbent can or cannot wear. Finally, I conclude with the priesthoods of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries of Demeter and Kore, whose dress is attested in a variety of literary, epigraphic, 
and visual sources and thus uniquely provides an opportunity to explore the meaning of 
priestly dress in a single cult over a long period of time. This approach, focusing closely 
on these specific types of evidence, reveals that the outward expressions of religious au-
thority in Greece were always fluid—and particularly dependent on location and historical 
circumstance. 

FUNERARY MONUMENTS

Around the beginning of the fourth century bce, tombstones featuring images of priests 
and priestesses carved in relief began to appear in Athens. The iconographical features that 
identify their position—the loose chiton, knife, and key—were already in use in earlier art 
in the context of scenes of religious rituals but, for a relatively brief period of time, come to 
be used, decontextualized, to indicate the roles of these individuals. The men wear a loose, 

13 The wearing of the himation in this way is known from sculpted portraits and would have seemed 
old-fashioned and therefore solemn and authoritative (Dillon 2006, 112).
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unbelted chiton.14 The strongest link 
that associates this garment style with 
priests is its frequent combination 
with a knife, the tool of animal sac-
rifice, as on a marble funerary relief 
from Attica (fig.  10.2). But although 
the knife is associated with ritual, its 
connection to priests specifically has 
proved less secure: Karine Rivière has 
shown that knives in Greek art in the 
preceding Archaic period were not 
connected with this style of dress, nor 
were they consistently identified with 
the figures who should be considered 
priests in vase painting.15 Also com-
plicating the association is a figure 
on the east frieze of the Parthenon in 
Athens (c.  442–438  bce) who wears 
the loose chiton and hands a folded 
textile to a younger attendant. He 
does not have a knife, but his garment 
alone has been used to suggest he is 
a priest. Alternatively, it has been ar-
gued that he represents another kind 
of administrator, perhaps the archon 
basileus, the civic official who over-
saw religious festivals; his garment is 
thus explained as providing him with 
the characteristics of a priest because 
of his related role.16 This garment style, accompanied by a knife or not, was tied to a man 
involved in ritual, but the specifics of its message about authority are more ambiguous to 
us now. It is clear, however, that later, in the fourth century bce, certain Athenian men or 
their families chose a means of expressing a position in the community that was connected 
to religion, and that connection was made identifiable through dress.

The key to identifying the funerary reliefs of priestesses is a literal key, a correlation 
based on vase paintings that show a key in use in a door of a temple.17 The key appears 
in terracotta votives by at least the early fifth century bce and is common on later, South 
Italian vases that feature scenes with mythological priestesses; one example illustrates a 
priestess looking back in fear while Cassandra grasps the statue of Athena as protection 

14 Miller 1989, 321–22; Mantis 1990, 78–96; Connelly 2007, 229–31; Hoff 2008, 115–17.
15 Rivière 2017.
16 Hoff 2008, 113; see also Miller 1989, 131; Mantis 1990, 78–81.
17 Kosmopoulou 2001, 292–98; Ajootian 2007, 28–30 (on the Polystrate relief); Connelly 2007, 92–104, 
229–34; cf. Quercia 2017 for a new interpretation of keys as distaffs.

Figure 10.2. Priest on Attic funerary relief, 
late fifth century bce. Drawing by Maria 

Marinou, adapted from Staatliche Museen, 
Pergamonmuseum K 28, Berlin.
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from Ajax during the sack of Troy (fig. 10.3).18 One of the oldest examples of the Attic 
funerary monuments that use the key is the stela of Polystrate (fig. 10.4), named in an in-
scription above the figure (not shown here). In addition to the key, women are sometimes 
associated with another priestly accessory, the tympanum. In a relief from Piraeus (mid-
fourth century bce) the deceased Chairestrate is depicted seated, and an attendant brings 
this drum to her.19 This relief is especially remarkable because the seated woman also has a 
key with her, propped on her shoulder, and the inscription makes her identity clearer to us: 
she is the propolos, or minister, of the Mother of all Things Born.20 These accessories mark 
her as having a significant religious position and indicate the specific cult with which she 
is associated. As with the reliefs of priests, it is notable that these women or their families 
at this time chose a commemoration that highlighted religious authority. But unlike the 
priests wearing the loose chitons (cf. fig. 10.2), these associations are made not through 
textiles but solely through accessories. There is no unusual garment or garment style for 
the priestesses, a difference in degree of specificity that Ralf von den Hoff has rightly tied 

18 Connelly 2007, 97–104 (98–100 for this vase).
19 Connelly 2007, 234–38 (Piraeus Museum inv. no. 3627).
20 μητρὸς παντοτέκνου πρόπολος | σεμνή τε γεραιρὰ τῶιδε τάφωι κεῖται | Χαιρεστράτη (IG II2 6288, 
lines 4–6): “The old and revered minister of the Mother of All Things Born lies in this tomb—Chairestrate.” 
Translations are my own except when otherwise noted.

Figure 10.3. Priestess with key, 
Campanian hydria from Nola attributed 

to the Danaid Group, about 340–320 bce. 
British Museum 1824,0501.35.

Figure 10.4. Priestess Polystrate on Attic 
funerary relief, early fourth century bce. 

Drawing by Maria Marinou, adapted 
from Kerameikos Museum I 430.
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to gender.21 These monuments depict the identity of the deceased as ritual officials, but that 
identity is subsumed by gender identity.

DEDICATORY PORTRAITS

Personal representation is also an aspect of the public dedication of portrait statues. The 
most common types of honorary portraits for males in the Archaic and Classical periods 
depicted them as poets, philosophers, and athletes.22 Although there may have been early 
dedications of priests, there was no sculpture type for priests, and there is no solid evidence 
earlier than the fourth century bce for the dedication of official portraits of priests and 
priestesses.23 As with most of our questions about ancient dress, a major problem is pres-
ervation; at best, the portraits are known from the inscribed statue bases, not the base and 
image combined. The first certain example (c. 360 bce) is a portrait of Lysimache, priestess 
of Athena Polias in Athens, now known only from its inscribed base (IG II2 3453).24 Without 
the associated image, the text cannot be used to sort out how a priestess might have been 
shown at this time, but it does provide important information about the historical contexts 
of such images. Athena Polias had a genos-priesthood, so Lysimache had to be chosen from 
a particular family line, and in fact, her dedication makes reference to her genealogy: “[Ly-
simache] was daughter of Drakontides with respect to her descent, and she lived eighty-
eight years; having served Athena sixty-four years she saw four generations of children.”25 
Catherine Keesling highlights the fact that Lysimache was probably the first priestess to 
serve Athena Polias in the newly built Erechtheion on the Athenian Acropolis, but her 
portrait was set up much later: it would have appeared not long after a new, democratically 
elected priesthood of Athena Nike was established in the same sanctuary.26 Keesling thus 
ties this image to an affirmation of the older genos-priesthoods at a competitive moment in 
time. The wider context of location, historical circumstances, and cult must be taken into 
account when interpreting public images and their displayed identities.

Until the Hellenistic period, we can only speculate about what these images looked 
like.27 At that time, there is then an increase in dedications that mention the holding of 

21 Hoff 2008, 116–17. It has been noted that in the reliefs with keys, the women wear a chiton and hima-
tion; for a discussion of this pairing as an aspect of priestess images, see Michailidou 2020, 561–66. This 
consistency does seem to be significant, but since there is nothing extraordinary about the combination, 
I do not think it is enough to identify a priestess on its own. Leventi (2019, 72–75) examines the very 
different iconography of several non-Athenian reliefs.
22 For male types, see Dillon 2006. See also Keesling 2017, esp. 74–80 on priests and priestesses.
23 Ma 2013, 169–74; the focal points of this dedicatory activity were Athens, Rhodes, and Delos, and it 
was most popular in the Hellenistic period.
24 Keesling 2017, 74–79. Keesling notes that although there is a Roman head in the British Museum that 
scholars have suggested is a copy of the original, its style does not fit the early fourth-century date.
25 [Λυσιμάχη? γραῖ? ἥδ]ε̣ Δρακο[ντί]δ̣ο ἦν [τὸ γέ]ν̣ος μέν, | [ὀγδώκοντ’ ὀκτ]ὼ̣ δ̣’ ἐξεπέρασ̣εν ἔτη· | [3–4?]
ιν̣ [ἑξή]κ̣ο̣ντα δ’ ἔτη καὶ τέσσαρα Ἀθανᾶι | [λατρεύσ’ ἠδε γένη] τέσσαρ’ ἐπεῖδε τέκνων (lines 1–4); Kees-
ling 2017, 75–77, for translation and text. 
26 Keesling 2017, 78.
27 See Lambert 2012 on the “image” of priests and priestesses presented by inscribed state honors; al-
though they do not address the visual image, the information gained about forms of prestige and their 
chronological shifts is similar. 
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religious office; in two cases, both the stat-
ue and its inscribed base are preserved, thus 
confirming the identification of the figure. 
A portrait of Hegeso, priestess of Demeter 
and Kore, was set up in Priene in the first 
half of the third century bce (fig. 10.5). The 
priestess Aristonoe’s portrait was set up at 
the sanctuary of Nemesis at Rhamnous in 
Attica by her son in the mid-second centu-
ry bce (fig. 10.6). Their dedicatory inscrip-
tions call them priestesses, cite the goddess-
es they served, and identify them through 
reference to their male family members.28

Both Hegeso and Aristonoe wear a chi-
ton and himation in a similar way, with the 
himation rolled up and arranged over the 
arm.29 This wrapping is just one of sever-
al options that could be chosen for female 
dress in portraits in the Hellenistic period. 
The details of the texture and arrangement 
of the garments are not identical, how ever; 
Hegeso’s rolled himation forms a drape 
over her chest, and the material has a crin-
kly texture.30 This outfit is more “modern” 
than the other, and the old-fashioned style 
of the later Aristonoe portrait has compli-
cated the dating of that statue. Although 
these variations stifle any attempt to see 
this draping as “priestess dress,” arranging 

the himation over the shoulder was a popular choice for sculptures of priestesses; the 
“open format” leaves the arms free, at least when compared to other options that were 
more fully wrapped, allowing for accessories to be added to the hands.31 Although Aris-
tonoe’s arm is now missing, records indicate that the original arm, outstretched, held an 

28 Dedication of Hegeso (I .Priene B-M 192): Ἡγησὼ Ἱπποσθένους, | Ε̣ὐκρίτου δὲ γ̣υνή, | ἱερῆ Δήμητρος 
καὶ Κόρης “Hegeso, daughter of Hipposthenes, wife of Eukritos, priestess of Demeter and Kore.” The 
woman’s name was formerly read as “Nikeso” and appears in many publications as such. Dedication 
of Aristonoe (IG II2 3462): Θέμιδι καὶ Νεμέσει | Ἱεροκλῆς Ἱεροποιοῦ Ῥαμνούσιος | ἀνέθηκε τὴν μητέρα 
Ἀριστονόην | Νικοκράτου Ῥαμνουσίου ἱέρειαν | Νεμέσεως “To Themis and Nemesis: Hierokles son of 
Hieropoios, the Rhamnousian, dedicated his mother Aristonoe, daughter of Nikokratos the Rhamnousian, 
priestess of Nemesis.”
29 Dillon 2010, 75–78; Dillon terms this style the “Rhamnous-Aristonoe format.”
30 Leventi (2019, 69) emphasizes a connection between this texture and the folds on a Knidian sculpture 
of Demeter—Hegeso’s goddess (BM 1051). 
31 Dillon 2010, 68–59.

Figure 10.5. Hegeso (formerly Nikeso) 
from Priene, first half of third century bce. 
bpk Bildagentur/Berlin Antikensammlung 

inv. no. SK 1928/Johannes Laurentius/
Art Resource, New York.
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offering bowl.32 This accoutrement and action would 
have suggested “ritual” to a viewer even without 
the inscription or location. We cannot be certain 
what Hegeso held in her hand, but most scholars 
now accept that it was a torch, fitting for her cult, 
Demeter and Kore. Hegeso’s head is not preserved, 
but traces of curls on her shoulders have been plau-
sibly connected to images of Demeter, another visu-
al reference to the specific cult. One accessory that 
is notably absent is the key; although it is treated as 
the sine qua non for priestess images, there are no 
keys with these images or anywhere else in Helle-
nistic portrait sculpture. 

Sheila Dillon emphasizes how gender politics 
influenced female portraiture in the Hellenistic pe-
riod.33 Through fine fabrics, a vague yet youthful 
beauty, and modest wrappings, the images com-
bine both respectability and desirability. Serving 
as a priestess is one of the few reasons a woman 
could be acknowledged publicly, and as in all pub-
lic honors, even for men, the honoree is a reflec-
tion of the family as a whole. Without accessories 
such as a libation bowl or a literal identification 
through inscription, there is no way to know that 
these women were priestesses. The choice of open- 
format garment wrapping underscores their actions 
and duties, not unlike the accessories of the key or 
tympanum. The pretext for the portrait might have 
been acceptable public service, but their garments 
are tied most closely to their identities as women 
and members of families of financial means.

PRIESTHOOD SALES

Also in the Hellenistic period, the newer method 
of acquiring a priesthood by purchase was popular-
ized.34 It appears almost exclusively in Asia Minor 
and on nearby islands; only one example, Roman 

32 Dillon 2010, 77–78 (for both sculptures). See also Leventi 2019, 69–72, for the dress and iconography 
of these sculptures.
33 Dillon 2010, 101–2 (dress), 131–34 (face).
34 Lupu 2009, 48–53; LSAM 44 from Miletos, about 400 bce, is the oldest surviving example (Lupu 2009, 
52). For the practice at Priene, see Horster 2013 (includes the Dionysos Phleios cult); for Kos, see Kató 
2013; Paul 2013 (esp. 262–65 on dress).

Figure 10.6. Aristonoe from Rhamnous, 
mid-second century bce. National 
Archaeological Museum Athens 
inv. no. 232, from DAI. Photo by 
Gösta Hellner, DAI, Neg. D-DAI-

ATH-1972/457. All rights reserved.
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Imperial in date, is known from the mainland.35 The practice is evidenced in the form of 
inscriptions called diagraphai, announcements of sales, as well as other inscriptions that 
reference purchased priesthoods alongside other cult management matters; specifications 
vary, as does the price one would be expected to pay. The diagraphai generally include 
the price to pay (or that was paid), the cult associated with the priesthood, the term limit, 
expectations, and perquisites, from portions of sacrificial meat to various honors and ex-
emptions from duties. For the subject at hand, these texts are important because a number 
of them contain clauses that regulate dress.36

The dress clauses are found exclusively for priests; none for priestesses are known 
from the purchasing documents.37 Among the most expensive purchases—12,002 drachmas 
(line 35)—is the diagraphe for the priest of Dionysos Phleios at Priene (c. 130 bce). In the 
text, the incumbent is instructed to wear a stole and a golden crown of ivy when at the 
theater; he is also to wear this particular outfit during festival months (I .Priene B-M 144; 
LSAM 37):

εἶναι δὲ αὐτῶι καὶ ἐν τῶι θεάτρῳ ἐμ προεδρίαι | καθ̣ῆσθαι καὶ στολὴν ἔχειν ἣν ἂμ 
βούληται καὶ | στέφανον κισσοῦ χρυσοῦν [lines 13–15].

“He will get to sit in the theater in an honorific seat and wear a stole—whichever he 
wants—and a golden crown of ivy.” 

ἐχέτω δὲ καὶ στολὴν ἣν ἂμ βού-|ληται καὶ στέφανον χρυσοῦν μῆνα Ληναιῶνα | 
καὶ  Ἀνθεστηριῶνα· καὶ τοῖς Καταγωγίοις καθη̣-|γήσεται τῶν συγκαταγόντων τὸν 
 Διόνυσον, | στολὴν ἔχων ἣν ἂν θέληι καὶ στέφανον χρυ-|σοῦν [lines 19–24].

“And let him wear a stole—whichever he wants—and a gold crown during the 
months of Lenaion and Anthesterion. And for the Katagogia festival, he will lead 
those who ‘bring down’ Dionysos, while wearing a stole—whichever he wants—and 
a gold crown.”

Similarly, the outfit of the purchaser of a priesthood of Nike at Kos (IG XII 4:330; first 
century bce) features gold and a wreath, but in different forms: he is to wear a purple 
chiton, gold rings, and an olive wreath (κιτῶνα π[ορ]φύρεον καὶ δακτυλίος χρυσέος καὶ 
στέφ[ανο]ν θάλλινον [lines 8–10]) during a procession in the month of Petageitnyos (lines 
5–6), as well as while in the sanctuary and during all other sacrifices ([ἐν τ]ῷ ἱερῷ καὶ ἐν 
ταῖς λοιπαῖς θυσίαις πάσαι[ς] [lines 11–12]). However, he is also unusually given the ad-
ditional instruction to wear white at all other times ([λ]ευχιμονίτω δὲ διὰ βίου [line 12]). 
The costumes vary from cult to cult, and even for a single priest in different situations. 

Why priesthood purchase becomes an option and grows in limited popularity is not 
entirely clear. The rise of this method of becoming a priest has been connected to an 
increase in wealth and a desire to use that wealth to access honors, though the honors 

35 Lupu 2009, 177–90 (NGSL no. 5, lines 16–20, Attica, early second century ce). It concerns a private 
association rather than a civic cult.
36 They are a major source for the evidence of priestly purple discussed by Nosch in chapter 9 of this 
volume.
37 Paul 2013, 262.
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recorded for these priests pale in comparison with those for other types of officials.38 The 
dress items were included because they were otherwise heavily proscribed and regulated: 
only the one who paid the most was rewarded with flashy symbols, like gold crowns and 
purple garments. These particular clothing regulations have familiar elements, such as 
nice garments, purple colors, headbands, and gold, but they must be read as a function of 
a particular moment in time in particular locales. Although these priesthoods were new 
opportunities for gaining honor, the issuing body ensured that these familiar honorary 
elements would not be easily mistaken as the result of a different channel that led to 
honors. Part of that assurance came through linking the dress to the cult and limiting the 
situations in which various items were worn39—in the case of the Dionysos Phleios cult, 
the time (months with major Dionysos festivals), location (the theater), and type of wreath 
(ivy) were all related to the god Dionysus, while for the priest of Nike, the regulation of his 
dress in nonfestival situations tied him even more closely to his role. 

ELEUSINIAN PRIESTHOODS

The final topic of consideration is not a type of evidence but a collection of priests: the 
priesthoods of the Mysteries of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis have frequently been singled 
out as different from other ancient Greek priests in terms of their status and responsibil-
ities.40 There is more documentation for the officials of this cult than any other, and for a 
much longer and nearly continuous stretch of time.41 The prominence of the officials has 
typically been tied to the distinctiveness of genos-cult; the most active ritual agents—the 
hierophant, daduch, and hierokeryx—were chosen from specific genē in Athens and gener-
ally held their positions for life. The unusual cultic requirements for Mysteries, especially 
initiation, were a factor as well.42 Initiation was required to lead the initiation of others, and 
the priestly roles were associated with very specific, though not fully understood, actions: 
in the fifth century bce, the Athenian politician Alcibiades was even put on trial for mock-
ing the Mysteries, including mimicking the actions of specific official roles that must have 
been recognizable. This cult had an unusual combination of genos-association, extramural 
fame, and ritual specificity. 

Along with the copious documentation about other aspects of the cult are a striking 
number of references to dress, especially of the hierophant and the daduch; particularly 
prominent are their reddish or purple robes and the wearing of a strophion.43 Although none 
of the individual dress items were exclusive to these figures or these cults, the frequency 

38 Horster 2013, 192–93. Kató (2013) emphasizes how an increase in wealth allowed access to honors 
formerly reserved for elites; priesthood was a tool of social mobility.
39 Paul (2013, 263–65) notes a number of explicit cultic connections for the dress of the priests at Kos. 
Similarly, in the case of a koinon-priest at Priene, the purchaser is limited to a subsidiary role in situations 
that do not concern the Panionion, an extramural sanctuary that served as a center for Pan-Ionic festivals 
(Horster 2013, 203–4).
40 Miller 1989, 323, especially on the ependytes occasionally used for the daduch; cf. Gawlinski 2017, 
170–71.
41 Clinton 1974.
42 For dress in mystery cults more generally, see Gawlinski 2008.
43 Clinton 1974, 32–35. 
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with which their appearance is noted is striking. The evidence is not as consistent or 
specific as one would perhaps hope; it points to the use of dress as a salient feature of the 
appearance of these officials, but there is still not quite what one could call a “uniform.” 

When the preponderance of evidence is examined more closely, it becomes clear 
that the bulk of it comes from Roman Imperial–period sources.44 Even the oft-cited story 
about Kallias, the fifth-century bce daduch who supposedly appeared on the battlefield 
in his priestly garments and was mistaken as a king, comes down to us through early 
second-century ce Plutarch (Life of Aristides 5; see also Nosch, chapter 9 in this volume). 
The only definitive image of a hierophant is an Attic relief inscribed as a dedication by the 
hierophant from the deme Hagnous dating to the second century ce (Athens Ephorate of 
Antiquities inv. no. L 13114).45 Found in the area of the Olympeion in Athens, it depicts a 
man approaching Demeter and her daughter; he is dressed in heavy robes, wears high 
boots, and has both a strophion and wreath on his head. When this piece is contextualized 
in its own time, details specific to priestly representations in this period emerge. Through 
its classicizing style and reference to a grand cult revered when Athens was at its prime, 
this and other sculptures like it served to make a connection to the past to amplify the 
promotion of the individual in the present.46 

There is enough contemporary Classical and Hellenistic evidence to suggest that dress 
was always part of the performance of the identity of the Eleusinian priests, but informa-
tion is lost if the later evidence is read only backward to an earlier time. The quantity of 
data from the Roman period is not merely an accident of preservation but indicative of the 
values of Roman Imperial elites. Our sources show a new (or perhaps renewed) interest in 
so-called priestly dress at that time that must reflect a shift in the situation of religious au-
thority. The Eleusinian Mysteries was the august cult that captured the attention of Greeks 
under Roman rule and was used to make connections to their past.47 With this interest in 
these selective genos-priesthoods came an intensified focus on the outward expressions of 
that selectiveness through dress.

44 Written sources for the dress of the hierophant and daduch include Athenaeus 21e (early third cen-
tury ce); Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades 22 (early second century ce); Arrian, Discourses of Epictetus 3.21.16 
(early second century ce); and I .Eleusis 483 (IG II² 3592), line 22 (162 ce or shortly after; on the strophion). 
Of the literary, epigraphic, and visual evidence listed in Clinton 1974, there are few sources from the 
Classical period: the Eleusis vase featuring a daduch (Eleusis Museum inv. no. 636, 450–425 bce; see Clin-
ton 1974, 48–49) and the pair of speeches about the court proceedings against Andocides for impiety in 
399 bce (Andocides 1.112 and Lysias 6.51). From the Hellenistic period there are only two sources: I .Eleusis 
201 (IG II² 1235), lines 13–15 (c. 225 bce; on the myrtle wreath), and a fragment of the histories of Ister of 
Cyrene, FGrHist 334, F29 (mid-third century bce).
45 For the hierophant from Hagnous, see Leventi 2015, 68–70; also Leventi 2010 (on iconography). 
46 Klöckner 2012. Horster and Schröder (2014) cover further Athenian sculpture in the Roman period. In 
Mylonopoulos 2013, 137–42, the strongest example of an official being honored in the definitive guise of 
a priest is, significantly, from the Roman period (first to third century ce, Aphrodisias).
47 Bremmer 2012. The epigraphic evidence also supports the power of the Eleusinian priesthoods in 
Roman Imperial Athens; see Camia 2014; Lambert 2012, 89–92 (honors for the daduch Themistokles in 
the first century bce).
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CONCLUSION

Some overarching themes connect the various threads of Greek “priestly dress”: associ-
ations with other forms of honor, a heightening of gender signification, a focus on ritual 
actions through both accessories and types of garments, and intensification tied to eco-
nomic and social factors. These themes are historical and socially contingent, however, and 
change substantially over time. Athenian funerary monuments featured priestly symbols 
for the first time in the fourth century bce; women’s new public roles in the Hellenistic pe-
riod needed new expressions in sculpture; elaborate dress was codified as a perquisite when 
priesthood became a way to move up the social ladder; and Roman Imperial elite compe-
tition was displayed through the outfit of the hierophant. The particulars of dress practice 
cannot always be extrapolated. There was no single “priest dress,” but dress was used by 
those who held that office in different times and places as the position itself changed. To 
find it, we must look more closely at local cults and be sensitive to chronological changes. 
Greek religious authority was indeed fluid, and the visual expression matches that fluidity.
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11 The Phenomenology and Sensory Experience of 
Dress in Mesopotamia and the Ancient Near East*

Allison Thomason 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville

The title of this volume, Outward Appearance versus Inner Significance, suggests that 
dress becomes dialectically involved in the mutually defining concepts of self and other. 
However, this binary begs the question “When does dress ‘end’ and the ‘person’ begin?” 
For example, can a piece of tailored clothing actually redefine the shape and appearance of 
the body, and therefore even a person’s own “intellectual” concept of their identity or lived 
experience? How might this mutually affective relationship between dress and the person 
force a reconsideration of textual, archaeological, and representational evidence? In what 
follows, I consider varied case studies that focus on different methodological approaches 
to the evidence; thus this foray is not intended to be a complete account or survey of the 
phenomenology of dress in Mesopotamia. I focus especially on the practices of dressing 
and undressing, which can show the mutually affective way that dress and humans inter-
act and therefore illuminate lived experiences of ancient people.

Phenomenology is a theoretical and philosophical term that often is avoided by em-
pirically minded scholars. Matthew Johnson has explained phenomenology concisely for 
archaeologists as “the study of the structures of human experience and consciousness.”1 
But ultimately, the concern of phenomenology—the dialectic between subject and object 
(or self and other)—has been a concern of humans since deep antiquity, and more recent-
ly, conceptions of self and self-consciousness in Mesopotamian civilizations have been 
concerns of scholars, whether or not they employ the term “phenomenology” in their 
work.2 While I understand that there are problems with applying our modern idea of self- 
consciousness and “I” to Mesopotamian civilization, there is no denying that our bodies 
are not dramatically different physiologically or physically from those of the ancients, 
such that we can investigate sensory and lived experiences within their proper contexts. 
For the Mesopotamians, divine beings, excepting their capacity for immortality, had bod-
ies much like but not identical to those of humans. Landscape archaeologists, especially 

1 Johnson 2012, 272.
2 For a summary of Mesopotamian concepts of self and personhood, see Foster 2011.

*The original text for this contribution was submitted in 2018 for the Institute for the Study of Ancient 
Cultures (former Oriental Institute) seminar “Outward Appearance vs. Inward Significance.” A similar 
discussion of phenomenology in Mesopotamian dress was published shortly after this conference; see 
Thomason 2019b. 
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of Bronze Age Great Britain, have made phenomenological and sensory understandings 
of landscape the heart of their recent interpretations of prehistoric archaeological sites by 
exploring the bodily experiences of landscapes and understanding them as subjectively 
constituted. A group of scholars have been applying such ideas of landscape archaeology 
within the Near Eastern context and even more specifically the readily accessible sites of 
Anatolia in modern Turkey, including Alessandra Gilibert,3 Ömür Harmanşah,4 and James 
Osborne.5 These approaches find their origins in post-processual archaeology led by Chris-
topher Tilley6 and critique the idea that material culture can be read a single way. They 
contend, rather, that material culture and landscapes can invoke multiple and conflicting 
meanings and experiences.

Phenomenology as an interpretive framework derives from nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century German intellectual movements—and as a term, it has the potential to be anach-
ronistically modern.7 A phenomenological understanding admits that human experiences 
with the “world out there” are based on individual and instantaneous feelings and sensory 
moments. Critics of phenomenological archaeology argue that an essentialist understand-
ing of all “psychic human unity”8 is reductionist and fails to account for gendered or other 
differences in sensory experience. In addition, the densely packed philosophical literature 
by the likes of Maurice Merleau-Ponty9 that interrogates the subject–object dichotomy is 
intimidating to nonphilosophers. Similar to the acknowledgment that humans have bod-
ies in common is the idea that neurological pathways, beginning as external electrical 
or chemical stimuli and passing through nerve cells to the brain’s regions, are the same. 
Although a person’s attunement and attentiveness to stimuli and how they process those 
stimuli into a response, conscious or not, varies greatly according to individual and social 
context,10 a phenomenological analysis and interpretation of material culture can, when 
coupled with another approach to lived experience and the body—sensory studies— further 
the cause of reconstructing ancient lives and cultures. Ultimately, phenomenology, sen-
sory studies, and dress intersect in that they are all interested in bodies and how bodies 
experienced and sensed the world. These approaches all also have in common that they 
often explicitly engage the term “embodiment.” 

Joanne Entwistle argues that “dress” is a verb, a phenomenon of being human and 
not simply a form of externally adorned communication or set of symbols. Rather, she 
argues that we understand dress through Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and concept of 
embodiment. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology expressly centers subjectivity on the ex-
periences of the body, at once affecting and being affected by the intellect or mind. Bodies 
move between and within different realms of experience, which can be physical, emotion-
al, or social and are not always entirely conscious. As I have written elsewhere, “Entwistle 

3 Gilibert 2011.
4 Harmanşah 2014.
5 Osborne 2014.
6 Tilley 2004.
7 Johnson 2012, 270.
8 Johnson 2012, 277.
9 Merleau-Ponty 2012.
10 See also Neumann and Thomason 2022, 1–9.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   336Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   336 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



THE PHENOMENOLOGY AND SENSORY EXPERIENCE OF DRESS 337

argues that dress is a series of acts, of practices and sensory experiences, such as getting 
dressed, feeling and moving with dress, and getting undressed. These practices are in turn 
culturally contingent—we are constrained socially to respond in certain ways—and there-
fore interpreted by the individual through their daily lived experience.”11 Along with Ent-
wistle, I suggest that humans are always attuned (on some level of consciousness) to how 
they live, sense, and move in space and time—especially when such spaces change. A phe-
nomenological and sensory approach to dress considers the evidence as a means to under-
stand how identities are constructed through visual appearances or systems of symbols, 
but it also requires that we examine such evidence through the lens of  phenomenology—
as indicative of dynamic and shifting processes, practices, and performances of self. The 
phenomenological approach to dress concerns how humans “felt” when they dressed or 
undressed, moved with dress, or recognized and compared others’ dress. These feelings are 
as much indebted to sensory experience as to concepts of self-identity and the constructs 
of others.12 

Of course, as dress is broadly defined today, I am concerned not just with garments 
but also with dress items of adornment, such as jewelry, weapons, and even perfume. I see 
several practices and experiences that the Mesopotamian evidence can illuminate, and that 
I investigate in this chapter, including self-care (formerly known as “toilet and cosmetic” 
practices); the effect on bodily comportment, as well as pain and pleasure when getting/
being dressed or undressed; and the wearing of dress items that physically affect bodily 
movement, such as jewelry ensembles and undergarments. Each of these subjects deserves 
its own essay, and some of them have already been addressed in the recent volume edited 
by Megan Cifarelli and Laura Gawlinski.13 Research on the phenomenology of dress ap-
pears to be on the brink of expanding and broadening our ideas about ancient dress.

SELF-CARE

Do texts and/or artifacts indicate that Mesopotamians had a body consciousness and cul-
tural ideas that bodies had to be taken care of, prepared, and displayed in specific ways, 
depending on the spaces in which they moved? Finds of “vanity kits” or “toilet sets” with 
razors, toothpicks, earscoops, and tweezers, such as those from elite graves dating to the 
Early Dynastic period (c. 2900–2300 bce) in the royal cemetery of Ur, would suggest an 
answer in the affirmative (fig. 11.1).14 Mesopotamian pharmacological texts also include 
recipes for mouthwash to alleviate bad breath.15 Quite obviously, such ideas of self-care 
crossed gender lines and demonstrated an acute awareness of one’s body and its presen-
tation within social contexts. Other objects related to self-care and adornment  practices—
mirrors—are found predominantly in graves from the third millennium bce (such as at 
Kish and Ur) but also in some domestic contexts.16 Excavators in the past have assumed, 

11 Thomason 2019a; 2019b, 221.
12 Entwistle 2000, 8.
13 Cifarelli and Gawlinski 2017.
14 E.g., Woolley 1934, 56–60, 310.
15 Paulissian 1993, 103–4.
16 Albenda 1985.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   337Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   337 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



338 ALLISON THOMASON

based perhaps on modern bias or associ-
ated artifacts but rarely on actually sexed 
skeletons, that only women used mirrors 
and that the presence of a mirror indicates 
the deceased was female. This assumption 
relies heavily on the Eurocentric concept 
that women’s grooming requires more 
attention and time—and personal  vanity—
than men’s self-care.17 Certainly, the ex-
ample from the first-millennium Neo- 
Assyrian queens’ tombs at Nimrud18 and 
the image on a slightly later relief of the 
Neo-Assyrian king Esarhaddon’s moth-
er gazing into a mirror provide tangible 
evidence of women’s use of mirrors.19 
These images clearly derived from the 
Syro- Hittite world, as several stelae show 
female figures (goddesses or elite) holding 
mirrors in one hand and spindles in the 
other. Indeed, the symbolic and ceremo-
nial use of such objects by women in the 
typical “female spaces” of weaving and 
self-care seems to be important in these 
religio political contexts.

A recent find from farther afield—an 
ivory-handled bronze mirror from a Late Bronze Age warrior’s grave at Pylos in Greece—
reminds us that gazing into mirrors to gain an image of oneself is not an exclusively fe-
male practice.20 Mirrors in Mesopotamia served as powerful cultic objects and perhaps 
liminal windows through which the gazing individual could potentially gain access to 
other worlds, either as votive offerings or portals.21 Thus their presence in the queens’ 
tombs at Nimrud and other grave contexts across the Near East—liminal spaces—makes 
sense. Mireille Lee and others advance such ideas for the function and purpose of mirrors 
in the classical world.22 In ancient Greece, the mirror illuminated the prophetic image of 
a woman’s future husband. Mirrors may have allowed users to juxtapose—and activate—
their own bodies within those of other realms or times. Such juxtaposition might have 
inspired an uncanny consideration of one’s place within the universe or time—here we are 

17 Tudor 2020.
18 Hussein, Altaweel, and Gibson 2016, 44.
19 Albenda 1985.
20 Stocker and Davis n.d.
21 Nemet-Nejat 1993.
22 Lee 2017.

Figure 11.1. Set of silver toilet instruments, self-
care objects from Ur, Royal Cemetery. B17085. 

https://www.penn.museum, accessed October 31, 
2024. Courtesy of the Penn Museum, Philadelphia.
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approaching a concept of phenomenology. As Lee writes, “Mirrors were essential tools for 
the performance of feminine toilette, but also for magic, rituals and death.”23

Textual evidence for how and when to use these items of grooming and self-care in the 
process of dressing certainly exists and reflects Mesopotamian conceptions of aesthetics 
that we can investigate to learn about Mesopotamian performance by the nude or dressed 
body. Irene Winter,24 Benjamin Foster,25 and Claudia Suter26 explore what constitutes a 
perfect male body in Mesopotamia, and Amy Gansell studies Mesopotamian conceptions 
of female beauty.27 These analyses move toward understanding grooming and dressing, ac-
tivities related to self-care, as more than simply applied materials or aspects of “costume” 
but further as socially charged behaviors conditioned by specific political moments. Final-
ly, with regard to self-care and grooming, the importance of scent (and the sense of smell) 
cannot be underestimated. Of course, the use of perfumes and incense in Mesopotamia is 
widely known and evidenced through texts and archaeological finds of vessels in graves. 
We also know that textiles for humans and statues of gods were laundered, tailored, and 
mended, but whether for reasons of health, feel, or appearance is not clear.28

MOVEMENT AND SPACE

How did dress feel when a person moved or even stood still? How did it look? How did 
it sound? I have argued elsewhere that garments in Mesopotamia for elites were special-
ly fringed to bring attention to the wearer when they moved.29 These fringes and tassels 
(along with multiple folds and garment pieces) worn by statues marked the status and 
wealth of their patrons, as the labor required and special materials used in such embel-
lishments were costly. Images of fringes and tassels on garments are ubiquitous in Meso-
potamian art, especially after the Akkadian period, and as a rare archaeological cohort a 
very smooth linen tassel was found in the Nimrud royal tombs.30 In the context of political 
memory, Melissa Eppihimer recently argued that fringes on post-Akkadian royal bodies 
in sculpture were intentionally reminiscent of the Akkadian kings’ penchant for edge em-
bellishment to bring heroic association to later kingly bodies.31 But the significance of tas-
seled and fringed edges extends beyond political signaling. We are conditioned to envision 
these edges as static and completely vertical and to see their representation in sculpture 
and other works as the same. However, the acknowledgment that such dress fittings must 
have swayed with gravity when worn by a living, moving body is important. They brushed 
against the skin of the wearer, or others close to that person, bringing tactile responses and 
exaggerating the kinaesthetic experience of being dressed. Alexis Castor has argued for a 

23 Lee 2017, 164.
24 Winter 1996.
25 Foster 2010.
26 Suter 2012.
27 Gansell 2014a, 2014b, 2018.
28 Waerzeggers 2006; Gaspa 2013; Wasserman 2013.
29 Thomason 2019b.
30 Crowfoot 1995, 2008.
31 Eppihimer 2017. See also Kawami 2019 for a discussion of fringes in Elamite dress.
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similar body consciousness for jewelry worn by individuals in the Hellenistic period.32 For 
example, she argues that long earrings with elaborately moving and dangling elements 
attached with flexible chains and rings not only attracted the light while the wearer moved 
their head but also reminded that person of their relationship to their own body when 
they raised a hand to adjust the earrings or felt them skimming their neck. To be sure, we 
are relying on our own modern experience with such dangly earrings, but in the world of 
phenomenology and sensory studies, recognition of how our own lived experiences can 
relate to those of ancient bodies is permitted, even required.33 This phenomenological and 
sensory approach suggests that technological choices—how and why an item of dress was 
produced—are not merely material. Rather, they also influenced or were influenced by the 
sensory moments and lived experiences of dress on the body.

The particular cut and style of a textile garment could have invoked this bodily con-
sciousness. Mesopotamian textual records abound from most periods with references to 
entire ensembles.34 The administrative and epistolary tablets from palaces at sites such 
as Mari, Ebla, and Nineveh are most useful for envisioning elite garments. These outfits 
included long and short gowns and tunics, as well as various wraps, shawls, and belts. 
Letters regarding ceremonial dress suggest that the garments were chosen by their wear-
ers for various moments or occasions related to daily life, ceremonies and rituals, or even 
the grave. The nomenclature regarding individual garments or ensembles perhaps hints at 
how individuals got dressed. Archaeological material supports the idea that clothing was 
produced for specific individuals with their physical measurements in mind to fit snugly 
on the body, and that gendered bodies often wore generically shaped textiles differently, 
with accompanying belts, sashes, and pins.35 Gansell argues that the varying diameters of 
anklets and bracelets from the Neo-Assyrian queens’ tombs at Nimrud indicate that these 
dress objects were designed with specific wearers in mind.36 Textual discussions of the 
activity of getting dressed also reveal a degree of body consciousness. In the Mari record 
especially, different vocabulary words describe a multitude of ways of getting dressed and 
wearing textiles.37 Many words referring to garments etymologically indicate the sensory 
weight of the garment on a particular part of the body. For example, a Sumerian garment 
called a šagida meant “worn over the heart/abdomen.” Another outer cloak was called 
 šusega, which meant “set on or put over the hand or arm.”38 This naming of garments 
according to where they were worn indicates a strong body consciousness and acknowl-
edgment of weight and feel. Images of elaborately draped and folded garments on royal 
torsos and limbs are common in Mesopotamian art from its inception. Throughout Meso-
potamian records, there are many references to long and short gowns, and to long- and 
short-sleeved tunics, which may have been suited, as determined by their wearers, for 

32 Castor 2017.
33 Johnson 2012; Harries 2017.
34 Durand 2009; Gaspa 2013; Thomas 2014.
35 Highcock 2019; Michel 2020, 180.
36 Gansell 2018, 84.
37 Durand 2009.
38 Foster 2010, 130–37, passim.
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various tasks or occasions. They also allowed different experiences related to touch and 
temperature for their wearers in life and in death. 

Ariane Thomas has argued that “made-to-measure” cut-and-sewn pieces for an in-
dividual body can be identified on the basis of tablets discussing the king’s bodily mea-
surements in the Mari archives. These garments could be slipped over the head and the 
arms poked through the sleeves in one movement. Other garments might have consisted 
of columnar sheaths onto which sleeves, collars, or borders were tied or sewn while worn 
on the body of the wearer.39 Evidencing a third way of getting dressed, some garments 
consisted simply of voluminous rectangular textiles that were wrapped, folded, and draped 
around the body and then secured with belts or pins. Each of these scenarios allows us 
to envision the dressing process for Mesopotamians based on different vocabulary words 
(and of course their modern translations).

While textual references illuminate that garments and items of adornment were worn 
in life and death, archaeological and pictorial evidence from tombs can tangibly demon-
strate how such wearing was an embodied act marked by body consciousness. For example, 
in the queens’ tombs at Nimrud, hundreds of small beads and gold ornaments found lying 
over the bodies of the queens indicate that their funeral garments were polychromatic, 
shimmery, and heavy. The single monumental image of a “sitting” Assyrian queen (as op-
posed to a queen mother), Ashurbanipal’s garden scene from Room S of the North Palace 
at Nineveh (fig. 11.2), shows Liballi-sharrat dressed (like the king) in elaborately decorated 
robes, with rosettes indicating appliquéd ornaments or heavy embroidery or tapestry, re-
constructed digitally by Gansell.40 Stamp seals from the queens’ tombs also show elaborate 
garments worn by the queens in front of deities. All these spaces in  question—presence be-
fore deities, the formal bearing of a funeral, a banquet in the presence of her king in front 
of servants and visitors—created a body consciousness that influenced the queen’s (or her 
court’s) choices to dress in rather formal ways, with elaborate and movement-altering 

39 Thomas 2014, 79–80.
40 Gansell 2018, fig. 12.

Figure 11.2. Garden scene of Ashurbanipal and Queen Liballi-sharrat. Nineveh, 
North Palace. BM 124290. Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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dress ensembles. Gansell suggests that the queen’s sartorial choices and the messages they 
conveyed were deeply entrenched in that of the regime as a whole.41 In some ways, howev-
er, by viewing the queen as meaningful ornament, we are imagining her lived daily experi-
ence only in relation to political and courtly contexts even if she does have some agency in 
those dress choices. A phenomenological approach considers not only how other viewers 
considered the ensemble but also how the queen herself sensed her dress and her body 
while wearing and moving in the dress items.

It is also relevant to ask whether the practice of dressing changed for elites in different 
spaces of the palace. While the issue of private and public spaces in Neo-Assyrian palaces 
is contested,42 David Kertai43 has recently argued that completely private spaces where one 
could find solitude did not exist in a Neo-Assyrian palace. Salvatore Gaspa has identified a 
tablet that refers to garments “of the house” (bētu) worn by women in the Assyrian palace, 
and he interprets this expression to mean they were not worn outside the palace.44 And of 
course, going back to the Middle Assyrian period, the Middle Assyrian Laws from Assur 
indicate such sumptuary regulations based on legal and marriage status. For example, arti-
cle 40 reads, “Wives of a man, [or widows] or any [Assyrian] women who go out into the 
main thoroughfare [shall not have] their heads [bare]. . . . Daughters of a man . . . when 
they go out into the main thoroughfare during the daytime, they shall be veiled.”45 But 
independent women (ḫarimtu, sometimes translated as “prostitutes”)46 and slave women 
were forbidden to wear veils, and any man who saw one in public with a head covering 
was required to bring her to the palace, where her clothing would be seized and she would 
suffer permanent bodily punishment.47 However, it is difficult to find other textual refer-
ences to answer the questions of how the Neo-Assyrian queen moved about within the 
palace and in what states of being dressed or undressed she was in comparison to this fully 
dressed representation in Ashurbanipal’s garden scene. Furthermore, what sensory expe-
riences or body consciousness did such movement in various states of dress evoke for the 
queen and those around her? These questions remain hypothetical, but the pictorial and 
archaeological material should be approached with such questions in mind.

BODILY COMPORTMENT AND THE SENSORY EXPERIENCES  
OF DRESSING AND UNDRESSING 

A phenomenological and sensory approach can also shed light on the ability of dress to 
inhibit or force smaller, more subtle bodily movements on its wearer. Restriction of bodily 
comportment or posture, much less movement through large spaces, was probably dictat-
ed both by rules of court and by the elaborate courtly ensembles worn by individuals in 

41 Gansell 2018.
42 Svärd 2015.
43 Kertai 2015.
44 Gaspa 2013, 236.
45 Roth 1997, 167–78.
46 Recent work has interrogated the translation of ḫarimtu as “prostitute”; see Assante 1998; Roth 1997, 
24–25.
47 Roth 1997.
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the palace. Returning to the king and queen in the garden scene of Ashurbanipal from his 
palace at Nineveh, the king is allowed to be somewhat “undressed,” as the Egyptian-style 
pectoral resting on his couch knob indicates he had the possibility or intention of wearing 
(or shedding) it in the past, present, or future. Meanwhile, the queen is dressed from head 
to toe, with her limbs and torso completely covered. Both royals wear diadems around 
their heads rather than the tall fezzes or mural crowns worn by kings and queens, respec-
tively, in other contexts in reliefs.48 Perhaps the space of the banquet in the garden allowed 
some individual and body-conscious choices about headgear or jewelry in a still rigidly 
embodied ceremonial moment. Such choices also appear in hunting scenes, where repre-
senting the appropriate royal dress ensemble dictated that the king wear a short kilt and 
boots (rather than sandals) for ease of movement. 

The different context of wearing dress in death brings up the possibility that the elab-
orate dress items found on the deceased in burials were not actually worn in daily experi-
ence. The weight of some anklets or bracelets found in the queens’ tombs at Nimrud, worn 
individually or in pairs, exceeds 2 kg (4 lb.). Josephine Verduci49 and John Green50 have 
argued that such heavy bangles served to mark rites of passage and emitted clamorous 
sounds when worn in the Iron Age Levant. Some particularly small anklets from the Le-
vant and Hasanlu, Iran, indicate that the rings of metal were placed on children’s bodies, 
which then grew, causing the rings’ difficult removal.51 Ethnographic analogies suggest 
that anklets and bracelets can then “‘grow into’ and become fixed on the body” when 
worn for extended periods of time without removal.52 While we do not know for certain 
that the jewelry from tombs at Neo-Assyrian Nimrud or in the Iron Age Levant was worn 
in life, the representations on monumental reliefs and portable figurines from the ancient 
Near East show that such items—thick bangles and anklets, diadems with counterweights, 
and heavy drop earrings—adorned both human and divine bodies. The heaviness of such 
objects must have been felt by the wearers. In Ashurnasirpal II’s large-scale reliefs, the 
artists in some cases depicted the ends of the bracelets “cutting into” the flesh of wrists or 
arms (fig. 11.3). This effect could be a result of the technique of carving in low relief—as it 
is certainly more pronounced on some figures than on others in the images from Ashurna-
sirpal II’s palace—but it could also reflect the recognition and choices made by the artisans 
of the perfect fit and heavy weight of the bangles, as well as of the voluminous strength 
of the king’s muscles. However, more than just a symbolic code, the representation in 
stone of the bracelets’ relationship with the flesh of the king could bring forth viewers’ 
own somatic memories and experiences of the weight and touch of dress items on their 
bodies. This method of consideration, which incorporates phenomenology and sensory 
experience, “allows us empathy with the past,” which enlivens the objects and the ancient 
people who experienced them.53

48 Ornan 2002.
49 Verduci 2017.
50 Green 2007.
51 Cifarelli 2018, 90.
52 Green 2007, 295.
53 Harries 2017, 113.
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A similar approach to the feel of dress items on the skin and flesh of the wearer has 
been attempted with respect to how cylinder seals were used by their owners. In a recent 
paper, Sarah Scott54 suggested that the skin-to-stone contact of a seal fastened to a wrist, 
held in a hand, or swinging on a chain bouncing against a body forced an awareness by 
the seal’s owner of the junction of their own body and the outside world. In the activity 
of sealing a tablet, pressing finger against stone and stone against wet clay, the identity 
and corporeality of owner, seal, and tablet are elided through heat transfer and tactility. 
Neville McFerrin proposes a similar elision of body, space, and dress for the elaborately 
adorned courtiers and tribute bearers depicted in the stone reliefs from the royal Apadana 
audience hall at Persepolis, whose elaborate garments mimic the fringed edge of the king’s 
baldachin depicted in reliefs from Palace G at the same site.55 Finally, we cannot forget the 
nonhuman bodies that textiles can harbor: pests. Wearing textiles wrapped on the head 
in particular could bring itching and discomfort, as these items of clothing could have 
harbored head and body lice, nuisances recognized by ancient Mesopotamians.56 These 
experiences with and of dress could have provoked a heightened awareness of the body 
and its relationship to dress in the ancient contexts.

Certainly the size and weight of extra-large garment pins worn by elite men and wom-
en at Hasanlu, Iran, in the Early Iron Age would have limited or dramatically affected 

54 Scott 2017.
55 McFerrin 2017, 2019.
56 Adamson 1988. I thank Margarita Gleba for this suggestion.

Figure 11.3. Relief from the palace of Ashurnasirpal II, Nimrud. Vorderasiatisches Museum, 
Berlin. VA 00942. https://id.smb.museum/object/1743996/gefl%C3%BCgelter-genius 

-nach-links-schreitend, accessed October 31, 2024. Photo by Allison Thomason.
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an individual’s gait and carriage—and 
made them acutely aware of what they 
were wearing, in addition to signal-
ing to viewers near and far about the 
relevance of such items to personal 
and communal identity (fig. 11.4). The 
site of Hasanlu is unique when con-
sidering the phenomenology of dress, 
as dressed human remains were pre-
served in destruction levels of elite 
buildings burned by marauders, as well 
as in burials in a cemetery nearby. Thus 
we have the rare opportunity to envi-
sion how dress was worn in life, during 
a moment of extreme emotional, phys-
ical, and psychic stress, as well as in 
death, and to relate these moments to 
gender and age when skeletons can be 
sexed.57 Michelle Marcus pointed out 
that the pins found on destruction vic-
tims and in burials at Hasanlu ranged 
in length from 5 to 36  cm, and they 
were often worn in pairs at the shoul-
ders with their points facing up, aimed 
at the face.58 The sexing of skeletons at 
Hasanlu is fraught with difficulty, but 
at the very least we can conclude that 
the position and length of the garment 
pins worn by elite men and women at 
Hasanlu could have made the individuals acutely aware of what they were wearing and 
how they moved in dress.59 Furthermore, the excessively long and heavy garment pins 
might have garnered multiple meanings when worn or manipulated by different members 
of society; shorter pins found at Hasanlu in votive deposits were associated with liminal 
protection.60 Conversely, restriction of movement might have been caused by extremely 
fragile items of jewelry worn in elaborate hairstyles or headdresses, such as metal hairpins 
too light to fasten clothing. Ivory or bone combs are often found in ancient Near Eastern 
tomb contexts, and evidence of wear patterns and repairs on jewelry from Levantine Iron 
Age graves indicate they were worn in life.61 

57 Cifarelli 2017.
58 Marcus 1994, 4.
59 Danti and Cifarelli 2015; Cifarelli 2018.
60 Cifarelli 2018, 2022.
61 Verduci 2017, 28; 2022.

Figure 11.4. Excavation photo of Burial 
SK 59 from Hasanlu, Iran. Courtesy of 

the Penn Museum, Philadelphia.
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If heavy items of jewelry, which cut into the flesh and were dragged down by gravity, 
caused some sort of painful sensations for their wearers in life, did dress objects also bring 
the wearer pleasure, comfort, or even relief from pain? Many examples in the Mesopota-
mian textual record mention or even focus on textiles and dress.62 They range from royal 
inscriptions and legal codes to letters and tablets related to commerce and the movement 
of dress items. They also include juridical texts that discuss dress items as personal mov-
able property. In many of these texts about textiles, the experience and feeling of dress are 
explicitly or referentially noted through discussion of the “quality” of the material. For 
example, a trader from Assur selling his family’s textiles in Kanesh in Anatolia writes to 
his wife/producer that the garment she produces for the sale must meet market demand:

Make sure that only one side of the textiles is combed, and it shouldn’t be sheared. 
The weave should be dense. Compared to the textiles that you sent me before, add a 
mina of wool to each (of the other textiles) and make sure that they’re thin! The other 
side should be lightly combed, and if it is slightly hairy, then it will turn out like one 
of those kutanum-textiles.63

The quality of such woven textiles made of wool (and occasionally linen) is described 
in a numerical ranking form as “first” to “fifth,” depending on the raw material, the fineness 
of the weave, the addition of extra adornment such as tassels and fringes, and polychro-
matic color or intricacy of pattern.64 Excavators of the tombs of the queens of Nimrud in 
the 1980s found tassels and tiny bits of finely woven fabric, with their fibers of flax linen 
still showing a polished sheen (fig. 11.5). To the nonwearers or people who handled these 
linen textiles before they adorned the bodies of the royal women at Nimrud, they must 
have symbolized great luxury, wealth, and status. To the queens who wore the textiles, 
they might have felt exceptionally cool, smooth, and soft—or heavy if they were adorned 
with a multitude of beads and other appendages.65 Another way to examine how Meso-
potamians noticed the quality of textiles can be found in a tablet from a Neo-Babylonian 
private archive. The text notes how precise care was given to finishing processes applied to 
garments. These processes involved fulling the cloth in liquids, often urine, which helped 
set the colored dyes. After fulling, textiles were often washed in liquids imbued with fine 
oils to soften or give a sweet-smelling fragrance to the cloth. After the laundering process, 
the last step was often to pick or “comb” the fabric, thus eliminating any scratchy inclu-
sions and creating a thicker, fluffier feel, as indicated by words for “soft garment” in the 
Akkadian repertoire of the first millennium bce.66 

Of course, the finest and most elaborately decorated fabrics were reserved for dress-
ing the statues of gods, which involved rituals of purification, auspiciousness, and appro-
priateness to activate the relationship between the divine and human. The activities and 

62 Examples are too numerous to cite. For recent work on Assyrian texts, see Gaspa 2018; for Mari, see 
Durand 2009.
63 TC 3, 17. Translated from Michel 2001, 444–45 (no. 318); Thomason 2013, 100.
64 Firth 2013, 143.
65 Crowfoot 2008.
66 E.g., some Akkadian words used were habû “soft garment” (CDA, 100) and narbu “soft garment” (CDA, 
241).
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rituals involved in getting dressed allowed statues of gods to become enlivened. Kiersten 
Neumann has argued that the dressing of the statue “presented the divine on earth through 
the realization and perpetuation of Assyrian expectations of a god.”67 And the same holds 
true for the courtly elite, who dressed for ritually prescribed and auspiciously predeter-
mined performances; the royal figures became mediators and elided the distance between 
the human world and the divine, something that Mehmet-Ali Ataç has also considered in 
relation to Neo-Assyrian reliefs68 and that Gansell has suggested for Neo-Assyrian queens 
in relation to an imperial ideology of female fertility.69 

Another question to ask might be “What practices of bodily discipline involved dress-
ing and undressing?” For example, did Mesopotamians wear corsets, belts, or other gar-
ments or devices to control their body shape, as ruled by society, or to relate to an em-
bodied experience? Indeed, we have now come to the topic of Mesopotamian underwear. 
Countless studies of dress objects related to female bodily discipline—corsets, bras, bus-
tles, and so forth—percolate the literature on dress in the European early modern and 

67 Neumann 2017, 12.
68 Ataç 2010.
69 Gansell 2018, 93.

Figure 11.5. Examples of a linen tassel from the Nimrud tombs (Curtis et al. 2008, 
fig. 151-2). Courtesy of the British Institute for the Study of Iraq.
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contemporary worlds.70 Again, these corsets and bras are interpreted as symbol systems 
and the body as a sign of how societies constructed notions of gender and femininity. They 
are seen as status symbols, as, in addition to employing voluminous amounts of material, 
elaborate body shapers in many periods required servants to lace, tie, and adjust them 
from the back. 

But underwear has many functions—if applied close to the body and tightly, it can 
of course mold and shape the body in a hidden or unacknowledged way. After becoming 
fully dressed only the wearer is aware of its presence. It also protects the wearer from an 
uncomfortable garment, and at the same time it protects a garment from bodily fluids and 
excessive wear. Like nakedness, dress items worn close to the body could, when exposed, 
bring the wearer a sense of allure and power rather than embarrassment. For example, 
Winter,71 Foster,72 and Suter73 all suggest that the “sexy” image of Naram-Sin on his victory 
stela shows him “stripped down” in a body-hugging undershirt and short kilt. A good illus-
tration of an attempt to shape the body through other means is the “goddess with flowing 
vase” sculpture from the palace of Mari, where we can see straps and wraps accentuating 
and separating her breasts and waist (fig. 11.6).74 

70 Waugh 1954; Hollander 2016.
71 Winter 1996.
72 Foster 2010.
73 Suter 2012.
74 Frankfort 1970, figs. 131–32; Breniquet 2013, 12.

Figure 11.6. Statue of a goddess with flowing vase from Mari (Parrot 1959, pl. VI).
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Bodily consciousness also emerges in the act of undressing, where individuals would 
have been aware of the lived experiences of becoming undressed or being nude, which 
must have resonated with sensory experiences related to temperature, feel, and of course 
sex and its anticipation. Bodily metaphors in the courtly love poetry from Mesopotamia, 
as well as on numerous plaques, pendants, and figurines from many periods, were explic-
itly erotic and demonstrate that the body or certain parts of it (exposed when nude or 
intimated when dressed)—the breasts, vulva, thighs, penis, and so forth—were understood 
as responsive sights of pleasure, often stimulating many senses in the lover beyond touch, 
such as taste, vision, and hearing.75

Mesopotamian consciousness of the lived experience of undressing—perhaps related 
to sexuality—comes from a literary context in the famous myth The Descent of Inanna/Ishtar 
to the Netherworld. The myth is known from several copies in both Sumerian ( Inanna) and 
Akkadian (Ishtar), but the fragmentary nature of the cuneiform record renders the story 
incomplete to this day. Nevertheless, it is worth quoting extensively from the Sumerian 
version to access the experiences of dressing and undressing for Mesopotamians: 

1–5. From the great heaven she set her mind on the great below. From the great heav-
en the goddess set her mind on the great below. From the great heaven Inana set her 
mind on the great below. My mistress abandoned heaven, abandoned earth, and de-
scended to the underworld. Inana abandoned heaven, abandoned earth, and descend-
ed to the underworld.

. . .

14–19. She took the seven divine powers. She collected the divine powers and grasped 
them in her hand. With the good divine powers, she went on her way. She put a tur-
ban, headgear for the open country, on her head. She took a wig for her forehead. She 
hung small lapis-lazuli beads around her neck.

20–25. She placed twin egg-shaped beads on her breast. She covered her body with 
a pala dress, the garment of ladyship. She placed mascara which is called “Let a man 
come, let him come” on her eyes. She pulled the pectoral which is called “Come, man, 
come” over her breast. She placed a golden ring on her hand. She held the lapis-lazuli 
measuring rod and measuring line in her hand.

. . .

114–22. When she heard this, Ereškigala slapped the side of her thigh. She bit her lip 
and took the words to heart. She said to Neti, her chief doorman: “Come Neti, my 
chief doorman of the underworld, don’t neglect the instructions I will give you. Let 
the seven gates of the underworld be bolted. Then let each door of the palace Ganzer 
be opened separately. As for her, after she has entered, and crouched down and had 
her clothes removed, they will be carried away.”

. . .

75 Leick 2003, 111–29.
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164–72. After she had crouched down and had her clothes removed, they were carried 
away. Then she made her sister Ereškigala rise from her throne, and instead she sat 
on her throne. The Anuna, the seven judges, rendered their decision against her. They 
looked at her—it was the look of death. They spoke to her—it was the speech of anger. 
They shouted at her—it was the shout of heavy guilt. The afflicted woman was turned 
into a corpse. And the corpse was hung on a hook.76

Most studies of this text and Inana’s dress have read the dress items as words and have 
focused on the symbolic values attached to the different objects she puts on and sheds 
repeatedly during her journeys. Undoubtedly, the myth focuses a reader’s attention on the 
practices of dressing and undressing and on Inana’s realization of the power of such lived 
experiences. If this is the case, the myth illustrates how Mesopotamians had a concept of 
embodiment—that bodies have different experiences when moving through different spac-
es and in different states of dress or undress (in the Descent myth, the spaces descending 
to and inside the Netherworld). Inana’s conscious choice of apparel and her various states 
of being dressed acknowledge the dialectic nature of dress. She is conscious of how her 
body is altered as she deliberately bounces from earth to the underworld, to the heavens 
and back. In the Descent myth, the goddess’s frequent acts of dressing and undressing are 
multivalent performances, imbued with sexual pleasure and fertility as well as anticipated 
pain, humility, or vulnerability, as once naked she becomes a rotting corpse nailed to the 
wall like a primitive animal skin.

Finally, the wearing of items of dress could relieve bodily pain—certainly the case 
when amulets and seals were worn apotropaically. The best example of this practice is 
an inscribed carnelian Kassite stamp seal, an heirloom, found on the body of Sargon II’s 
queen, Ataliyā, in her tomb at Nimrud.77 She or her scribes added the label “from the 
head(dress) of Kurigalzu” on the object. Other seals found in her tomb have labels such as 
“for relief of pain in the head . . . ” inscribed on them. Clearly, the antiquity and the mate-
rials of these stone seals not only warded off or rid the body of the evil demons of disease 
but also were thought to have relieved bodily pain.78

CONCLUSION

The phenomenological and sensorial approach to the evidence discussed here shows how 
dress can be studied as more than an outward demonstration of one’s inner identity. Con-
sidering dress as a verb, a performance, and a practice allows us to understand dressing, 
living in and with dress, and undressing as embodied experiences familiar to all humans. 
With the explicit assumption that human bodies move and sense in similar ways, even if 
the qualities and spaces in which they move and sense differ, we can evocatively “feel” the 
meaning and relevance of dress(ing) for humans distant to us in time and place.79 

76 Black et al. 1998–.
77 Hussein, Altaweel, and Gibson 2016, 14.
78 al-Gailani Werr 2008; Hussein, Altaweel, and Gibson 2016, 14.
79 I thank Claudia Brittenham, a fellow participant in the seminar, for making this suggestion in the 
general discussion at the conclusion of the conference in March 2018. 
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12 The Hasanlu Lion Pins and Communal Identity:  
The Case for Empathy in Interpretation*

Megan Cifarelli 
Manhattanville College

This essay is the most recent entry into a decades-long conversation among excavators 
and art historians about the nature of an artifact type that is very much identified with the 
site of Hasanlu: the so-called lion pins, small bronze lion figurines cast onto iron spikes. 
During the 1990s, Michelle Marcus argued cogently that these objects functioned as armo-
rial personal ornaments that contributed to the militarized identity of elite women at the 
site.1 Oscar Muscarella’s fractious critique of Marcus disputed her attribution of particular 
pins to particular sexed and unsexed bodies.2 Neither of these scholars, however, ques-
tioned the received wisdom that these objects were part of an elite local costume that sig-
naled aspects of identity that could include gender, group affiliation, militarism, religious 
or secular rank, and others.3 

Based on careful analysis of excavation records, this study seeks to lay to rest the no-
tion that the lion pins were ever worn as elements of local costume and operated within 
the constellation of characteristic sartorial elements that contributed to the construction 
of elite identity at Hasanlu. I propose an alternative interpretation of these objects, their 
manufacture, their typical use, and their particular use at the time of their deposition. In 
doing so, I hope to broaden the way we think about dress—defined broadly by Mary Ellen 
Roach-Higgins and Joanne Eicher as “an assemblage of modifications of the body and/
or supplements to the body”4—and the well-established role played by dress and dress 

1 See Marcus 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996b.
2 Muscarella 2004.
3 For concurring views of the lion pins, see de Schauensee 1988, 51; 2011a, 70. For a thoughtful discus-
sion of the semantic distinction between the terms “dress” and “costume,” see McFerrin 2017. Following 
McFerrin, this essay uses “costume” in the sense of the association of clothing and dress elements with a 
specific social group. 
4 Roach-Higgins and Eicher 1992, 1.

*I would like to thank Richard Zettler (Penn Museum) and Michael Danti (Penn–Iraq Heritage Stabili-
zation Project) for permission to study and publish materials from Hasanlu and for access to the exca-
vation records. Katherine Blanchard, keeper of the Near East section, Penn Museum, and Daira Szostak, 
collections manager, Metropolitan Museum of Art, graciously facilitated my study of the materials. I 
am grateful for the feedback I received from the participants of the ISAC seminar at which this study 
was originally presented. Finally, Amy Gansell and Isabel Cifarelli offered their honest and constructive 
thoughts on drafts of this essay, thereby improving it enormously. Any remaining errors are my own. 
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 components in the construction and embodiment of identities.5 The application of dress 
theory to archaeological materials has focused primarily and successfully on the relation-
ship between dress and social identity and the reification of social categories. This essay 
expands on the understanding of the relationship between dress and identity. At Hasanlu, 
the lion pins, rather than functioning as elite dress items, appear to have served as a com-
ponent of divine dress. By contributing to the animation of cult statues, they participated 
in a divinely inflected communal identity that was invoked by residents during the site’s 
final disaster.

THE HASANLU LION PINS AS UNIQUE TO HASANLU’S  
MATERIAL CULTURE

Well before the start of the Joint Expedition to Hasanlu in 1956, the objects known as “lion 
pins” were closely associated with, and unique to, the site of Hasanlu in the Lake Urmia 
Basin of northwestern Iran (fig. 12.1).6 They first emerged from the archaeological record 
of Hasanlu in 1936, when, during the last of Sir Aurel Stein’s “Persian Journeys,” he dis-
covered a “bronze figurine cast on an iron core representing a grotesque animal showing 
the general type of a lion.”7 Commercial excavations of the site in the late 1940s turned up 
four additional lion pins in an unspecified area of the Lower Mound near a modern school-
house.8 By 1956, residents of Hasanlu village had identified these artifacts as commodities 
of interest to the excavators and brought in eight more lion pins for viewing or purchase.9 
The Joint Expedition discovered its first in situ lion pin in 1958 in a citadel context dating 
to the site’s destruction at the end of Period IVb, about 800 bce. The earliest field records 
list these objects as “lions” or “lion figurines,” but during the 1960 season the nomenclature 
shifted to “lion pin,” for reasons not recorded. In subsequent seasons, eighty-seven more 
lion pins emerged from the Period IVb destruction level on the citadel at Hasanlu, bringing 
the total associated with the site to 101.10 

Each lion pin consists of a bronze figurine of a recumbent, snarling lion cast onto a 
hefty iron spike (fig. 12.2). The pins range in total length from 12 to 25 cm. The iron shaft 
is as thick as 2.5 cm at the point where the lion is cast on, and it tapers to a sharp point. 
In many instances, a loop with a chain can be found at the union of the body and shaft. 
The lion pins are crafted in a range of styles, but as a group they are closely related to the 
local style of artistic production in their use of geometric surface patterning and beaded 

5 Sørensen 2007, 148–49.
6 Led by Robert H. Dyson of the Penn Museum, this project included the Archaeological Service of Iran 
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It lasted from 1956 to 1977. For a full bibliography for the site 
through 2006, see Muscarella 2006.
7 Stein and Andrews 1940, 396, pl. XXXI.
8 Hakemi and Rad 1950, pls. 28, 75. These lion pins are in the Tehran Museum. 
9 These eight include HAS56-1 (UPM56-20-1), HAS57-1 (UPM58-40-1), HAS57-13 (Tehran 10500),  HAS58-1 
(Tehran), HAS58-13, HAS58-54 (Tehran 10589), HAS58-91, and HAS58-92.
10 While Muscarella (2004, 694) and Marcus (1993, 159) refer in general to 100 or 103 lion pins discovered 
at the site, for the purposes of this study only the 88 excavated by the Joint Expedition are considered, as 
there is no precise and reliable contextual information for the 13 examples from earlier excavations and 
those described in excavation records as “brought in.” 
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decoration on the face and mane,11 and they are in keeping with a local penchant for the 
creation of bimetallic objects.12 They have not been found in documented excavations at 
any other site; therefore, it is possible to conclude that they were manufactured locally.13

LION PINS AT HASANLU: A CONTEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

The interpretation of the lion pins has been fraught with disagreement regarding the pre-
cise associations between these objects and particular sexed and unsexed skeletons, with 
implications for whether their use can be considered gendered. Despite this interpretive 
tension, a point of agreement in nearly every mention of the Hasanlu lion pins in exca-
vation records and subsequent publications is that these objects were worn at the site as 
dress items.14 Based on the premise that the lion pins were worn, Marcus asserted in an 
innovative and persuasive argument that they were integrated into elite female costume 
and functioned as a form of symbolic communication contributing to the construction of 
aspects of local identity, including gender, group identity, militarism, and religious and 
secular rank.15 

Such interpretations of the lion pins have failed to consider fully the implications of the 
catastrophic context in which excavators found the bulk of them. The site of Hasanlu was 

11 Marcus 1993, 163.
12 de Schauensee 1988, 151; Pigott 1989.
13 Muscarella 2004, 695–96, lists a number of unprovenienced lion pins in various locations. 
14 de Schauensee 1988, 151; 2011a, 70; Muscarella 1988, 42; 2004; Marcus 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996b.
15 Marcus 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996b.

Figure 12.1. Map showing the location of Hasanlu. Base map: Wikimedia Commons.
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brutally destroyed around 800 bce in an 
Urartian attack as part of the burgeon-
ing kingdom’s campaign of territorial 
consolidation.16 Within the destruction 
of the citadel, in and among the monu-
mental buildings, archaeologists found 
the bodies of hundreds of men, women, 
and children killed by combat and fire 
or crushed in the collapse of burning 
buildings (figs. 12.3 and 12.4). The high-
est concentration of bodies was found 
in the site’s largest temple, named by 
the excavators “Burned Building II” 
(BBII).17 This structure is two stories 
tall, with a large, central columned hall 
surrounded by storage rooms—some 
sealed—and rich treasuries. There is 
no reliable count of the skeletons, be-
cause of vagaries in recording, but the 
number of them is at least sixty and is 
likely higher (fig. 12.5).18 Nine of them 
were found above the ground-floor 
level in the fill of the second-story col-
lapse (findspots indicated in green in 
fig. 12.5); the remainder were found on 
the ground floor crowded in the door-
way and northeastern quadrant of the 
main hall (Room 5) and in the entrance 
room (Room 2) of BBII. These remains 
represent the bodies of fifteen children 
(indicated in red) and thirty-six adults 
(indicated in blue), including local 
women, local men, and enemy com-
batants. It appears that the building 
collapsed from its southern end to its 

16 While the date and perpetrators of Hasanlu’s destruction have been debated (Medvedskaya 1988, 
1991; Magee 2003), the archaeological evidence supports the excavators’ assessment that the destruction 
occurred around 800 bce and that Urartian forces were responsible. See Dyson and Muscarella 1989; Kroll 
2010; Danti 2011; Cifarelli 2017a.
17 Dyson 1989; Muscarella 1989, 2004, 2006; Danti 2013b.
18 Marcus (1993, 159) states that sixty skeletons were excavated in BBII, and Muscarella (2004, 695) states 
that there were sixty-two. Neither source lists the skeletons, so it is not possible to compare them. My 
analysis of the excavation records yields sixty registered skeletons with SK numbers, some of which seem 
to describe the bones of more than one individual. In addition, the notebooks mention skeletons that do 
not appear to have been registered, perhaps because they were crushed beyond recovery. 

Figure 12.2. Five lion pins from BBII, reproduced 
to scale. a, HAS60-554 (UM61-5-207); b, HAS60-

954 (UM61-5-180); c, HAS60-980 (MMA61.100.11); 
d, HAS60-986 (UM61-5-184); e, HAS62-525 (UM63-

5-181). Photos courtesy of Penn Museum.
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Figure 12.3. Plan of the Period IVb (1050–800 bce) citadel on the 
Upper Mound at Hasanlu. Courtesy of Penn Museum.
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northern end, thus forcing people into the northeastern corner, where their bodies were 
crushed and burned in the conflagration. Skeletal trauma indicates that a few women and 
children had been executed with swords or spears before the collapse.19 The overlapping 
arrangement around the central pillar in Room 5 of at least ten young children and infants 
strongly suggests that these children were either somehow attached to the column while 
living or had been executed before their placement there. For example, SK125, the remains 
of a young child on the northern side of the central pillar base, had an iron sword blade 
through its skull.20 

It is in this catastrophic context, among these dozens of bodies, that excavators dis-
covered seventy-one of the eighty-eight lion pins excavated at the site (fig. 12.6). Outside 
this building, eleven individual lion pins were found scattered around the citadel (fig. 12.7). 
The only cluster found outside BBII is a group of six lion pins in the fill from the collapsed 
second story of BBIV/V Room 1, associated with the remains of multiple very young chil-
dren cataloged as SK334 (fig. 12.8).21 Consideration of this unusual pattern of deposition is 
essential to the interpretation of the lion pins. This exploration of the relationship between 
lion pins and identity at Hasanlu must focus not only on the visual, material, affective, and 

19 For example, the excavators recorded an iron weapon running though the left hand of SK156, found 
just over the threshold in Room 2; see Danti 2014, 793. 
20 SK125 is Burial 7 in square BB30, located on the northern face of the pillar.
21 Hasanlu Notebook 61, 92–94. The lion pins are HAS72-136 (Tehran), HAS72-160 (UPM73-5-47), 
HAS72-161 (Tehran), HAS72-162 (Tehran), HAS72-163 (UPM73-5-540), and HAS72-164 (UPM73-5-541). 
It is important to point out that the excavators did discover dense clusters of bodies elsewhere on the 
citadel, but only SK334 and the more than sixty bodies in BBII are associated with lion pins.

Figure 12.4. Excavation photo of the citadel destruction. Photo courtesy of Penn Museum.
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agentive properties of the objects themselves but also on the transformative potential of 
the emotionally charged catastrophic context in BBII.

There is little direct evidence from the site for Muscarella’s and Marcus’s central 
 premise—that lion pins were worn on the body as a part of local elite costume. The presence 
of textile pseudomorphs (physical traces or “fossils” of textiles on the surface of metals) on 
the iron shafts of certain lion pins has been cited as evidence that these objects were fasten-
ers that “pierced a garment.”22 Textile pseudomorphs, though, merely provide evidence that 
the metal was in contact with fabric at the time of deposition. Pseudomorphs are a common 
feature of the metal objects—including weapons, vessels, and dress items—in burial and 
citadel contexts at Hasanlu.23 Additionally, the iron shafts of the lion pins are much thicker 
than garment pins at Hasanlu, the largest of which approach 1  cm in diameter. Often 

22 See, e.g., de Schauensee 2011a, 71.
23 de Schauensee 2011a lists six lion pins with pseudomorphs: HAS60-570 (UPM61-5-237), HAS60-571 
(UPM61-5-240), HAS60-567 (UPM61-5-239), HAS60-577 (UPM61-5-214), HAS 60-954 (UPM61-5-180), 
and HAS62-525 (UPM63-5-181). In addition are HAS60-568-9 (Tehran), HAS60-977 (UPM61-5-183), and 
HAS62-422, HAS62-523, and HAS62-524 (Tehran), bringing the total number to twelve. De Schauensee 
(2011a, 62, 69, 72) lists other artifacts from Hasanlu with pseudomorphs. Numerous other objects at the 
site show evidence of textile pseudomorphs, including a metal bowl from a burial (HAS59-0237, dis-
carded), and an iron bracelet worn on the body of a young male in a burial, which, despite being found 
on the right wrist, appears to have been wrapped all around with multiple layers of fabric (HAS57-083 
[UPM58-4-0038]).

Figure 12.5. Plan of the BBII citadel showing the locations of bodies.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   363Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   363 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



364 MEGAN CIFARELLI

exceeding 2 cm in diameter, these iron shafts would have caused considerable damage if 
used to pierce the types of textiles preserved through pseudomorphs (fig. 12.2e).24 

Moreover, as Muscarella noted, with very few exceptions the data from the excava-
tion records simply do not support the assignment of specific lion pins to bodies in BBII.25 
Critical information was lost because of the rapid pace of excavation, inadequate super-
vision, and poor recording.26 BBII was a complex and challenging archaeological context: 
at the moment of its collapse and the creation of the destruction level, the building was 
a burning, two-story structure containing at least sixty people, its main hall and store-
rooms replete with furnishings and offerings, and the site of active slaughter and looting. 
While the architecture of the building was well recorded, the swiftness of the removal of 
the bodies did not allow for careful documentation. For example, between August 18 and 
August 22, 1960, twenty-two overlapping bodies were “excavated.”27 The excavation note-
books from these days contain cursory sketches of the locations of skeletons with lists of 

24 Personal communication, Margarita Gleba, McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, Univer-
sity of Cambridge, May 16, 2018 (see also chapter 14 in this volume). 
25 See Muscarella 2004.
26 For important critiques of the Joint Expedition, see Muscarella 2006; Danti 2013a.
27 Hasanlu Excavation Notebook 14, 32–36. 

Figure 12.6. Plan of the BBII citadel showing the locations  
of lion pins and bodies on the ground-floor level.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   364Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   364 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



THE HASANLU LION PINS AND COMMUNAL IDENTITY 365

Figure 12.7. Plan of the Period IVb citadel showing the locations 
of single lion pins and clusters of lion pins.
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objects, without much indication of the disposition of objects with respect to the bodies 
(e.g., fig. 12.9). Years later, excavators reconstructed assemblages of “mortuary furniture” 
linked to skeletons on “burial sheets” (e.g., fig. 12.10) that were clearly designed for de-
liberate burials. Despite the fact that these secondary records included numerous dress- 
related and non-dress items found on or near bodies,28 the dress items appearing on burial 
sheets were interpreted by researchers as having been worn and were used to reconstruct 
the dress and accoutrements of those who died in catastrophic contexts. On their own, 
these fabricated assemblages do not, in my estimation, provide sufficient evidence for what 
was actually worn on the body, as distinguished from what was being carried or looted, 
fell from upper stories, or was otherwise in the environment. Only those objects that are 
explicitly associated in the records with a location on the body, particularly beaded neck 
jewelry and encircling ornaments such as finger rings, bracelets, armlets, and anklets, can 
be categorized as being worn at the time of deposition, an analysis that is occasionally 
corroborated by photographs showing objects in association with skeletal remains.29

Despite claims that between one and three lion pins were typically “worn” by “about 
half” the skeletons in BBII,30 using burial sheets substantiated by photographs Muscarella 

28 The iron sword (HAS60-1102) running through the skull of SK125 in BBII, for example, was included 
in the “mortuary furniture” listed on the burial sheet. 
29 For example, of the 192 bracelets recorded as coming from BBII, 120 were associated with particular 
skeletons in “burial sheets,” but only 16 are described as having been found on the right or left arm/wrist 
of the skeleton. 
30 Such claims by Marcus (1993, 1994, 1995, 1996b) have been enumerated and refuted by Muscarella 
(2004, 694).

Figure 12.8. Excavation photo showing the cluster of lion pins 
associated with SK334. Photo courtesy of Penn Museum.
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Figure 12.9. Excerpt from Hasanlu Excavation Notebook 14, page 36, recording August 22, 
1960 (notes in blue added later by the excavators). Courtesy of Penn Museum.
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Figure 12.10. Top: The only original record of objects associated with SK135 (Burial 10 in 
AA30). Bottom: Reconstructed “burial sheet” for SK135. Courtesy of Penn Museum.
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concluded that only eight of the 
seventy-one lion pins excavated 
in BBII can actually be assigned to 
particular skeletons. Three were 
found with the unsexed adoles-
cent SK255, two with the small 
child SK256, and three with the 
unsexed young adult SK263. Ex-
cavation photographs of these 
three bodies clearly show lion 
pins alongside the upper arms of 
the skeletons, although in posi-
tions that are as consonant with 
being held or carried in arms as 
with being worn as fasteners (e.g., 
fig. 12.11). To this small catalog of 
lion pins on bodies, we should add 
the six lion pins associated with 
the cluster of young children’s 
remains cataloged as SK334, men-
tioned above. With the exception 
of these four skeletal contexts, the 
paucity and unreliability of exca-
vation data make it impossible to 
conclude anything more defini-
tive than the presence of clusters 
of lion pins that overlapped the 
clusters of bodies. 

Of equal importance to the particular contexts in which the lion pins were found is 
the consideration of their absence from the contexts at Hasanlu in which social identities 
are constructed and negotiated. Burial rituals and resultant mortuary  assemblages provide 
critical opportunities for crafting and signaling social identities, and in these mortuary 
contexts the dress of the deceased plays a central role.31 Excavators uncovered approxi-
mately 100 Period IVb burials at Hasanlu, and analysis of their assemblages suggests the 
construction of a heterarchical range of gendered social categories largely crafted through 
dress. These categories include male “warriors”32 and “archers”;33 elite women wearing 
dangerously long and sharp garment pins34 and dress items crafted from imported, indi-
vidual armor scales;35 and younger women identified with elaborate headdresses.36 Not a 

31 Arnold and Jeske 2014; Sørensen 2007.
32 Danti and Cifarelli 2015.
33 Cifarelli 2016.
34 Cifarelli 2017b.
35 Cifarelli 2018a.
36 Cifarelli 2018b.

Figure 12.11. Excavation photo of SK263, an unsexed 
young adult in BBII, showing the placement of 
two of the three lion pins associated with this 

body. Photo courtesy of Penn Museum.
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single lion pin was found among the excavated burials, calling into question the notion 
that lion pins were an essential component of elite female costume at the site.

We can look, as well, to collections of what appear to be votive offerings in BBII for 
evidence of a link between lion pins and elite identity. Objects dedicated by an individual 
to a temple bear a strong connection to the identity of the giver,37 an identity that might 
be linked to a gendered social category akin to those displayed in burials. For example, 
broadly distributed evidence—found in the Amarna letters, the palace at Mari, the Qatna 
inventories, and the Hittite world—indicates that toggle pins in Late Bronze Age West 
Asia were owned by and identified with women and were offered by women to female 
deities.38 In these cases, there is a gendered alignment of artifact type, giver, and recipient. 
Male deities at Qatna, on the other hand, received jewelry from men and women, as well 
as weapons and vessels, and hundreds of weapons were dedicated to the male god Haldi in 
temples in Urartian fortresses.39 Based on the notion that gifts and giving link participants 
in a form of identification, it is reasonable to conclude that a gift to a god constitutes a 
fragment of the giver’s identity, entangling the worlds of things, humans, and the divine.40 
At Hasanlu, the rooms that surrounded the main hall and occupied the second story of 
BBII—some of which were sealed—served as rich treasuries filled with decorated furnish-
ings, precious and imported heirlooms, metal vessels, weapons, armor, and dress items.41 
The ground-floor rooms immediately west of the main hall, Rooms 14 and 15, contained a 
large collection of metal objects, including weapons, armor, and long and short garment 
pins—precisely the categories of dress-related artifacts by which identities are constructed 
in the Period IVb burials at the site. As was the case with the burials, these assemblages 
do not contain lion pins (fig. 12.12). The absence of lion pins from among the hundreds of 
dress items given as votives and collected in temple treasuries contributes to the argument 
against their role as dress items used in the construction or signaling of identity at the site. 

In sum, then, while lion pins are clustered with, among, and in three cases on the 
bodies crowded into the northeastern corner of BBII, Room 5, we do not have sufficient ev-
idence to support the notion that lion pins were being worn there or that they functioned 
as dress items at the site. With the single exception of the lion pins found with the infant 
remains (SK334) in BBIV/V, lion pins are not found on or around the nearly 200 bodies 
excavated outside BBII. They are absent from the dress assemblages in excavated burials 
and are not represented among the dress items offered to the deity or deities in BBII. So it is 
difficult to support assertions that lion pins were dress items that participated in the active 
construction of gendered identity for individuals or groups at the site. 

37 Owen 2013; Roßberger 2016.
38 For the Amarna letters and the inventories from Mari and Qatna, see Roßberger 2015; for the Hittite 
world, see Klein 1983.
39 For Qatna, see Roßberger 2015, 316–20; for Urartu, see Çilingiroğlu 2011.
40 E.g., Baumbach 2004; Osborne 2004; Castor 2010.
41 For sealing, see Marcus 1996a. Muscarella 1980 and de Schauensee 2011b provide analyses of decorat-
ed furnishings. For the identification of heirlooms, see Dyson 1989; Marcus 1991.
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MANUFACTURE AND TYPICAL USE OF THE LION PINS

Once the notion that these objects participated in local costuming practices is dispensed 
with, it is possible to approach an understanding of the function of lion pins as crafted 
objects found in a temple. While the lion pins share numerous material attributes—they 
are all bronze recumbent leonine figures with snarling mouths, protruding tongues, and 
tails that wrap down and around the flank with the tip projecting above the back, cast 
onto a tapering iron shaft—there are significant variations in this corpus. Most of the lion 
pins are too damaged and corroded for their original dimensions to be recovered, but the 
lengths of the extant bronze lion figurines range from 2.6 to 12.0 cm. Of the eighty-eight 
excavated examples, thirty-three feature an attached chain, which may have served as a 
fastener (fig. 12.2a). The vastly different states of preservation and conservation among 
these objects precludes formal typological categorization, but in broad strokes their mold-
ed surface articulation takes the form of beading or horizontal hatch marks, and more 
rarely a combination of both decorative techniques (fig. 12.2). In some instances, cleaning 
has revealed geometric decoration incised onto the surface of the lions. Through direct 
examination of the examples in the collections of the Penn Museum and the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, and of photographs of the remainder of the corpus of eighty-eight exca-
vated examples, I have concluded that the lion pins were crafted individually rather than 
in sets or mass produced. 

Figure 12.12. Plan of the BBII citadel showing the locations of temple 
treasuries and storage (in blue) and the distribution of lion pins.
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Evidence of the use and reuse of stone 
molds for mass production of metal goods 
at Hasanlu42 indicates that the individualized 
production of each lion pin should be viewed 
as a meaningful choice rather than an artis-
anal default. In addition, some effort seems to 
have been made to vary not just the size and 
decorative techniques for these objects but 
also the surface color. Metallurgical analysis 
of the alloys from which a number of lion pins 
(and other metal objects at the site) were made 
has shown that artisans intentionally manip-
ulated the proportion of antimony in the alloy 
to create a range of hues and surface qualities 
that mimicked the appearance and sheen of 
silver and gold.43 The series of choices made in 
the production of these lion pins did not serve 
to simplify or reduce the labor for this class of 
artifacts but to produce singular objects care-
fully and individually. 

An Urartian bronze figurine in the His-
tory Museum of Armenia in Yerevan may 
provide an explanation for the painstaking 
manufacture of the lion pins and for their in-
tended use (fig. 12.13). This small statuette is 
purported to have been found in the Darabey 
fortress, near the city of Van, and dates to be-
tween the eighth and seventh centuries bce.44 
In art historical terms, it participates in the 
Urartian artistic tradition that Paul Zimansky 
has termed the “Urartian State Assemblage,” 
a state-sponsored koine that served as the 
material and visual correlate for the politi-
cal power of this archipelagic polity.45 While Hasanlu fell decades before this tradition 
flourished, the Urartian State Assemblage incorporates numerous aspects of the material 
culture of northwestern Iran as a result of the longstanding, bilateral cultural ties between 

42 Danti 2011.
43 Fleming, Nash, and Swann 2011.
44 Piotrovskii 1967, 52; Aruz, Graff, and Rakic 2014, 87. I thank Karen Rubinson for bringing this object to 
my attention when it was featured in the Metropolitan Museum’s Assyria to Iberia exhibition in New York 
City in 2014. This figurine, with an extensive bibliography, is published in that exhibition’s catalog (Aruz, 
Graff, and Rakic 2014, 87, no. 27) as coming from the Darabey fortress near the city of Van. However, it 
was in fact acquired by the History Museum of Armenia in Yerevan (no. 1242) from a G. Aramyanets in 
1936 and had been on the antiquities market in Van as early as 1916 (Piotrovskii 1967, 52). 
45 Zimansky 1995.

Figure 12.13. Figurine, seventh century bce. 
History Museum of Armenia, Yerevan 1242. 

Photo courtesy of Yerevan Museum.
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the South Caucasus, where the king-
dom of Urartu established its capitals 
in the ninth century bce, and the re-
gion encompassing Hasanlu.46 For 
example, elaborately decorated and 
oversized forked standards wrought 
of bronze marked important monu-
mental spaces on Hasanlu’s citadel, 
and such forked standards appear a 
century later as artifacts in Urartian 
royal fortresses and incorporated into 
Urartian royal iconography.47 It is 
therefore reasonable to infer that this 
figurine can inform our understand-
ing of cultural practices at Hasanlu. 

The small figurine represents a 
seated, sumptuously dressed young 
woman holding her right hand open 
and aloft and her left hand up in a 
fist. A clear parallel for this figure is 
found on an Urartian royal medallion 
in gold from Toprakkale that depicts a 
female figure approaching a seated goddess or her cult statue, a distinction that doubtless 
means more to contemporary scholars than to an ancient audience (fig. 12.14).48 Like the 
goddess on the medallion from Toprakkale, the figurine likely held a branch or blossom 
in her lower hand, and her layered gown and fringed mantel are similarly decorated with 
rectangular plaques, representing appliqués. In addition, the figurine is adorned with a 
decorated belt wrapping around her waist, multiple bracelets encircling each wrist, and a 
lavish necklace of four rows of beads or chain. Three long strands of beads or chain hang 
from the lowest row and fall to her lap. Between her breasts is an object that features a 
small recumbent lion above a disk, which in turn rests on the short end of a long triangular 
object. This object has been referred to variously as a “pendant in the form of a miniature 
dagger topped by a tiny figure of a recumbent lion”49 and a “swordlike ornament,”50 but 
in 1966, Maurits van Loon, one of the primary excavators of Hasanlu in the early years, 
identified it as a “lion pin” and noted that its placement, form, and proportions link this 
leonine ornament to those found at Hasanlu.51 On the basis of this ornament, this figurine 

46 Cifarelli 2019.
47 See van Loon 1966, 83; Makkay 1983, pl. 9:6–8; Kroll 2009, 2010; Baştürk 2011.
48 Akurgal 1961, fig. 16.
49 Piotrovskii 1967, 51.
50 Aruz, Graff, and Rakic 2014, 87.
51 van Loon 1966, 127.

Figure 12.14. Medallion (gold), about 
seventh century bce. Toprakkale, 
Berlin. Photo from ArtResource.
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has been identified as Arubaini, the consort of the Urartian chief deity Haldi, whose ico-
nography features lions.52 

I propose that the nature and purpose of the Hasanlu lion pins can be found at the 
intersection of the imagery of a cult statue wearing the equivalent of a lion pin and the 
concentration of lion pins in the temple context. While I am not suggesting that a goddess 
from the Urartian pantheon was worshipped at Hasanlu, I believe that this figurine may 
show us how the lion pins were normally used at Hasanlu—as part of the dress of a cult 
statue in BBII. This explanation is clearly speculative but is the first to account for the 
concentration of the lion pins in BBII. Indeed, one of the excavated lion pins bears the im-
pression of wood on its iron shaft, perhaps suggesting that it was wrested from a wooden 
statue in the midst of the destruction and looting of the site.53 If integrated into the cult 
statue of a goddess whose divine attributes include the lion, the identity to which these 
objects contribute and with which they are associated is divine and communal, not human 
and social. 

It has been well established that the materials, dress, and adornment of cult statues 
in ancient West Asia participated in the transformation of a man-made thing into an an-
imated celestial presence capable of acting and interacting.54 Sacralized cult statues were 
agentive in their own right. This sacralization could be enacted through rituals, such as the 
mīs pî or opening/washing of the mouth ceremony.55 But Kim Benzel has also demonstrat-
ed that in ancient West Asia, materials—including gold and silver—possess visual, physical, 
and affective properties understood to be inherently divine and therefore agentive.56 

Viewed through this lens, the lion pins are not simply sacred accessories but agents 
of transformation and potentially inalienable fragments of divinity. While not made of 
gold or silver, their crafting through sophisticated, pseudoalchemical processes that pro-
duced colors and surfaces more akin to gold and silver than bronze may have rendered 
their aesthetic impression and affective impact on viewers indistinguishable from objects 
made of precious materials. Their laborious manufacture as singular objects, each wholly 
unique, points to the ritualization and significance of their creation. Perhaps each lion pin 
was crafted for a particular instance of the animation of the deity and then retired in the 
temple’s columned hall. 

We know very little about cult practices at Hasanlu or the extent to which the resi-
dents of Hasanlu who found themselves trapped in BBII on that grim day were familiar 
with the space in which the bulk of these lion pins were found. Based on analogies to 
well-documented West Asian societies,  it seems unlikely that columned-hall space in BBII 
was accessible to the general population but instead was the abode of the deity, frequented 

52 Piotrovskii (1967, 51) qualified his identification of the figure as Arubaini as a “guess,” but his surmise 
has been codified over the years into a less equivocal identification.
53 HAS60-0018 (UPM61-5-322) was found outside BBII in X28, the gate area on the western side of the 
lower court. 
54 See Dick 2005; Hurowitz 2006; Winter 2007; Hundley 2013; Benzel 2015; Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 
2015; Neumann 2017.
55 Walker and Dick 2001; Hundley 2013, 263–67.
56 See Benzel 2015.
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primarily by her or his caretakers.57 The broad age distribution of those who died in BBII—
from infants to the very elderly—suggests that these people were not temple personnel 
charged with the care and feeding of the deity but a cross section of the residents of 
Hasanlu. While the sacred space may have been familiar to some, it was likely forbidden to 
others. Everyday residents of Hasanlu, however, would have been acquainted with the cult 
statue of the goddess and her accoutrements through the kinds of festivals and processions 
that are well attested in ancient West Asia.58 

How were the lion pins perceived by residents of Hasanlu? How do man-made sacred 
objects and works of art appear to, and possibly exert agency over, believers? In the eigh-
teenth century, German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten first used the term “aesthet-
ics” to describe the ways in which perceptions emerge from an entanglement of sensory 
inputs and knowledge.59 Nearly three centuries later, scholars in a wide range of fields 
investigate the same nexus of sensory, emotional, and cognitive aspects to our understand-
ing of the perceptual processes involved in the creation and reception of aesthetic objects. 
Their work demonstrates that our sensory and social experiences in the world, including 
visual and aesthetic perceptions, are mediated through multisensory mental imagery60 or 
representations.61 This mental imagery, according to cognitive psychologist Donald Hoff-
man, is produced as our brains dynamically process sensory inputs through a network of 
memories, associations, and emotions. Natural selection has favored perceptual processes 
that yield an image that is useful, while not objectively “real” or accurate.62 In her study of 
the neural processes involved in aesthetic experiences, Gabrielle Starr has shown that we 
process outside stimuli, internal imagery, punishments and rewards, and emotions in an 
integrated brain center called the “default mode network (an interconnected set of brain 
areas that contributes to our sense of self-identity . . .).”63 In this brain area, perceptions of 
sensory data become linked to self-awareness, theory of mind (the ability to attribute men-
tal states to oneself and others), and social awareness. The ancient perception of objects 
is therefore an “historically and culturally embedded, humanly embodied, imaginatively 
structured event, the meaning of which is always tied to a particular community.”64 For res-
idents of Hasanlu, the aesthetic impact of the lion pins is inextricable from an awareness 
of their awe-inspiring divinity and their transformative, supernatural role in the temple. 

Moreover, within the Hasanlu community, in the temple in which they participated in 
the presencing of the deity, these lion pins, gleaming in shades of bronze, silver, and gold, 
possessed the quality that Alfred Gell referred to as the “technology of enchantment and 
the enchantment of technology.” Created through processes beyond the ken of most, such 

57 The literature on ancient Near Eastern cultic practices is enormous, and of course such practices 
diverged broadly across time and geography. For the most part, however, the buildings characterized as 
temples were the homes of deities and temple staff, which could include members of the priesthood. For 
general discussions, see Snell 2010; Schneider 2011; Hundley 2013.
58 Bidmead 2004; Winter 2007; Snell 2010, 43; Fleming 2015.
59 See Seeley 2006, 195.
60 Starr 2013; Malafouris 2010.
61 Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 2015, 35–42.
62 Hoffman 2016.
63 Starr 2013, 35.
64 Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 2015, 41.
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magical objects participate in a “network of intentionalities” essential to the construction 
of social identity and social cohesion.65 Simply put, through what Pierre Bourdieu termed 
“scheme transfers,” an understanding of the artisan’s skill is elided with, and ultimately 
effaced by, the power and agency of the temple and the deity herself, reinforcing for view-
ers the “desirability of the social order” in which they encounter this enchantment.66 The 
agency attributed to the deity is thus distributed to the lion pins.67 The indexical relation-
ship between the lion pins as manufactured items, material attributes of a cult statue, and 
partible fragments of the divinity of the goddess herself is protracted and recursive, but 
it seems entirely reasonable to me that residents of Hasanlu would associate the affective 
and aesthetic properties of the lion pins with agency distributed from divine power. On 
any day when a lion pin could be seen, the matrix of knowledge and collective experience 
of lion pins on dressed cult statues during festivals and rituals would ensure that the iden-
tity to which they contribute is not only divine but also communal. 

CATASTROPHIC DEPOSITION

But it is essential to note that the archaeological record of the Hasanlu citadel does not by 
any means reflect an ordinary day. The deposition of more than sixty bodies of children 
and adults in a crushed, burned temple manifests an extraordinary catastrophic moment, 
and it is impossible to consider the distribution of lion pins in the temple without con-
sidering how the residents of Hasanlu might have experienced the events of that day. We 
are cautioned against attempts to empathize naively with the emotions of ancient others 
“because of the great and unknown differences between past experiences and our own.”68 
However, while we acknowledge that the ways emotions are experienced and expressed 
are unquestionably culturally mediated,69 we can again turn to neuroscience for an un-
derstanding of the essence of their biological underpinnings. Contemporary neuroscience 
has identified emotions broadly as a functional “relevance” detection system that is expe-
rienced neurologically along two axes—pleasant to unpleasant, arousing (eliciting a phys-
ical response) to lulling.70 We do the past a disservice when we fail to consider the impact 
of emotion on embodied experience, for according to Chris Gosden, “At the heart of our 
emotional life lies material culture and the sensory appreciation of objects echoes in its 
complexity our emotional responses to the world.”71 

65 Gell 1992, 41. 
66 Gell 1992, 44; Bourdieu 1977. 
67 Winter 2007, 133–35.
68 Tarlow 2000, 724. Terms such as “empathy” and “emotion” are resistant to definition, particularly with 
respect to their application to archaeology; see thoughtful discussions and extensive bibliography in Tar-
low 2000; Gosden 2004. A recent volume (Kipfer 2017) features essays investigating methodologies for the 
expression and detection of emotions in the art and texts of the ancient Near East. For an exploration of 
the archaeology of grief in particular, see Cannon and Cook 2015. 
69 See Tarlow 2000; Mesquita 2007; Sonik 2017. Sonik (2017, 223–29) in particular provides a thought- 
provoking discussion of the value of persisting with the study of ancient emotions despite the challenges 
presented by the passage of millennia.
70 See Fox et al. 2018; Starr 2013, 119–22.
71 Gosden 2004, 38.
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A number of aspects of the experiences of those in the BBII context must remain 
unknown. We cannot know, for example, whether the noncombatants in BBII went there 
to seek safety or were coerced. But it is not, I believe, presuming too much to interpret 
the experience of those who died in BBII as intensely emotional. For many, their home 
was under attack, their city was burning, and they were certainly trapped in the temple 
with enemy combatants who were systematically slaughtering them. There were no adults 
near the infants and young children arranged around the central pillar—most adults were 
between the pillar and the entrance to the room and the northeastern corner, strongly 
suggesting that the children had already died and there was no need to protect them as 
the adults tried to flee from the collapsing building.72 It is reasonable to surmise that they 
were experiencing heightened, unpleasant emotions, and it seems reasonable to consider 
this intensely affective, alienating transformation of a sacred environment in the analysis 
of the behavior that resulted in the distribution of lion pins among the bodies.

I wonder whether, at this horrifying moment, in a space that elicited memories of 
divine power, the residents of Hasanlu attempted to leverage the potent agency of these 

72 We must even consider the intriguing and unsettling possibility that the children whose bodies sur-
rounded the central pillar were, intentionally, ritually sacrificed in a last-ditch attempt to assuage the 
divinity.

Figure 12.15. Plan of the BBII citadel showing the dense cluster 
of lion pins overlapping the cluster of children.
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fragments of divinity for their own protection. Perhaps the association of these objects 
to the presencing of the divine and the memories of the transformation of man-made 
objects into animated divinity were so powerful that in the midst of this cataclysm the 
residents of Hasanlu sought to borrow—for themselves and their children—the magical 
efficacy, agency, and divine identity inherent to the lion pins. This explanation might help 
account for the clustering of these objects within BBII. If we remove the fallen adults from 
the floor plan of BBII, it is clear that the densest cluster of lion pins overlaps the infants 
and toddlers arranged around the central column in Room 5 (fig. 12.15). And perhaps not 
coincidentally, the only cluster of lion pins found outside BBII is also associated with 
infant remains. These overlapping clusters of lion pins and babies are puzzling—one does 
not generally equip infants and toddlers with sharp, heavy objects, and they certainly 
were not wearing them as dress items. But once we relinquish the notion that the lion 
pins are dress items that relate to issues of social identity encountered in daily life, and 
recognize them as constituent elements of the divinity essential to communal well-being, 
we can speculate that these lion pins were preferentially placed on the bodies of the most 
vulnerable residents of Hasanlu to solicit the presence and care of the deity in a moment 
of utmost catastrophe.

CONCLUSION

The goal of this study is not to sensationalize a grisly context but to acknowledge and 
honor the fact that the archaeological record of the destruction of Hasanlu provides ev-
idence of actual events that happened to real human beings. Previous interpretations of 
these objects, perhaps unwittingly predicated on the excavators’ adoption of the term 
“lion pin,” overlooked their clear and meaningful association with a temple in the throes 
of a horrific destruction and analyzed them as dress items in daily use by an elite group. 
Treating these objects as components of costume in effect naturalized their association 
with bodies in the temple and allowed for the crafting of rational and compelling argu-
ments regarding their role in identity construction at the site. With the stripping away of 
decades of false premises and assumptions, it is clear that the circumstances responsible 
for this pattern were far from natural. Investigating the nature of the lion pins as singular 
material objects allows for the exploration of their affective potential as powerful frag-
ments of the divine. By recognizing what we share across the millennia—our complexity 
as intersubjective subjects enmeshed in complex social and material networks—we can 
consider the embodied experiences of those who died in BBII on that terrible day through 
a more empathetic lens and acknowledge the complexity of the entanglements among 
humans, things, and identities.

ABBREVIATIONS

BBII Burned Building II
BBIV/V Burned Building IV/V
HAS Hasanlu (excavation registration number)
ISAC Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures (University of Chicago)
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13 The Color of Cloth as a Transformative Marker  
of Identity in Ancient Egyptian Temple Rituals

Katarzyna Kapiec 
Polish Academy of Sciences

The symbolism of colors was formed by the official ancient Egyptian religion. It includ-
ed both the royal mortuary cults and worship of the gods and is even noticeable in the 
paint layer of hieroglyphic texts. Influenced by the official religion, color symbolism was 
respected in private funeral beliefs as well. Colors played a significant role in the arrange-
ment of clothing. As temple and tomb decoration shows, the clothes of ancient Egyptians 
varied from simple white ones (made of natural linen) to sophisticatedly colored ones. The 
latter are especially well attested in royal clothing and insignia. The basic palette of linen 
colors associated with their symbolism consists of white, green, blue, red, and yellow.1 
Colored linen was also used in temple rituals, concentrated on the act of dressing the 
statue of a god or the deceased king (in mortuary temples) or offering particular kinds of 
linen to the gods. By receiving and/or wearing a variety of textiles, different qualities were 
acquired that created the identity essential to the subsequent steps of the ritual. 

This study focuses on the colored textiles attested in the rituals taking place in tem-
ples. It aims to capture the transformative marker of identity of each colored cloth applied 
during these ceremonies (by receiving or wearing it). This approach corresponds to the 
subject of this volume by focusing on the identity acquired through attire. Both textu-
al sources (ritual texts, inscriptions accompanying the scenes) and iconographic sources 
(temple scenes) are here investigated. 

In terms of chronology, the study is limited by the available data, depending on the 
period. In the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–2160 bce),2 the main sources are the Pyramid Texts 
and scattered information from the funerary temples of the kings of the Fifth Dynasty in 
Abusir. In the Middle Kingdom (c. 2055–1650 bce), the Coffin Texts constitute the main 

1 As demonstrated in the course of this chapter, the established set of four colored cloths consisted of 
white/bright, green, red, and purple/bluish red. The symbolism of yellow (referred to as “gold” in Wilkin-
son 1994, 108) and blue (referred to as “lapis-lazuli” and “turquoise” in Aufrère 1991, 463–517) is used in 
the construction of royal insignia such as the nms-headcloth, nxAxA-flail, xsbD- and mfkAt-scepters, and HD-
mace. (The color symbolism of some of these items is discussed in Goebs 2011, 75–77, 79, 82; on the nms, 
see Goebs 1995, 167–68). On the theory of basic color terms, see Berlin and Kay 1969; for its utilization 
in Egyptology and discussion of it, see Baines 1985; 2001, 145, 155 n. 1. However, it is worth noting that 
the basic color terminology of ancient Egypt (black, white, red, and green; Schenkel 1963, 143–44; Baines 
1985, 284) differs slightly from the colors of linen discussed here.
2 Throughout this chapter, the chronology cited follows Shaw 2000.
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source of information about color and colored-textile symbolism, as no data are preserved 
from the temple context. The New Kingdom (c. 1550–1069 bce) offers more abundant and 
assorted sources of information, including temple decoration (e.g., in Karnak, the temple of 
Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari, and the temple of Seti I in Abydos), papyri with ritual litur-
gies, and funerary texts such as the Book of the Dead. After the New Kingdom the sources 
are again narrowed—there are no preserved temples from the Third Intermediate Period 
(c. 1069–664 bce). However, one of the best-preserved sources of the liturgy used in the 
daily temple ritual comes from the Twenty-Second Dynasty (c. 945–715 bce).3 There are no 
data from the Late Period (664–332 bce) pertinent to the present study, although there is 
information regarding some of the linen discussed in this chapter—for instance, jdmj (see 
below). Ultimately, Greco-Roman (332 bce–395 ce) temples, such as the temple of Horus 
in Edfu and the temple of Hathor in Dendera, constitute valuable sources for the rendering 
of old Egyptian traditions during that period.

In terms of specific temple rituals, the daily temple ritual is the main focus here. Nev-
ertheless, various festivals held in temples and funerary rituals—for instance, the ritual of 
the renewal of power for the New Year and the opening of the mouth ritual—required that 
the celebrant be anointed and clothed at the beginning stage to be able to proceed further. 
Pieces of colored linen were also involved in the ritual of consecrating the mr.t-chests, as, 
according to the Greco-Roman sources, the linens were inside these chests.4 Therefore, all 
such rituals are also included in the scope of this chapter to capture the complex aspects 
of the linen in question. 

The interest of researchers in colored fabrics and the proposed interpretations of color 
symbolism referred to below and analyzed in the context of the temple ritual inspired the 
advanced studies presented here. Further analysis of the symbolism related to the colors of 
linen allows us to understand more clearly the meaning of the particular stages of rituals.

THE PLACE OF LINEN IN TEMPLE RITUALS

Dressing the god’s statue takes place in the beginning stage of the daily temple ritual.5 It is 
performed after the purification and followed by the anointing, the application of eye paint 
(sometimes in addition to the donning of regalia and necklaces), and the final censing.6 All 
these stages serve as preparation for the offering ritual, also known as the “ritual of Amen-
hotep I” or “ritual of ancestors.”7 Qualities attained by receiving all these essential products 
enabled the creation of a special identity that was required for the following steps—the 
god, having been purified, dressed, anointed, and adorned with paraphernalia, was now 
ready to receive the crux of the whole ritual—the offering. The contribution of colored 
linen resulted in the god’s acquisition of particular features, thereby unifying these ele-
ments into a single identity. Significantly, that these steps of the temple ritual (purification, 

3 P. Berlin 3014, 3053, and 3055, known as “liturgies for Amun and Mut” or the “Karnak liturgy”; Moret 
1902. See also Braun 2013.
4 Egberts 1995, 181–89.
5 Moret 1902, 179–90; Osing 1999; Braun 2013, 163–71; David 2016, 126–68.
6 Vymazalová and Coppens 2009, 65; Goebs 2011, 62; David 2016, 131–32.
7 Tacke 2013.
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dressing, anointing) were always carried out at the beginning of the ceremony, regardless 
of the kind of ritual being performed, means that such preparation was required in any 
ceremony before proceeding to further steps.

The existence of linen, including colored textiles, in the rituals performed in temples 
is attested since the Old Kingdom. Chests depicted in the decoration of the pyramid tem-
ple of Sahura (c. 2487–2475 bce, Fifth Dynasty) in Abusir are labeled as containing green 
(wAD.t) and red (jdmj) linen. Unfortunately, the layout of the scene cannot be reconstructed 
with certainty because of the small number of preserved blocks.8 These fragments were 
found together with blocks representing the offering procession to the treasury (pr-HD).9

Furthermore, rituals involving the presentation of linen to cult statues in the Old 
Kingdom were studied by Hana Vymazalová and Filip Coppens. They concluded that the 
practice of performing the ritual appears to have remained consistent throughout all pe-
riods up to Greco-Roman times, with possible differences in the frequency and subject 
of the ritual.10 Their study focused on two papyrus archives from the temple complexes 
of two other kings of the Fifth Dynasty: Neferirkara I (c. 2475–2455 bce) and Raneferef 
(c. 2448–2445 bce). The first archive concerns activities performed at the mortuary temple 
related to the deceased king, while the second one provides information about the sup-
plies for the monument. Although the information found in the archives of Neferirkara I 
is relatively concise, it enumerates steps corresponding to the stages of rituals described in 
the New Kingdom sources (regarding both divine and mortuary temples).11 Significantly, 
the archives fail to provide any information about the daily ritual concerning deities—the 
priest’s clothing the divine statues is attested there only on festival days.12 On the other 
hand, this Old Kingdom source attests the daily offering for the deceased king, performed 
twice—in the morning and in the evening. However, it must be noted that these sources 
come from the funerary temples of kings. The ritual routine in divine temples may have 
been different. Unfortunately, there are thus far no sources that would shed more light on 
this aspect. 

In the Old Kingdom, dyeing textiles was rather uncommon; only a few times are tex-
tiles depicted as red or green in tomb decoration.13 Thus there is a question as to why these 
textiles were described according to their color. The answer might only have to do with 
deeply rooted religious symbolism, with no real foundation in the physical objects. Yet it 
has been suggested that the names of colors were applied to reflect the natural shades of 
linen, which can oscillate from light brownish/reddish to greenish/bluish/grayish, depend-
ing on the quality of the fabric and its treatment during the processing of fibers.14

8 Borchardt 1913, pls. 61–63.
9 Borchardt 1913, 67, 125–26, pl. 60.
10 Vymazalová and Coppens 2009, 71; 2011, 785–87; Coppens 2016, 29–31.
11 Posener-Kriéger 1976, 52–57; Vymazalová and Coppens 2009, 67.
12 Vymazalová and Coppens 2009, 67; 2011, 787.
13 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 431; on the techniques and difficulties in dyeing the 
textiles, see Germer 1992, 5–96; van Rooij and Vogelsang-Eastwood 1994, 20–22. The description of dyeing 
the cloths is attested only in the temple of Dendera (Dend. IV, 109/10–11).
14 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 431.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   387Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   387 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



388 KATARZYNA KAPIEC

There is no explicit textual or iconographic evidence of the course of the rituals per-
formed in Middle Kingdom temples, where colored textiles would be listed or depicted. 
Nevertheless, colored linen was in use in that period, as it has been attested in the funerary 
domain. For instance, jdmj-linen (see below) is the most frequently enumerated fabric in 
the so-called “friezes of objects” in Middle Kingdom coffins.15 Moreover, the symbolism of 
colored textiles was transmitted in the Coffin Texts.

In the New Kingdom, scenes depicting the offering of specific linens are rarely attested 
in temples in general. Usually linen is treated collectively (as mnx.t)16—the colors are not 
listed specifically. Thus, in Karnak almost all references to dyed textiles are dated to the 
Greco-Roman period.17 A unique depiction is found in the Southern Room of Amun in the 
temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari (c.  1473–1458  bce, Eighteenth Dynasty), where 
several chests containing linen are arranged in a manner resembling a frieze of objects 
(fig. 13.1).18 In the same room there is also an antithetical scene representing Hatshepsut 
and Thutmose  III offering mnx.t and most probably jdmj-linen to Amun-Ra (fig. 13.2).19 
Although neither the depiction of chests nor the offering scene features any specific ritual, 
they indicate that these items were used in several rituals performed in this temple con-
text, including the daily temple ritual.20

The episodes of the daily temple ritual involving the offering of colored textiles are 
attested in only three temples in the New Kingdom. The first one is Luxor Temple, where 
a scene in room XVII depicts  episode 17,21 the offering of mnx.t, mar.t (“divine linen”),22 and 

15 Jéquier 1921, 34. The frieze of objects is a special way of featuring funerary objects/items—they are 
depicted in groups (rows) but not mixed with one another as on an offering table. These items constitute 
funerary objects used by the deceased in the afterlife and were very common in the decoration of Middle 
Kingdom coffins (Willems 1988, 200–228); but such an arrangement is also attested in a few temple con-
texts (see below).
16 Wb. 2, 87/13–88/2.
17 Biston-Moulin 2017, 32, 39, 66, 242; the exceptions are two attestations of ḥḏ .t-linen dated to the Eigh-
teenth Dynasty, together with the pAq.t and sSr nsw textiles. The first attestation is dated to the period of 
Thutmose III (Annals of Thutmose III, KIU 3475, 6); the other comes from the Restoration Stela of Tut-
ankhamun (KIU 3450, 35; Bennett 1939, 8–15). The context concerns the supplying of the temple.
18 Naville 1906, pl. CXXX; Kapiec 2016, 96–97, fig. 2; 2018, 195–96, fig. 2; 2021, 52–55, fig. 32, pl. 3.
19 Naville 1906, pl. CXXXIII; Kapiec 2017, 213; 2021, 93–105, fig. 64, pl. 6.
20 I discuss this matter in detail in the second volume of the publication of the Southern Room of Amun 
in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari (Kapiec 2024, 85–129, 283–87).
21 Numeration according to David 2016.
22 Wb. 2, 49/2.

Figure 13.1. Upper row of the so-called frieze of objects in the Southern Room of Amun 
in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari. Photo by Maciej Jawornicki. Courtesy 
of the Polish Center of Mediterranean Archaeology of the University of Warsaw and 

Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences.
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jdmj-linen by Amen hotep  III (c.  1390–
1352  bce, Eighteenth Dynasty) and 
Renenutet to Amun-Ra.23

The second is the temple of Seti  I 
(c. 1294–1279 bce, Nineteenth Dynasty) 
in Abydos, which constitutes the excep-
tion among the extensive depictions of 
the daily ritual in temples. At the same 
time, it is the largest iconographic and 
textual source of this ritual dated to 
the New Kingdom in general.24 In the 
six chapels of the sanctuary, there is a 
sequence of forty-seven episodes from 
the daily temple ritual, including scenes 
representing offerings of three colored 
textiles. White (HD.t), green (wAD.t), and 
red (jnsj) textiles are listed there in ep-
isodes 17 (17A), 19, and 21, respectively 
(fig. 13.3).25

The third occurrence comes from the 
temple of Seti I in Qurna. However, only 
one colored fabric is mentioned there—
green (wAD.t).26

The next source for the daily tem-
ple ritual in which colored textiles are 
mentioned is the series of papyri from 
the Twenty-Second Dynasty (fig.  13.4). 
The sequence of these linens is slightly 
extended here—jdmj-linen is mentioned 
as the fourth fabric.27 

As mentioned above, there are no 
data on temple rituals involving colored linen dated to the Late Period. Yet temples from 
Greco-Roman times constitute an important source. In scenes in the temple of Edfu illus-
trating the episodes of offering colored cloth in the daily temple ritual, the sequence differs 
from the previously attested ones in the New Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period. 
There are also four linens mentioned, but slightly different kinds—HD.t, wAD.t, jrtjw, and 

23 Brunner 1977, pl. 63; Waitkus 2008, 2:163–65. 
24 Moret 1902; David 2016.
25 Calverley and Broome, 1933, pls. 13 (chapel of Osiris, wAD.t and jnsj only), 23 (chapel of Isis), 33 (chapel 
of Horus); 1935, pls. 12 (chapel of Amun-Ra), 19 (chapel of Ra-Horakhty), 27 (chapel of Ptah); David 2016, 
131, 142, 144.
26 Braun 2013, 76.
27 P. Berlin 3014, 3053, and 3055, known as “liturgies for Amun and Mut” or “Karnak liturgy”; Moret 
1902, 2–3. On spells 49 and 51–53, see Braun 2013, 163–65, 166–71. Spell 50 is devoted to mnx.t-linen 
(Braun 2013, 165–66).

Figure 13.2. Hatshepsut (name recarved for 
Thutmose II) offering mnx.t linen to Amun-

Ra. South wall of the Southern Room of 
Amun in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir 

el-Bahari. Photo by Maciej Jawornicki. 
Courtesy of the Polish Centre of Mediterranean 

Archaeology of the University of Warsaw.
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390 KATARZYNA KAPIEC

Figure 13.3. Eastern section of the south wall of the chapel of Horus in the temple of Seti I in 
Abydos. In the lower row are three episodes illustrating the offering of colored linen (after 

Calverley and Broome 1933, pl. 33). Courtesy of the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures.

Figure 13.4. Fragment of P. Berlin 3055 (Karnak liturgy) with spells devoted to the 
offering of colored linen. Photo by Sandra Steiß. Courtesy of Staatliche Museen 

zu Berlin—Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung, inv. no. 3055.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   390Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   390 4/24/25   3:15 PM4/24/25   3:15 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



THE COLOR OF CLOTH AS A TRANSFORMATIVE MARKER OF IDENTITY 391

jdmj,28 indicating that jrtjw-linen was substituted for jnsj-linen in this context. However, 
it must be noted that in the temple of Dendera the sequence of linen in the daily temple 
ritual is different: it consists of both colored and other textiles, whose presentation is in-
tertwined with purification rites. Textiles are listed in the following order: wAD.t, mnx.t, 
and wnSb linen/object.29 This set does not correspond to any known sequence. Apart from 
this exception, the evolution of the set of colored linens reveals that white or neutral linen 
inaugurated the sequence throughout time. For the following textiles there is no strict 
order, at least not in the daily temple ritual (see below). One can conclude that no codified 
sequence of linen was applied in this ritual. 

Apart from the daily temple ritual, colored textiles were listed in other contexts in 
the Greco-Roman period. For instance, in the temple of Opet at Karnak, in the procession 
of gods in the exterior parts (soubassement processions), the already-attested sequence of 
colored linen consists of HD.t, wAD.t, jrtjw, and jdmj (fig. 13.5) .30 Such a sequence also occurs 
four times in offerings scenes in the temple of Edfu31 and twice in the temple of Dendera.32

The renewal aspect of the daily temple ritual is expressed in the first steps of the 
ceremony, where the preparation of the divine statue corresponds to the mummification 
process. These steps include purification of the body, wrapping it in linen, anointing it, and 
supplying it with amulets.33 All these acts were performed to provide the deceased with 
successful regeneration in the afterlife. They were also applied with an eye to the practical 
aspect of the embalming process. Nevertheless, it appears that these steps, already linked 
with qualities of regeneration and renewal, were also implemented in the opening of the 
mouth ritual34 or in royal festivals such as the ritual of the renewal of power for the New 
Year.35 Similarly, as Ute Rummel has observed, during the Sed festival the king was puri-
fied with incense, anointed, and clothed in a robe made of jdmj-linen in order to be able 
to achieve regeneration.36 In light of the latter interpretation, the colorful linen applied 
in these rituals can be understood as one of the items essential to achieving renewal and 

28 East and west walls of the main sanctuary (Edfu I, 31/2–16, pl. XI; 44, 19–45, pl. XII; see also Braun 
2013, 80). David (2016, 178) suggested that the sequence should be read as follows: HD.t, jrtjw, wAD.t, jdmj.
29 Dend. I, 46, 63–64; David 2016, 167. WnSb is translated as either “object” (symbol of the cycle of time) 
or “linen” (Wb. 1, 325/9; Wilson 1997, 238). David (2016, 178) suggested that the sequence should be read 
as follows: mnx.t, wnSb, wAD.t.
30 KIU 3785; Opet 206.
31 Chamber of the Throne (Edfu I, 289/14–290/5; 296/7–14, pl. XXIXa); Chamber of Linen (Edfu I, 124/16–
125/18; 126/14–127/14, pl. XXIb); Mesen Chamber (Edfu I, 237/16–238/9; 244/15–245/7, pl. XXVIb); and 
the wabet (Edfu I, 423/5–424/3; 432/9–433/7, pl. XXXIIIa; also Coppens 2007, 151). See also Wollnerová 
2021, 159. 
32 Wabet (Dend. IV, 247/3–248; 265/7–266/10, pl. CCCXI). The sequence is also found in the procession 
in the Chamber of Linen (Dend. IV, 113/6); for more information about the “chambers of linen” in Greco- 
Roman temples, see Coppens 2007, 74–76, 132–44; on processions in the chambers of linen in Philae and 
Dendera, see Coppens 2014. Processions with linen were studied by Ryhiner (1995). For a study of this 
sequence of linen, see Wollnerová 2021.
33 Vymazalová and Coppens 2010, 75 n. 11.
34 Otto 1960, 114–66; Assmann 2001, 408–25; Rummel 2006, 400–401; for a detailed comparison of the 
particular rituals, see Vymazalová and Coppens 2010, 96, table 1.
35 Goyon 1972, 53–130.
36 Rummel 2006, 397–401.
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regeneration. The meaningful symbolism of fabrics is evidenced by the fact that they were 
attributed to various goddesses of the Egyptian pantheon, including Isis,37 Nephthys,38 Hat-
hor,39 Sakhmet,40 Tayet,41 Renenutet,42 Serket,43 and Temet.44

WHITE (BRIGHT) LINEN

White-colored linen (HD.t )45 is attested for the first time in the mastaba of Isheti/Teti 
from the reign of Pepi II (c. 2278–2184 bce, Sixth Dynasty).46 In the Middle Kingdom, it is 

37 E.g., Dend. I 64/4, 87/5; Dend. II 36/9, 98/7; Dend. IV, 265/7–266/10, pl. CCCXI; Wilson 1997, 86; Cop-
pens 2007, 174.
38 E.g., Dend. II 117/5, 137/5, 148/9, 152/9, 153/4; Wilson 1997, 86.
39 E.g., BD spell 164; Dend. I 89/8; Dend. II 44/7, 45/14, 51/11; Ryhiner 1995.
40 E.g., Dend. I 5/11, 123/10; Moret 1902, 187; Berlandini-Grenier 1976, 126–29; Assmann, Bommas, and 
Kucharek 2005, 446–48; Braun 2013, 168–69; David 2016, 144.
41 E.g., Dend. II 51/6; Dend. III 119/4; Dend. IV 179/11, 265/7–266/10, pl. CCCXI; Edfu I 122/9; Opet 226.R; 
Wilson 1997, 127; Coppens 2007, 174; on the goddess Tayet, see Cruz-Uribe 1996.
42 E.g., Edfu I 126/16, 238/1, 289/17; Moret 1902, 179–80; Wilson 1997, 127; Goebs 2011, 66.
43 E.g., Edfu I 566/13; Edfu IV 48/6; Wilson 1997, 127, 207–8.
44 E.g., du Bourguet 2008, 148, no. 169.
45 Wb. 3, 210/16–18.
46 Drioton and Lauer 1958, 227, pl. XIX.

Figure 13.5. Detail of soubassement procession in the temple of Opet at Karnak 
(KIU 3785). Photo CNRS-CFEETK 151994 by Ph. Soubias. Courtesy of the Centre 

franco-égyptien d’étude des temples de Karnak (Ministry of Tourism and 
Antiquities / Centre national de la recherche scientifique, USR 3172).
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frequently listed in friezes of objects.47 In the royal context it appears in the New Kingdom, 
when it is mentioned as a temple commodity in the Annals of Thutmose III (c. 1479–1425, 
Eighteenth Dynasty).48 And it is attested in the sequence of colored fabrics in the daily 
temple ritual from the New Kingdom onward (see above).

The term HD.t can be understood in two ways—as a white-colored textile or as a term 
designating the brightness of its color. The word HD means “to be white” but also “to be 
bright”—that is, to shine. Therefore, a wordplay is involved in the name of the HD.t-cloth. 
This aspect is highlighted in episode 17 of the daily temple ritual: “. . . that you may shine 
in it, that you may be splendid in it.”49

There is a possibility that sSr nswt (“royal linen”)50 and pAq.t (“fine linen”)51 were also 
considered to be of bright or transparent color. These three kinds of fabrics are some-
times listed together in the context of the best-quality textiles available. For instance, 
they are described in the aforementioned Annals of Thutmose III (fig. 13.6) and on the 
Restoration Stela of Tutankhamun as essential and the most precious items with which a 
temple could be supplied.52 In certain attestations, HD.t-linen is mentioned together with 
pAq.t-linen only.53

If one considers very high-quality linen—which sSr nswt certainly was, since it was de-
scribed as “royal”—it is not characterized as a dyed textile. Therefore, most probably it was 
the natural color of linen: bright/white/light beige. Although there is no textual evidence 
for this theory, when one looks at the iconography of royal or noble people it is notable 
that the color of the garments they wear is usually white or light beige.54 Sometimes, espe-
cially in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasty tomb paintings but also in the Third Interme-
diate Period (1069–664 bce), parts of the garments are depicted as transparent (fig. 13.7).55

White linen provided protection through luminosity; therefore, the wearer had the 
potential to dazzle enemies and thus obtain respect, as reflected in the daily temple ritu-
al—“I have clothed you (with the Eye of Horus), with the cloth of Renenutet, whom the 
gods respect”56—and in the Tale of the Sporting King (Eighteenth Dynasty)—“.  .  . white 
linen, the fabric of Renenutet.”57 The goddess Renenutet was described as a guardian of the 
king,58 so obtaining respect and esteem through a connection with her might be interpret-
ed as acquiring the protection essential for discouraging foes. Moreover, Renenutet was 

47 Jéquier 1921, 31–32.
48 Urk. IV, 742/15; KIU 3475, 6.
49 Moret 1902, 179–80; Braun 2013, 163–65; David 2016, 142; in the same episode, jdmj-linen is enumer-
ated as well.
50 Wb. 4, 540/2, 542/3.
51 Wb. 1, 499/11–15.
52 KIU 3475, 6 and 3450, 35; Scheele 2005, 21.
53 P. Berlin P 3022 and fragment of P. Amherst M–Q (Sinuhe, line 153; Koch 1990, 54; Twelfth Dynasty); 
P. Leiden I 344 recto (Ipuwer, line 10, 4; Enmarch 2005, 45; Nineteenth Dynasty).
54 E.g., the tomb of Nebamun (Parkinson 2008).
55 E.g., the tomb of Menna (TT 69; Hartwig 2013).
56 Moret 1902, 179–80; Goebs 2011, 66; Braun 2013, 163–65.
57 D 2,7; Caminos 1956, 36, pl. 13a.
58 Wilkinson 2003, 224.
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also a goddess of fertility59 and often identified with Wadjet, perhaps because of the close 
connection between the HD and wAD colors (see below). ḤD.t is described as a fearsome 
robe in one of the scenes depicting an offering of clothes in the temple of Edfu.60 It is also 
described as decorative cloth in a love song on an ostracon found at Deir el-Medina (Nine-
teenth Dynasty).61

As Katja Goebs has suggested, the color white may have been connected with lunar 
qualities. When the moon is described in texts, it is labeled HD because it is the brightest 
object in the sky .62 

As Penelope Wilson has surmised, in offering scenes at Edfu HD.t-linen is presented 
to Horus (in the sanctuary), sometimes accompanied by Hathor and other deities (First 

59 Wilkinson 2003, 224; Coppens 2007, 153 n. 1150.
60 Edfu VII, 261/6–9.
61 O. Cairo CG 25218 + O. DeM 1266 (Landgráfová and Navrátilová 2009, 142).
62 Goebs 2008, 158.

Figure 13.6. Part of the Annals of Thutmose III, where HD.t (“white linen”), sSr nswt (“royal 
linen”) and pAq.t (“fine linen”) are mentioned together (KIU 3475). Photo CNRS-CFEETK 

197879 by Ph. Soubias. Courtesy of the Centre franco-égyptien d’étude des temples de Karnak 
(Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities / Centre national de la recherche scientifique, USR 3172).
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Chamber West), and in return the king receives protection and strength.63 The radiant 
qualities of the textile in question are also highlighted.

GREEN LINEN

Green-colored linen (wAD.t )64 is attested for the first time in the aforementioned pyra-
mid temple of Sahura in Abusir.65 It is not attested in private contexts until the Middle King-
dom, when it appears in friezes of objects in tombs and on coffins.66 It occurs in the sequence 
of colored fabrics in the daily temple ritual from the New Kingdom onward (see above).

63 Edfu I 45/7, 124/16, 144/19, 244/15, 296/7, 423/5; Wilson 1997, 697–98.
64 Wb. 1, 268/10–12.
65 Borchardt 1913, 125, pl. 61; Scheele 2005, 18 n. 55.
66 Jéquier 1921, 32.

Figure 13.7. Stela of Zed-Khonsu-as-Ankh, Third Intermediate Period. 
ISACM E1351 / D. 18885. Courtesy of the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures.
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The character of green fabric is immediately recognizable in the translation of its name . 
The word wAD means not only “green” but also “fresh.”67 The ancient Egyptians associated 
green with freshness and vitality; for them the color carried connotations of regeneration 
and transformation. The word wAD can also designate a fortunate man.68 Moreover, it was 
frequently employed in wordplay—the verb swAD can be translated not only as “to make 
green” (= “to refresh”) but also “to make prosper.”69 While the first meaning is quite clear as 
it relates to “green,” the connotations of the second one suggest a wider association with 
growing, flourishing, and being fortunate. 

Wordplay is attested, for instance, in the daily temple ritual text: “The green cloth 
(wAD.t) may it refresh (swAD) him with its greenness/freshness (wAD).”70 In the same part 
of the daily temple ritual, referring to the offering of the green cloth to the god, there are 
allusions to youth. They indicate that the linen in question had rejuvenating qualities—“(so 
that) he will be young through it, like Re is rejuvenated.”71 

Since the word wAD also was used to denote papyrus,72 it might be associated with 
Wadjet and Lower Egypt. But as Wilson has argued, it can be connected with Upper Egypt 
as well: in the temple of Edfu, the king is depicted in the White Crown while performing 
the offering of wAD.t-cloth,73 and in another scene located in the chapel of the throne of Ra, 
this cloth is offered to Horus of Edfu and Hathor, deities associated with Upper Egypt.74

The wAD.t cloth is well attested in the Greco-Roman period. For instance, in the wabet 
of the Edfu temple, it is offered to Horus with the intent to “make well the body of the 
god.”75 In return, the king receives “an appearance like Ra, renewal like the moon, and life 
again like Hapy, and Wadjet is on the brow of the king to slay his foes.”76 In light of this 
inscription, green linen can be interpreted as giving luminosity and light (appearance like 
Ra—solar aspects), regeneration and rejuvenation (association with Hapy as the patron of 
regular flooding, understood as constant regeneration, plus lunar connotations—namely, 
regeneration during the night and resurrection in the morning), and protection against 
enemies (Wadjet as the patron of kingship). 

Furthermore, on the exterior walls of the naos in the temple of Edfu, this type of linen 
is described as the one made by Serket, the goddess of fertility, health, and nature.77 An-
other scene from the temple of Edfu, from the pronaos, highlights the protective qualities 
of the green textile: Horus wears this garment while fighting with the hippopotamus.78

67 Wb. 1, 264/12–266/9.
68 Wb. 1, 266/10.
69 Wb. 4, 64/7–65/8.
70 Moret 1902, 184; Braun 2013, 166–68.
71 Moret 1902, 184; Braun 2013, 166–68.
72 Wb. 1, 263/7–264/4.
73 Wilson 1997, 207.
74 Edfu I, 296/5–12.
75 Again, the wordplay with wAD.t swAD is used; Edfu I 423/14–17; Wilson 1997, 207.
76 Edfu I, 423/14–17, Wilson 1997, 207.
77 Edfu IV 48/6; Wilson 1997, 207–8.
78 Edfu IV, 344/2; Wilson 1997, 207.
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RED LINEN

Three kinds of linen associated with the color red—jnsj ( ),79 jdmj (  ),80 and 
possibly jrtjw ( )81—appear in the rituals performed in the temple. All these fab-
rics are attested from the Old Kingdom onward, though it appears that jnsj became less 
popular in the Greco-Roman temples, where it was usually replaced with jrtjw, especially 
in the sequences of colored textiles.82 Jdmj appears in the sequence of colored textiles after 
the Third Intermediate Period (see above).

jnsj 
Jnsj linen is attested for the first time in the Pyramid Texts from the Unis pyramid.83 The 
color jns was described as “blood red” and distinguished by Maurice Alliot from the dSr 
kind of red, which he described as “flamingo.”84 On the other hand, Wilson has pointed out 
that in PT 570 (Pyr. §1464a), jnsj is described as the kind of red linen that comes from Isis 
whereas dSr is the kind of red that comes from Nephthys, and she concludes that these 
two words could be used synonymously.85 This theory might be supported by spell 17 of 
the Book of the Dead, which states that “the red (dSr) is in the house of red linen (jnsj),”86 
indicating the words’ close connection. Bernard Mathieu has presented a contrary opin-
ion, interpreting these colors as two bloods of a different nature—positive from Isis, the 
companion of Osiris, and negative from Nephthys, the companion of Seth.87 It should be 
noted that no types of linen are described as dSr.t. Alliot pointed out another, similar core 
of the word jns—namely, ns “to bleed.”88 In light of this connotation, the association of jns 
with blood becomes clear. 

Furthermore, jnsj is attested as being used in the afterlife—an inscription in the tomb 
of Meri-Aa (Sixth Dynasty) recalls the anointment with sfT-oil and then wrapping the body 
with jnsj.89 A mention in PT 250 (Pyr. §268b) of a festival devoted to jnsj-linen (Hb jns) 
highlights the importance of this textile. According to Kurt Sethe, this festival may have 
been connected with the cult of Nut or Wadjet.90 In the Pyramid Texts, jnsj-linen has solar 
connotations—spell PT 254 (Pyr. §285c–d) includes a reference to Ra wearing the textile in 
question, perhaps because the rising sun gives a strong, red glow.

79 Wb. 1, 100/6–13.
80 Wb. 1, 153/14–16.
81 Wb. 1, 116/12.
82 Egberts 1995, 141.
83 Scheele 2005, 10.
84 Alliot 1955; Wb. 5, 488/1–490/6.
85 Wilson 1997, 86.
86 Grapow 1915–17, 198; Germer 1992, 126.
87 Mathieu 2009, 36.
88 Alliot 1955, 5.
89 Urk. I, 267/11; Germer 1992, 126.
90 Sethe 1935, 274; Scheele 2005, 10.
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On the basis of the various ritual texts, Geraldine pinch noted that the color red may 
have had a double identity in the rituals:91 depending on the context, it could be treated in 
a positive or negative way, beneficial or destructive. in the daily temple ritual text, jnsj is 
associated with rage.92 in episode 21 of the daily temple ritual, devoted to the jnsj textile, 
a goddess, most likely Sakhmet,93 is described as “the ruler of the island of Flames, great 
of rage,” and is expected to protect the king from the akeru. in this reasoning, the signifi-
cance of the color red can be interpreted as leading to the state of awareness and therefore 
to the states of aliveness and consciousness. in spell 99B of the Book of the Dead, Osiris is 
called the Lord of jnsj.94 in another passage of the Book of the Dead (spell 17) is a reference 
to the “threatening” character of red linen in the sense of becoming aggressive in order to 
frighten enemies: “aggressive in his hour, red-eyed in the house of the jnsj-linen, fire-face 
going out backward.”95 

Jnsj is associated with morning red, as similarly with jdmj-linen (see below). Jns can 
also be translated as a verb—“to make red,”96 usually in the context of eyes, which can be 
interpreted as being connected with anger as well as the act of showing the enemy one’s 
fury and willingness to attack. Following this course of thinking, the color red becomes a 
form of protection, discouraging a potential foe.

On the other hand, it also had a peaceful aspect—jnsj-linen was worn by priests 
during the Sakhmet festival, as it was believed to have a calming effect on the goddess.97 
Furthermore, in the magical papyri in Leiden (nineteenth Dynasty)98 and in the Book 
of the Dead, an epithet nb.t jnsj is attested, referring to Sakhmet.99 it can be translated 
in several ways—as “Lady of red,” “Lady of Blood,” or “Lady of the red cloth.”100 temet, 
the daughter of atum, sometimes identified with Hathor,101 is referred to as a “Lady of 
Jnsj-Linen” as well.102

a meaningful attestation of the protective aspect of the jnsj textile is a reference to this 
linen among Senenmut’s epithets on his cube statue with neferura (eighteenth Dynasty), 

91 pinch 2001, 182–84; Wilson 1997, 86.
92 Moret 1902, 185–87; Braun 2013, 168–69; David 2016, 144.
93 Moret 1902, 187; Braun 2013, 168–69; David 2016, 144. The goddess is not explicitly named but may 
have been Sakhmet, to judge from her connection with the island of Flames (Goebs 2011, 67–68 nn. 62–63; 
Wilson 1997, 546–47). For more information about the connection between Sakhmet and jnsj-linen, see 
Berlandini-Grenier 1976, 126–29.
94 p. London BM ea 10477 (p. nu; Lapp 1997, pl. 62), p. cairo cG 24095 (p. Maiherperi; Munro 1994, 
pls. 123–24), p. cairo cG 51189 (p. Juja; Munro 1994, pl. 64).
95 p. cairo cG 51189 (p. Juja; Munro 1994, pls. 47–49).
96 tLa, lemma no. 27810.
97 assmann, Bommas, and Kucharek 2005, 446–48. This theory is strengthened by the fact that the oil or 
ointment stored in bAs-vases, mentioned in the myth of the return of the Distant One, is represented as a 
counterweight to the negative influence of menstrual blood and as having a calming effect on the goddess. 
The oil mentioned might be antjw, as it is always depicted as being stored in bAs-vases, as well as a raw 
product in the form of red clumps (Kapiec 2018, 201). 
98 p. Leiden i 346, textteil Xi (Bommas 1999, 19–20).
99 BD spell 164.
100 Berlandini-Grenier 1976, 127.
101 richter 2010, 168.
102 temple in Deir el-Medina, on the Hathoric pillar; du Bourguet 2008, 148, no. 169.
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kept in the cheikh Labib storeroom in Karnak.103 The 
fabric in question is mentioned there in the context 
of wrapping the Double crown in it, an act that was 
interpreted by Jocelyne Berlandini-Grenier as one of 
protecting the royal insignia.104

The protective qualities of jnsj-linen are also 
highlighted in the amuletic texts of the magical pa-
pyri in Leiden (nineteenth Dynasty) and in the tem-
ple of edfu—for instance, “i have made my amulet in 
the form of such a sow on an jnsj bandage”105 and “i 
tie for you the knot of jns at your throat.”106 

jdmj 
Jdmj-linen is one of the most remarkable textiles 
used in ancient egyptian rituals, and not only in 
temples. it appears for the first time in both a 
private context—the mastaba of Hesira107 (third 
Dynasty)—and a royal context—the archives of 
raneferef.108 it is the most frequently mentioned 
colored fabric throughout all periods up to Greco- 
roman times.

in terms of color, it must be noted that a few 
sources refer to green or white jdmj (e.g., pt 519 
[pyr. §1202b]; ct 934, vii, 15d). These examples are 
exceptional, however, and to judge from the major-
ity of evidence, jdmj should be considered to be red 
or reddish-colored linen. apart from the textual ev-
idence, it is worth noting that in iconography, both 
linen labeled as jdmj and the signs (or symbols) des-
ignating this textile are painted in red.109 although 
jdmj only rarely designates white linen, the attes-
tations are significant—for instance, the sculpture 
of Mentuhotep ii in a festival robe (cairo Je 36195) 
(fig. 13.8). 

The determinative designating jdmj-linen is pro-
foundly symbolic. it is composed of the mnx.t sign 

103 Berlandini-Grenier 1976.
104 Berlandini-Grenier 1976, 128.
105 p. Leiden i 346, textteil Xi (Bommas 1999, 19–20).
106 edfu iii 311/14–15; Wilson 1997, 86.
107 Quibell 1913, 25, fig. 8, pl. Xvii.18; Scheele 2005, 13.
108 posener-Kriéger, verner, and vymazalová 2006, 222–26, 251, 254, 282, 431–32, 434–35, pls. 11.D, 12.a, 
12.G, 13.a, 33.a2, 35.B, 59.F.
109 See the discussion in Scheele 2005, 15–16; chapman 2017, 47–49.

Figure 13.8. Figure of Mentuhotep ii 
in a festival robe (egyptian 

Museum cairo Je 36195). courtesy 
of the archives of the institute of 

Mediterranean and Oriental cultures, 
polish academy of Sciences.
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(Gardiner sign list S 27) and a Horus falcon on a standard: . This sign, used as a symbol, 
is especially well attested in the so-called linen lists, dated to the Second/Third to Fifth 
Dynasties.110 Apart from the clear connection to Horus, the determinative representing the 
falcon on a standard could be associated with Amun or the king.111 When the mnx.t symbol, 
designating linen in general, and the Horus falcon are combined, it can be understood that 
this textile had divine connotations and therefore could affect the identity of the wearer.

In the name of jdmj-linen is a hidden wordplay, the meaning of which can be found in 
various types of texts—for instance, episode 17 of the daily temple ritual.112 The word dmj113 
can be translated as a verb, “to wrap” or “to touch/be joined to/cleave to.”114 These possible 
translations explain why jdmj-linen may be represented as a tight cloak (for instance, in 
the aforementioned sculpture of Mentuhotep II) and refer to mummy bindings.

The abovementioned Old Kingdom source—namely, the papyrus archive from the pyr-
amid temple of Raneferef in Abusir—provides evidence for the application of jdmj-linen 
in the WAg festival and the festival of Thoth.115 These documents attest a relatively large 
quantity of linen supplied to the temple, a quantity that might indicate the widespread 
employment of linen in the temple rituals.116 However, no sources state how this linen was 
distributed in the temple—whether it was used by priests, to clothe the statue, or possibly 
for both purposes.117

Jdmj-linen is considered one of the most valuable products. For example, it is depicted 
in the decoration of the mastaba of Akhethotep (Fifth Dynasty) as a product stored in the 
state treasury (pr-HD).118

As has already been widely discussed by scholars,119 jdmj had a transformative char-
acter as the textile used for the cloak worn by kings during the Sed festival, as well as on 
all other occasions marking a change of identity.120 This aspect is attested in the reliefs 
representing the Sed-festival sequence in Niuserra’s temple at Abu Gurob.121 As Rummel 
has pointed out, this garment “possesses regenerative properties associated with mummy 
bindings.”122 One should pay attention to the form of the cloak in question, since it is rep-
resented as wrapped around the king’s figure (fig. 13.8) and resembles the cloth worn by 
Osiris, Geb, or Atum. Products used together with this linen, oil and incense, constitute 

110 Der Manuelian 2003, esp. 228–36.
111 Gardiner 1957, 468.
112 Rummel 2006, 397, 400; Braun 2013, 169–71; David 2016, 142.
113 The word dmj, apart from being a verb, was sometimes used to designate jdmj-linen; one example 
can be found in the Southern Room of Amun in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari (Naville 1906, 
pl. CXXX; Kapiec 2016, 96–97, fig. 2; 2018, 195–96, fig. 2; 2021, 54–55, fig. 32).
114 Wb. 5, 453/6–455/3.
115 Posener-Kriéger 1976, 342; Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 222–26, 251, 254, 282, 
431–32, 434–35, pls. 11.D, 12.A, 12.G, 13.A, 33.A2, 35.B, 59.F. 
116 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 432.
117 Vymazalová and Coppens 2009, 69–70.
118 Ziegler 1993, 118–24.
119 Shorter 1934, 19; Stevenson Smith 1935, 149; Scheele 2005, 13–16; Rummel 2006; Goebs 2011, 58–60.
120 Karkowski 2001; Goebs 2011, 59.
121 von Bissing and Kees 1928, pl. 22.52.
122 Rummel 2006, 381.
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the items used in the mummification process as well.123 In that context, the regenerative 
and transformative identity of jdmj-linen is reflected at another level, literally connected 
with the sphere of the afterlife.124 What is even more striking in Rummel’s study is the 
conclusion that “the divine nature of the jdmj linen effected not only the regeneration but 
also the deification of its wearer.”125 

Furthermore, the regenerative power of jdmj-linen is highlighted in the Coffin Texts 
and the opening of the mouth ritual, where its properties are once again transformative 
and rejuvenating.126 The protective aspects of jdmj-linen are explicitly expressed in the 
magical papyri of the New Kingdom: “Protection is behind it, protection is behind it, there 
is a protective amulet!”127 Ultimately Rummel, in her research on incense, oils, and linen, 
showed that wearing jdmj-linen in the afterlife was essential for the deceased to be pro-
tected from harmful powers.128

In the collection of papyri containing the liturgy of the ritual of the renewal of power 
for the New Year (Late Period), jdmj-linen is listed among the goods essential for the king 
to be able to execute the ritual.129

In the Greco-Roman period jdmj was still in use, being offered together with other 
colored textiles during temple rituals, such as the daily temple ritual and the ritual of 
consecrating the mr.t-chests.130 Furthermore, as Wilson observed, in the decoration of the 
sanctuary of the temple of Edfu, when the king offers jdmj-linen he receives in return “the 
splendid appearance of the king in the garments of Horus.”131 This exchange can be under-
stood as obtaining protection against the king’s enemies. Being dressed in jdmj might also 
mean transfiguration into the courageous Horus. Furthermore, in the temple of Edfu there 
are attestations that connect jdmj with Renenutet132 and Tayet,133 the goddesses of linen.

The relevant connection between two red (or reddish-colored) linens is attested in 
Papyrus Salt 825 (Ptolemaic period), where jdmj- and jnsj-linen are listed together in the 
description of the origins of textiles in general.134 The ritual is meaningfully called “for the 
preservation of life”: “Ra was tired, the sweat of his body fell to the ground and germinated, 

123 P. Boulaq III (embalming ritual), lines 3, 15; 5, 5; 5, 21–22; 10, 5 (Sauneron 1952).
124 In the Old Kingdom, in Niuserra’s temple, sfT-oil is attested as a product used in the Sed festival, 
while from the Middle Kingdom onward only the word or sign  mrH.t, designating oils and ointments in 
general, is used; sometimes oil is omitted entirely. SnTr and jdmj are consequently listed in every example; 
see Rummel 2006.
125 Rummel 2006, 381.
126 CT VI, 221h, i–p, 226–227b; CT VII, 135 l, 136 d–e; Otto 1960, 131 (scene 53); Rummel 2006, 400.
127 P. Budapest 51.1961, spell 6 (Stegbauer 2009). 
128 Rummel 2006, 398–401.
129 P. Brooklyn 47.218.50, lines I, 9; XVI, 22 (Goyon 1972, 54, 74).
130 See, e.g., Dend. IV, 73/18–74/13; Egberts 1995, 181–89.
131 Edfu I 31/10–16; Wilson 1997, 127.
132 The wordplay with the verb dmj is used; Edfu I 126/16 (First Chamber West); 238/1 (Mesen Chamber); 
289/17 (Chamber of the Throne); Wilson 1997, 127.
133 Edfu I 122/9 (First Chamber West); Wilson 1997, 127.
134 It is worth noting that this papyrus contains information about the Osirian ritual of the house of life; 
see Gardiner 1938, 167–69.
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and turned into linen; that is how the linen (Hbs)135 was produced. As for the garments, 
jnsj and jdmj, they come from. . . .”136 Although the text concerning the textiles in question 
is unfortunately lost here, it is noteworthy that these two textiles are listed together. As 
Wilson noted, these two types of linen “are interchangeable in Ptolemaic texts.”137

jrtjw 
Jrtjw-linen is attested for the first time in the mastaba of Mereruka (Sixth Dynasty, reign 
of Teti, c. 2345–2323 bce)138 and continues to be used in private contexts until the New 
Kingdom.139 Although it is not one of the textiles included directly in the daily temple rit-
ual texts of the New Kingdom, it is one of the colored linens depicted among other ritual 
fabrics in the so-called frieze of objects in the Southern Room of Amun in the temple of 
Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari. The latter example indicates it was used in temple rituals 
already in that period.140 Jrtjw appears frequently in the Greco-Roman temples.141 

The basic problem with interpreting jrtjw in the context of identity received through 
color is that the exact color of this textile cannot be described. In the texts there are no 
explicit references to its color, but most scholars believe it was a kind of purple/red-142 or 
even bluish-colored143 textile. The latter interpretation may be connected with a product 
of the same name that is considered a mineral and enumerated in a group together with 
turquoise, malachite, and lapis lazuli.144 As Wilson noted, the term jrtjw is used in medical 
texts to describe the discoloration of a bruise or wound, and that is why all these possible 
colors have to be taken into consideration. However, the arguments for a bluish color seem 
to be too vague,145 as there are more references connecting jrtjw with red.146 

In the temple of Edfu, in the Chamber of the Throne, jrtjw is depicted together with 
jdmj in the special offering ritual.147 The text accompanying the scene again recalls the 
protective quality of the color red, connected with frightening enemies: “The king comes 
with his jrtjw-cloth, with which he is to clothe the god and increase the fear and awe of 
him.”148 Further in the text, in addition to protection, the king is given the guarantee of 

135 Wb. 3, 65/18–66/12.
136 Derchain 1965, 137, pl. II.8.
137 Wilson 1997, 86.
138 Duell 1938, pl. 203; Scheele 2005, 45.
139 See, e.g., the full list of Old Kingdom occurrences in Scheele 2005, 45–46.
140 Naville 1906, pl. CXXX; Kapiec 2016, 96–97, fig. 2; 2018, 195–96, fig. 2; 2024.
141 See the examples gathered in Egberts 1995, 140–42; Wilson 1997, 99–100.
142 Wilson 1997, 99; Germer (1992, 124) pointed out that the plant used for dyeing the jrtjw-linen—name-
ly, juniper—most probably gave a similar color as that of the jnsj-textile. For references to the discussion 
about the jrtjw color, see Egberts 1995, 139–42.
143 TLA, lemma no. 43590.
144 Egberts 1995, 139–40.
145 Scheele 2005, 45–46 nn. 202–3.
146 Jéquier 1921, 37; Kees 1943, 466 n. 1 (red); Harris 1961, 266 (purplish tint); Wilson 1997, 100; Scheele 
2005, 45–46 (red-violet, but also red with bluish tint).
147 Wilson 1997, 100; Wollnerová 2021, 159, 163.
148 Edfu I 289/13.
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kingship by Harsomthus.149 Wilson noted the selection of the crown worn by the king in 
this scene—the Red Crown—and interpreted the role of jdmj as “the guarantor of king-
ship, the recognizable insignia of rulership and the symbol of awesomeness and power.”150 
Phrases of similar sense are attested in other scenes in the same temple (sanctuary, First 
Chamber West, wabet)—jrtjw is described as “the clothing of the god to hide his bodily 
form.”151 In return, the king receives the guarantee of frightening his enemies, and in this 
case the protection of jdmj and jrtjw linen is doubled. Furthermore, jdmj and jrtjw together 
with nfrw (best-quality) cloth152 are brought together in the offering bearers’ procession in 
the eastern staircase.153 In the exterior decoration of the naos, these linens are described as 
those of Serket.154 

An interesting example concerning the problem related to the color of jrtjw is the text 
about driving the calves down a corridor next to a sanctuary in the temple of Edfu, where 
it is said that the king drives calves that are black, white, green, and jrtjw in color.155 How-
ever, in the scene in which the calf is supposed to be jrtjw, it is described as speckled.156 In 
a similar scene in the temple of Hathor in Dendera, the black calf is labeled as jrtjw, which 
Wilson interpreted as a possible mistake.157

Moreover, the other red linen, jnsj, was replaced with jrtjw at some point and is rarely 
attested in the Greco-Roman temples158 and the sequences of colored fabrics. In that peri-
od, the jrtjw textile is present instead.

CONNECTIONS BETWEEN COLORS

The combination of colors can merge the meanings and identity of each component into 
a new one. Various combinations of colors can be observed in clothing, but in the ritual 
context two main pairs of colors appear to have had a particular meaning—red with green 
and green with white. 

red and green 
The connection between red and green is well attested in texts. The abovementioned spell 
PT 519 (Pyr. §1202a–b) mentions wAD.t n jdmj (jdmj of green color) in the context of healing 
the fingers of Osiris. Another interesting example combining the red (jns) and green colors 
is the myth in which Horus Behdety wears both green and red cloth when fighting Seth.159 

149 Edfu I 289/14–290/5; Wilson 1997, 127.
150 Wilson 1997, 127.
151 Edfu I 31/2–8, 126/14–127/13, 432/9–15, Edfu XII 347; Wilson 1997, 100, 127.
152 Wb. 2, 261/1–3; Wilson 1997, 515; Scheele 2005, 22–23.
153 Edfu I 566/13.
154 Edfu IV 48/6; Wilson 1997, 127.
155 Translated as “pale blue” in Blackman and Fairman 1949, 107.
156 Blackman and Fairman 1949, 107, text 4; 1950, 70 n. 45.
157 Wilson 1997, 100.
158 Dend. IV 247/3, 11; 265/7, 14; Wilson 1997, 86, 99–100.
159 Wilson 1997, 86.
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Mathieu interpreted the pair of jns and wAD colors as directed against Seth160 in favor 
of Osiris. In the daily temple ritual, the passage referring to the offering of red cloth 
(jnsj) mentions the greenness and freshness aspects.161 Furthermore, the connection 
between red and green linen is highlighted in the New Kingdom texts referring to the 
WAg festival.162 Significantly, the commonly called “Red Crown” had three main names 
in ancient  Egyptian—dSr.t, wAD.t, and n.t163—hence, again, red and green are colligated 
on another level.

Kurt Sethe and Abd el Monem Joussef Abubakr argued that wAD designated not only 
green but also a bright red until dSr was introduced to label brighter (“flamingo”) shades.164 
Furthermore, as Goebs noted,165 Hermann Grapow pointed out that since the color red also 
had a negative connotation, it was sometimes replaced with green.166 Joachim Quack ob-
served that the term wAD was used to denote the red ink used on papyri (P. Vienna D 3873; 
P. Carlsberg IA, 3.7), but he interpreted this usage as emanating from an aversion to the 
use of the word dSr in a religious text,167 possibly because of its negative connotations. 

Using a different angle of research, Emma Brunner-Traut studied a physical phenome-
non called the “afterimage,” characterized by seeing a shade of green after looking at a red 
object against a dark background.168 This occurrence might reflect the sunrise, as when the 
sun disk appears red against the dark background of night, and looking at it might effect 
the perception of the sun’s color as a shade of green. 

All these actions resulted in the identification of red with green to the point that they 
were sometimes positioned together, as in the given examples. Therefore, these two colors 
may have coded the linked notion of arising (red color—rising sun) into life (green/fresh—
aliveness), thus strengthening the concept of regeneration embodied in the ritual.

green and white
In the temple of Edfu, green and white textiles are represented together in the ritual and 
offering scenes. One example comes from the Mesen Chamber, where there is a scene de-
picting the king performing the offering of green (wAD.t) and white (HD.t) linen to Horus, 
Hathor, and Harsomthus.169 The king is described as being dressed like Horus on his day 
of establishing the inheritance (smn-jwa).170 Another example comes from the Chamber of 
the Throne, where there is a scene representing almost the same offering and, in the 

160 Mathieu 2009, 47.
161 David 2016, 144. 
162 Assmann, Bommas, and Kucharek 2005, 446–48 (tomb of Neferhotep [TT 49], stela of Pu).
163 Goebs 2008, 155–64.
164 Sethe 1930, 160 n. 2; 1935, 284; Abubakr 1937, 55–56. 
165 Goebs 2008, 156.
166 Grapow 1924, 56.
167 Quack 1998, 7–8.
168 Brunner-Traut 1979, 56–57.
169 Edfu I 244/15; Wilson 1997, 207. In the parallel scene, jdmj- and jrtjw-linen are depicted together 
(Edfu I 237/16–238/9).
170 Edfu I 245/6–7; Wilson 1997, 207, 846.
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accompanying text, the guarantee of legitimate kingship is highlighted.171 Furthermore, 
in another scene depicting the offering of both textiles, a group of deities give the king, in 
return, the appearance of Ra (Harsomthus), millions of years and Sed festivals (Shu), and 
the slaughter of enemies (Horus).172 These aspects can be interpreted as luminous, regen-
erative, and protective, respectively. All of them constitute the basic ideology of kingship.

These two types of linen, white and green, are frequently depicted together because 
they are the first two in the sequence in which all four colored linens are listed. For in-
stance, in a scene in the wabet of Dendera, Wadjet presents them to Hathor and Horus 
of Edfu,173 while the opposite scene depicts the king and Tayet offering the jrtjw- and 
 jdmj-textiles to Isis and Harsomthus.174 Nevertheless, both textiles, together with nTrj (a 
kind of cloth),175 were used to dress and adorn divine figures.176 Another example, this time 
from the temple of Opet in Karnak, connects the two fabrics and the nTrj-cloth with Tayet, 
who presents them in the soubassement procession.177

The reason these two colors were combined may have been to strengthen the effect 
of luminosity shared by green and white. Wearing both colors at the same time, giving off 
a glow from two different origins, created the full spectrum of luminosity. Green can be 
associated with the shininess derived from fresh plants or stones (malachite), described 
by Pinch, who based her research about colors on the linguistic study of John Lyons,178 as 
a “shiny, almost moist, texture . . . which . . . gives them the appearance of living things.” 
White is the radiance connected with brightness, which might have lunar connotations.179 
Another voice in this discussion is that of B. Lukács, who argued that the color system 
in ancient Egypt was different from ours; for instance, what we translate as “white” may 
also have labeled transparent or colorless objects.180 With no strong arguments, Lukács 
put forward a theory about “green stars,” arguing that the term wAD.t was chosen in this 
expression to highlight the brightness of the stars.181 

Furthermore, as Goebs noted, white and green can serve as a luminous parallel to each 
other, as attested in the throne names of Kamose (wADwAD xprw Raw) and Sheshonq I (HDHD xprw 
Raw stp n Raw).182 She concluded her study on this matter by observing that wAD.t may have 
been the “dark shimmer” of the Red Crown. Being the counterpart of the White Crown 
(HD.t), the Red Crown was indeed of darker shade; nevertheless, the luminosity effect 

171 This time, the white cloth is enumerated as the first one. In the parallel scene, jdmj- and jrtjw-linen 
are again depicted (Edfu I, 124/16–125/18; 126/14–127/14).
172 Edfu I 124/16; Wilson 1997, 207.
173 Dend. IV, 247/3–248/4, pl. CCCXI; Coppens 2007, 174.
174 Dend. IV, 265/7–266/10, pl. CCCXI; Coppens 2007, 174.
175 Wb. 2, 365/14–15; Wilson 1997, 558.
176 Edfu I 566/17; Wilson 1997, 697. For more information about the nTrj-cloth, see Wilson 1997, 558; 
Scheele 2005, 23–24.
177 KIU 4110; Opet 226.R.
178 Pinch 2001, 183.
179 Goebs 2008, 158.
180 Lukács 1990–92, 404–5.
181 Lukács 1990–92, 406.
182 Goebs 2008, 157.
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involved both crowns.183 Mathieu also commented on the functional analogy between 
these two colors.184 Recently, Dorothea Wollnerová linked white and green linen with the 
east and the sunrise.185

THE MEANING OF COLORED LINEN IN TEMPLE RITUALS

The four colored textiles were presented to gods as well as to deceased kings during temple 
rituals.186 The selection of deities in the scenes and texts involving the presence of colored 
linen is based on the functions and characters of the gods. Thanks to this practice, it is pos-
sible to interpret each linen as well as the combinations of linens—solar and lunar gods are 
connected with renewal and regeneration, aggressive ones with frightening and defeating 
enemies, and deities associated with the harvest and rebirth of nature with life, health, 
prosperity, and regeneration.

Wilson, referring to the temple of Edfu, noted that blue/purple, white, red, and green 
cloth “are indicators of status and in particular of kingship.”187 She also stated that “cloths 
are symbols of the kingship and by offering them the king shows that he is the legiti-
mate ruler because he has the correct clothes and can be recognized and feared from his 
splendid appearance.”188 The properties of each color of linen discussed in this study are 
gathered in table 13.1.

The strong renewal qualities of linen—not only colored linens but textiles in general—
are expressed in the celebration of the “festival of linen” (Hb mnx.t), which most probably 
took place during the epagomenal days and the New Year.189 These four main colors are 
all connected with aspects of regeneration, rejuvenation, and transformation, but on dif-
ferent levels. Only when combined do they create the proper and full state, which can be 
understood as a complete establishment of the regenerated identity. As the regeneration 
process is one of the fundamental beliefs in ancient Egyptian religion, it seems reasonable 
that it had to be secured in numerous ways. Using different colors of linen resulted in the 
acquisition of all the properties needed to achieve full regeneration, rejuvenation, and 
transformation. 

The fundamental aspect of this belief is that the properties symbolized by each col-
or are acquired through the reception of each kind of textile. The four colors seem to be 
essential to achieving the entire variety of multicolorization, which led to full regenera-
tion.190 The significance of these four colors is reflected in the ritual of consecrating the 
mr.t-chests, which relates to (but is not strictly derived from) the myth of Osiris.191 In the 

183 Goebs 2008, 157–59.
184 Mathieu 2009, 41–42.
185 Wollnerová 2021, 164.
186 Coppens 2007, 124 n. 916.
187 Wilson 1997, 207.
188 Wilson 1997, 436.
189 Ryhiner 1995, 37–54; Coppens 2014, 472–75, 477.
190 Goebs (2011, 70–94) expanded this interpretation for the other elements used in the daily temple 
ritual, as well as for different crowns.
191 Egberts 1995, 181–89. 
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temple of Edfu is a scene representing the consecration of four chests by the king before 
Horus and Hathor. According to the inscriptions, these chests contained the following 
linens: HD.t, wAD.t, jdmj, and jrtjw.192 Furthermore, these four colored textiles are described 
in the temple of Edfu as the “foundation of the gods’ sky,”193 which can be interpreted as 
evidence of their principal role in this ritual. The same sequence of colored linens in this 
ritual is attested in the temple of Dendera.194 Depending on the character of the ritual and 
its purpose, the roles of colored linen might be classified as in table 13.2.

Table 13.2. Roles of colored linen.

Recipient of ritual Character of ritual Role of colored linen

Living king Festival Renewing the royal power, frightening 
enemies, providing good health, 
prosperity, and splendid appearance

Deceased king Mortuary cult Renewing and preserving life

Divine statue Daily ritual Providing everyday regeneration

Osiris (the deceased) Mortuary cult Providing Osirian regeneration

192 Edfu VI 249/3, 14; Wilson 1997, 100; see also Egberts 1995, 139 n. 2, referring to sSd-linen as a sub-
stitute for jrtjw.
193 Edfu VIII, 67/15–16.
194 Dend. IV, 74/4–5; Egberts 1995, 157–59. However, it seems that the sequence of linen in the ritual of 
consecrating the mr.t-chests was not strictly codified; see Kapiec 2024, 101–2.

Table 13.1. Properties of colored linen.

Colored linen Properties

White/bright (HD.t) Strong luminosity (blinding effect)
Protection (through respect)

Green (wAD.t) Refreshment
Rejuvenation
Health
Prosperity
Protection (through power)

Red (jnsj) Protection (through power)
Frightening enemies
Luminosity (rising sun)

Red (jdmj) Transformation
Transfiguration
Protection

Purple/bluish red (jrtjw) Protection (through power)
Frightening enemies
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The sequence of colored textiles during the act of clothing (i.e., the figure of a deity or 
king in various rituals) and in consecrating the mr.t-chests appears to be meaningful. Gen-
erally it starts with the HD.t-linen, which provides protection and glow and thus a suitable 
basis for the following garments. Next is the wAD.t-cloth, which strengthens the luminous 
and protective effect and adds refreshment, prosperity, and health. The third cloth is red 
linen—depending on the period, either jnsj (New Kingdom) or jrtjw (Greco-Roman)—which 
reinforces the protective cover, but from a different angle than the previous fabrics (red be-
ing the color of anger and power, whereas white and green frighten enemies through their 
blinding radiance). Finally, after such preparation, the final cloth is applied—the jdmj-linen. 
This textile had the most powerful qualities, as it not only provided protection through the 
color red but also displayed special transformation and transfiguration properties. This 
order is not a strict pattern, but it is the most commonly attested one among all sequences 
listing linen.195 It can be interpreted as a well-thought-out manipulation and implies that 
each type of linen had its own properties, evoked only if applied in the right sequence. 

Wilson suggested that the four colors can be divided into two pairs—white/green and 
red/bluish red, symbolizing Upper and Lower Egypt, respectively. As an entire sequence, 
they would symbolize the control the king had over the Two Lands.196 The division pro-
posed by Wilson is probably based on her iconographic observations in the temple of Edfu, 
where the offering of four colored garments is symmetrically divided into white/green 
offered to Hathor and Horus of Edfu and red/bluish red offered to Isis and Harsomthus. 

Another attestation of the qualities of these four types of linen is to be found in the 
temple of Opet at Karnak, where one of the passages of the Osiris hymn says: “.  .  .  so 
that you shine (HD.k) through the white garment (HD.t), that you glow (wAD.k) through the 
green cloth (wAD.t), that you unite with the bluish-red garment and that you join (dmj.k) 
the red cloth (jdmj).”197 In this statement, the aforementioned wordplays are successfully 
used, simultaneously evoking the qualities of each textile. The same sequence of fabrics is 
attested in another passage in the same temple concerning the New Year’s festival and also 
addressing Osiris: “. . . during the New Year’s Festival, being adorned with white clothes 
(HD.t) and dressed in green fabrics (wAD.t), [. . .] the bluish-red linen (jrtjw) and red linen 
(jdmj) cover your body.”198

A colorfully dressed deity or king combined all these features—they dazzled enemies 
with luminosity, evoking respect from observers while protecting themselves at the same 
time. Thanks to the colorful garments, they could become renewed and rejuvenated in ex-
cellent health and great prosperity. One can observe that each color had different features, 
yet all are connected with regeneration. They influence one another in such a manner that 
as a group their significance is much stronger than is each type of colored linen separately. 
The act of dressing in or offering linen was completed with anointing, applying eye paint, 

195 Jdmj-linen is absent from the Abydos sequence; however, it is attested in BD spell 17, devoted to 
white linen (David 2016, 131). Furthermore, in the Greco-Roman period, jdmj might be listed before jrtjw 
(Coppens 2007, table XI). Scenes in which a variety of linen types are listed, not just colored ones, follow 
no systematic sequence (Coppens 2007, 135–36; 2014, 477).
196 Wilson 1997, 436.
197 KIU 3785; Opet 206.L. The wordplay associated with jrtjw-linen was not employed in this context 
(smA.k jrtjw).
198 KIU 5412; Opet 124.6.
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and adorning with regalia and jewelry.199 By receiving each color of linen, gods, kings, 
and the deceased adopted its properties into their identity. Thereby would the complete 
process of regeneration be successfully conducted and all aspects of a good existence se-
cured. As a result the state of maat was maintained, crucial to the proper functioning of 
the ancient Egyptian world.
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textiles and the socioeconomic 
functions of dress
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14 Textile Cultures of Mediterranean Europe  
in the Early First Millennium bce: Technology, 
Tradition, Aesthetics, and Identity 

Margarita Gleba 
University of Padua

Clothing reflects the identity of an individual or a group of people more than most 
other aspects of material culture do, since it combines both the technological achievements 
and the aesthetic values of a society. Studying the dress of ancient societies not only helps 
reconstruct the appearance of ancient people but also reveals numerous aspects of their 
history. Such study is not an easy task, however, because for most ancient cultures very 
little direct evidence of their clothing has survived in the archaeological record. Textiles 
and other materials from which garments were made are seldom preserved. Even when 
they survive, the corpus of finds is inherently biased because the vast majority of ancient 
clothing is found in burials, usually those of wealthy people. Nevertheless, meticulous 
analysis of such material sometimes opens a window into the technologies, traditions, 
aesthetics, and identities of the past. In what follows, I present some considerations aris-
ing from recent research into textile cultures of Mediterranean Europe during the first 
millennium bce.

During the period between 1000 and 500  bce, Mediterranean Europe, broadly en-
compassing eastern, central, and western regions (Greece, Italy, and Spain, respectively), 
was an area of dynamic change characterized by the movement of people and goods, the 
production of wealth, and the rise of urbanism, mobility, and craft specialization. Such 
transformations occurred primarily under the patronage of elites and were motivated by 
the need to produce status markers and prestige goods.1 Textiles constituted the primary 
material for making dress articles probably at least since the Neolithic period and were 
undoubtedly among the most important of these status markers, being products whose 
design and use are subject to cultural patterning.2

With many garments being “off the loom”—that is, woven to shape on the loom rather 
than tailored in the modern sense of the term—textiles often were the garments. They were 
shaped on and around the body using various devices, such as belts, pins, and fibulae, and 
were decorated with appliqués in diverse and often precious materials, such as metal, glass 
paste, amber, shell, bone, and stone. Such elements of dress often survive archaeologically 

1 Riva 2010.
2 Sørensen 1997.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   419Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   419 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



420 MARGARITA GLEBA

because these materials are less perishable than textiles. Furthermore, in inhumation buri-
als they are found in situ, allowing us to reconstruct their precise location on the body and 
hence their specific function in the dress system. Discussions of Iron Age dress are, in fact, 
usually based on these elements and their combination. Indeed, many publications rely 
exclusively on such materials to showcase the splendid “garments” found in high-status 
burials of the Iron Age in Italy, Greece, and Cyprus,3 except that—as in the well-known 
fairy tale—“the king is naked,” because the cloth component of the dress is no longer there. 

Given the importance of textiles for the appearance and construction of dress, it is 
imperative to understand what kind of fabrics the societies of the northern Mediterranean 
used during the Iron Age—that is, to define their textile cultures in terms of raw materials 
and techniques as well as the cultural preferences determined by each society’s specif-
ic traditions, aesthetics, and values. Analysis of several hundred textile fragments from 
across Mediterranean Europe within the scope of the PROCON project provides, for the 
first time, data on raw materials, thread, and textile technologies used in the region during 
the first half of the first millennium bce.4 Although the majority of these textiles survive 
only in mineralized form,5 they generate a considerable amount of information about an-
cient textile structure, including their various technical parameters. The latter include the 
type of raw material used (e.g., wool or flax); thread structure, including twist direction 
in warp and weft (z for clockwise; s for counterclockwise; i for no discernible twist; * for 
splicing), diameter in warp and weft (expressed in millimeters), and tightness of twist 
(hard, medium, or loose); type of textile weave or binding (plain weave/tabby or twill); 
thread count (expressed in number of threads per centimeter) in warp and weft, indicating 
cloth quality; and the presence of edges and other diagnostic features.6 

Although the material in this study comes primarily from funerary contexts, inevita-
bly creating a bias toward high-status textiles, it is at the same time perfect for such a study 
because it represents textiles used for garments rather than for other utilitarian purposes, 
such as furnishings and sails. As such, the material reflects the broad technological pat-
terns of textile production and consumption and can be of great value in their definition.

EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

To date, data from ninety-five7 textiles originating from various sites in Greece dating 
between 1200 and 500 bce have been analyzed.8 Apart from a small quantity of fabrics 
of unidentifiable weave, the bands with supplementary warp floats from Lefkandi,9 and 

3 E.g., Stampolidis and Giannopoulou 2012.
4 The European Research Council–funded project PROCON—Production and Consumption: Textile 
Economy and Urbanisation in Mediterranean Europe 1000–500 bce (2013–18) investigated the role of 
textile production and consumption in the formation of urban centers during the Iron Age across Greece, 
Italy, and Spain; see Gleba 2015.
5 On textile mineralization, see Chen, Jakes, and Foreman 1998.
6 Emery 1966; Walton and Eastwood 1988; Seiler-Baldinger 1994.
7 The numbers of objects analyzed here and below reflect the state of the art at the beginning of 2019, 
when this study was submitted.
8 Gleba 2018.
9 Not included here; see Barber 1991, 197.
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a possible gauze weave from Stamna,10 the rest are all woven in plain or tabby weave and 
can be subdivided into balanced and weft-faced, although there is substantial variation in 
quality within each group (fig. 14.1). 

A small number of tabbies made with plant fiber (flax, where identified) are quite 
distinct because they were woven using spliced yarn (fig. 14.1c–d). Until recently, it was 
thought that all prehistoric plant-fiber textiles in Europe were made with draft-spun 
and plied yarn, but the latest research suggests that the yarns in these fabrics are in fact 
spliced.11 In contrast to draft spinning, splicing entails the joining of preformed plant-fiber 
bundles stripped from plant stalks in such a way that the ends of the fibers overlap either 
continuously or end to end.12 To achieve this result, the plant fibers were not thoroughly 
retted or were even used green directly from the plant. Splicing has been assumed to be a 
technique used exclusively in ancient Egypt and the Far East,13 but recent investigations of 
European pre- and protohistoric textiles indicate that some form of this method was ubiq-
uitous throughout Europe and the Near East and, in fact, coexisted with the draft spinning 
of wool well into the first millennium bce.14 This appears to be the case with Greek textiles 
made with plant fibers dating through the Archaic period and in some cases even as late 
as Classical times.

Splicing allows the creation of exceptionally fine threads, which may have been one 
of the reasons this technique of thread production continued to be used even after the 
adoption of draft spinning for flax fiber. In fact, among the Greek balanced tabbies are 
some exquisitely fine and open fabrics. One example comes from Eretria (fig. 14.1d), with 
spliced threads measuring less than 0.1 mm in diameter.15 Later examples of such open bal-
anced linen tabbies are known from other sites in Greece, such as Kerameikos, Marathon, 
Moschato, and Salamis, all dated to the fifth century bce, although only the Kerameikos 
example was produced with spliced threads.16

More than half the textiles examined from Greece are wool, weft-faced tabbies, which 
have at least twice as many wefts as warp threads per unit of length, and the weft threads 
are usually so tightly packed that the warp becomes invisible (fig. 14.1e–f). Most of the 
weft-faced tabbies have a weft thread count reaching fifty, with the warp thread count av-
eraging ten threads per centimeter. A common characteristic of this group of textiles is that 
while the warp threads are hard twisted, the weft threads usually have only a weak twist or 
no discernible twist at all. Weft diameters are often less than 0.1–0.2 mm. The production 
of such weft-faced tabbies, which are seemingly simple in their basic structure, would have 
required considerable skill and prime materials. The Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age 

10 Kolonas et al. 2017, 534.
11 Gleba and Harris 2019.
12 Granger-Taylor 1998; Gleba and Harris 2019.
13 Granger-Taylor 1998; Kemp and Vogelsang-Eastwood 2001, 74–77.
14 Gleba and Harris 2019.
15 Bloesch and Mühletaler 1967; Bérard 1970, 13; Blandin 2007, 43–48.
16 Spantidaki 2016, 41–42, 111, 113, 114.
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Figure 14.1. Selection of textiles from ancient Greece: a–b, balanced tabbies; c–d, spliced 
tabbies; e–f, weft-faced tabbies. Photo a by ARTEX; photos b–f by M. Gleba.
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examples from Lefkandi,17 Knossos,18 Stamna,19 Tyrins,20 Athens,21 and Corinth22 are of very 
high quality and clearly demonstrate that the technology was, by this time, already well 
developed. By the Archaic period (seventh to sixth centuries bce), weft thread counts start 
reaching 100 or more threads per centimeter, as, for example, in the textiles from Corfu.23 
This trend continues into the Classical and later periods.24

Variation and decoration in Greek textiles were introduced by varying thread twist, 
twist angle, or diameter—a trend that continued into later periods.25 In fact, there is a much 
greater degree of variation in thread-twist combination in weft-faced tabbies in Greece 
than in Italy. At Lefkandi, one of the textiles was decorated by inserting a thicker weft 
thread every ten threads, creating an effect of horizontal bands.26 Additive techniques such 
as embroidery could also be used, although this technique has been identified only in 
Classical Attic textiles from Koropi in Athens27 and Nikaia in Piraeus.28 Textiles could be 
decorated with gold-foil appliqués, some of which have been preserved archaeologically 
or are depicted in sculpture.

Dyeing was another method to add variety (and likely value) to textiles. To date, only 
shellfish purple dye has been identified in the archaeological textiles found in Greece 
(fig. 14.2). The earliest example comes from Stamna, dated between 1200 and 1000 bce,29 
followed by the late seventh- to early sixth-century bce mineralized textiles from Cor-
fu.30 The remaining purple-dyed fragments all date to the fifth century bce and have been 
excavated in Attic burials at Kalyvia,31 Maroussi,32 and Athenian Kerameikos.33 In all but 
one of these weft-faced tabbies, purple-dyed yarn was used to introduce stripes or other 
decorative elements.

A similar textile tradition appears to be present in the nearby regions. To the north 
of Greece, balanced and weft-faced tabbies are the only types of textiles so far recovered 
in Bulgaria, ancient Thrace.34 The majority of the identifiable fabrics recovered at Lofkënd 

17 Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 190–91, 194.
18 Cocking 1996.
19 Kolonas et al. 2017.
20 Hundt 1984.
21 Kourou 2011; Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 194.
22 Davidson 1952, pl. 117.
23 Metallinou, Moulherat, and Spantidaki 2009; Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 191, 195–96.
24 Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 197; Spantidaki 2016, 55.
25 Spantidaki 2014, 2016.
26 Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 192 figs. 7.7 and 7.8, 194.
27 Beckwith 1954; Spantidaki 2016, 81, 112.
28 Margariti 2018.
29 Kolonas et al. 2017.
30 Metallinou, Moulherat, and Spantidaki 2009.
31 Spantidaki 2016, 110 cat. no. 6, 121.
32 Spantidaki and Moulherat 2012, 195; Spantidaki 2016, 113 cat. no. 18, 135.
33 Margariti et al. 2013; Spantidaki 2016, 112 cat. no. 12, 128–29.
34 Dimova 2018.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   423Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   423 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



424 MARGARITA GLEBA

in Albania are also balanced and weft-faced tabbies.35 To the east, tabbies and weft-faced 
tabbies are well attested across the Near East already during the Bronze Age and are com-
mon during the Iron Age. Specific examples come from the Late Bronze Age royal burial 
in Qatna, Syria;36 the Iron Age levels (1100–800 bce) of Hasanlu in northwestern Iran;37 the 
mining site of Timna, in southeastern Israel, which dates between the thirteenth and ninth 
centuries bce;38 and Phrygian Gordion in Turkey, dated between 800 and 600 bce.39

One of the likely reasons for the popularity of the weft-faced tabby weave in Greece 
and the Near East is that it was one of the techniques used for making tapestries. In this 
technique, the wefts of different colors are woven back and forth to fill in just those areas 
where these particular colors are needed for the design and packed so that the warp is not 
visible, thereby creating blocks of color. Such tapestry-woven textiles are known since the 
Middle to Late Bronze Age—for example, at the abovementioned royal burial at Qatna in 
Syria,40 as well as in Egypt.41 Iron Age examples of tapestry have been found in Gordion42 
and in a Late Assyrian coffin with female remains from Ur in southern Iraq dated to the 
late eighth to early seventh century bce.43 In the Aegean region, the earliest examples of 
tapestry known to date have been found in Macedonia44 and Thrace;45 they date to the late 
Classical to Hellenistic period. 

It hence appears that the textile culture of Iron Age Greece was based primarily on 
balanced and weft-faced tabby weave and was closely related to the Near Eastern tradition. 

35 Muros 2014, 416.
36 Reifarth and Drewello 2011.
37 Love 2011.
38 Shamir and Baginski 1993; Workman et al. 2017.
39 Ellis 1981; Burke 2010, 153–57.
40 James et al. 2009; Reifarth and Drewello 2011.
41 Barber 1991, 157; Vogelsang-Eastwood 2000, 275.
42 Ellis 1981.
43 Granger-Taylor 1983.
44 Spantidaki 2016, 57, 62 fig. 5.17.
45 Dimova 2018.

Figure 14.2. Textiles preserving dye in ancient Greece. Photos by ARTEX.
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The latter fact is hardly surprising, since close connections existed between these areas 
long before the first millennium bce.

CENTRAL MEDITERRANEAN

Turning to the central Mediterranean, a different picture emerges from the textile remains 
from Italy, where the study of 192 textile fragments demonstrates a wider variety of weaves 
and techniques than that observed in Greece and the Near East (fig. 14.3).

Unsurprisingly, balanced tabbies or plain-weave textiles are generally common and 
constitute 26 percent of the total (fig. 14.3a–b). Where identified, they are made primarily 
with plant fiber, mostly flax; are woven in single, primarily z-twisted yarn; and have ten 
to thirty threads per centimeter. Linen balanced tabbies were likely used for inner gar-
ments, as in the case of the Orientalizing Tomb XIII at Veio Poggioverde.46 Such textiles 
are also found in contexts that allow them to be identified as shrouds, or as wrapping 
material for ossuaries or burial gifts.47 This, for example, is the case with fabrics found on 
the external surfaces of the bronze ossuaries found at the ancient Venetic site of Este in 
northeastern Italy.48

A small group (3 percent) is composed of warp-dominant tabbies woven with spliced 
plant- fiber yarn (fig. 14.3c–d).49 The thread counts range from twenty to fifty-five threads 
per centimeter in warp and ten to twenty-five threads per centimeter in weft. Among the 
best examples of this type are fragments from the Tomba del Guerriero in Tarquinia.50 
Many of these spliced textiles appear to have been used for wrapping cremated remains, 
as they are often found inside the ossuaries. In addition to textiles, spliced plant-fiber 
threads were used to attach bronze appliqués to other flexible substrates. From the Tomba 
del Guerriero in Tarquinia comes a narrow piece of a spliced textile with bronze buttons 
attached using spliced thread,51 while other examples of thread with bronze buttons still 
attached have been found at Vulci.52

A larger group (24 percent) consists of weft-faced tabbies with hard-twisted warps and 
wefts that have barely any twist, similar to the weft-faced tabbies found across Greece and 
the Near East described above (fig. 14.3e–f). Where fiber identification has been possible, 
all these textiles were determined to be made of wool. The thread counts range from ten to 
eighty threads per centimeter in warp and three to thirty threads per centimeter in weft. 
The contexts and quality of these textiles suggest that they were likely used for garments. 
These textiles have a specific geographic distribution, having been found in the Abruzzo 
region (the majority, in fact, coming from a single site, Alfedena, dated to the seventh to 
fifth centuries bce), an area that was culturally connected with the Adriatic Basin during 
the Iron Age; in the postcolonial contexts of southern Italy; and in a few exceptionally rich 

46 De Cristofaro and Piergrossi 2017.
47 Gleba 2014.
48 Ruta Serafini and Gleba 2018.
49 Gleba and Harris 2019.
50 Stauffer 2013.
51 See also Stauffer 2013, 160–61.
52 Gleba 2017a.
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Figure 14.3. Selection of textiles from ancient Italy: a–b, balanced tabbies; 
c–d, spliced tabbies; e–f, weft-faced tabbies. Photos by M. Gleba.
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Etruscan and Latial burials, which also contained an extraordinary quantity of eastern 
imports. I will come back to the significance of this later.

More than 26 percent of the Iron Age textiles of Italy investigated thus far, however, 
fall into a different category and have been found throughout northern and central as well 
as southern Italy: textiles woven in 2/2 twill weave (fig. 14.4a–b). All the examples where 
the raw material has been identified are made of wool. These twills are usually woven in 
z-twisted threads, but more than half are spin- or shadow-patterned—that is, made using 
alternating groups of threads twisted in opposing directions in both warp and weft, which 
would have created a subtle checked pattern when viewed in raking light. The thread 
counts range from five to forty threads per centimeter in both systems, with the majority 
falling between fifteen and thirty threads per centimeter. These twill textiles often have 
tablet-woven borders, which constitute 11 percent of the total and are also made of wool, 
where identified (fig. 14.4c–d). Many such tablet-woven borders are technically complex 
and extremely labor-intensive and time-consuming.53 The twill textiles with tablet-woven 

53 Ræder Knudsen 2012.

Figure 14.4. Selection of textiles from ancient Italy: a–b, twills;  
c–d, tablet weaves. Photos by M. Gleba.
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borders were likely outer garments, often ceremonial in nature, such as the mantles from 
Tomba del Trono at Verucchio.54

It is usually no longer possible to reconstruct the original color of the mineralized 
textiles, but dye analysis of some of the organically preserved finds indicates the use of 
sophisticated dyeing methods and a variety of animal and plant dye sources (fig. 14.5). A 
fine twill preserved on a bronze belt from the late Villanovan female Tomb LXXII in the 
Cava della Pozzolana necropolis at Cerveteri was woven in white and red checks, the latter 
dyed with wild madder. A similar pattern appears on one of the recent finds from Vulci.55 
The textiles found at Verucchio yielded evidence for the use of woad (Isatis tinctoria), wild 
madder (Rubia peregrina), plant-based yellow dyes, and tannins.56 Some of the Verucchio 
textiles are clearly checked in addition to being woven in diamond twill.57 Woad and wild 

54 Stauffer 2012.
55 Gleba 2023.
56 Vanden Berghe 2002; Stauffer 2012.
57 von Eles 1995, 25 fig. 11; 2007, 180 no. 121.

Figure 14.5. Textiles preserving dye in ancient Italy. Photos by M. Gleba.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   428Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   428 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



TEXTILE CULTURES OF MEDITERRANEAN EUROPE 429

madder were also detected in the preliminary analyses of textiles from Sasso di Furbara.58 
One of the fabrics from the Tomba dell’Aryballos sospeso at Tarquinia, dated to the late 
seventh to early sixth century bce, had one of the systems dyed with shellfish purple, 
while another was originally dyed blue with woad.59 Woad was also used to color a blue 
sewing thread in one of the Vedretta di Ries textiles.60

In addition, textiles were likely decorated with various beads, buttons, and appliqués 
in precious materials, such as bronze, gold, amber, glass, and faience, found in the hundreds 
and even thousands in rich Iron Age tombs across Italy.61 Small, domed bronze buttons are 
particularly common over a very wide geographic area and, as already mentioned, often 
preserve the remains of spliced linen threads, which were used to attach them to the fabric.

Textile evidence from central Europe indicates that eastern Hallstatt elite also con-
sumed very similar textiles—there is an almost infinite variety of dyed and patterned 
twills woven in single yarns; many of the twills are spin patterned; and although tablet 
weaves are not integral to the textiles, they were sewn onto the garments and likely 
served a similar purpose.62 Small, domed bronze buttons are also found in large quantities 
in Hallstatt burials.63 

Moreover, Bronze Age mines at Hallstatt have brought to light some of the earliest 
twills and dyed textiles known in Europe, and possible evidence for tablet weaving and 
spin pattern in central Europe dates back to at least 1500 bce.64 This evidence indicates that 
the suite of technical and aesthetic attributes ascribed to central European–Italian textile 
culture had a long tradition and was well established by the beginning of the Iron Age. 
Where these techniques developed is another question, since we do not have any extant 
textiles from Italian contexts contemporaneous with the Bronze Age Hallstatt material. 
However, the sophistication of the Italian twills from ninth-century bce burials and the 
recent find of a complex, tablet-woven textile in an eleventh-century bce tomb at Santa 
Palomba near Rome (fig. 14.4c),65 with a triangle pattern similar to those of the Iron Age 
Hallstatt tablet bands, point to a well-established and settled technology. 

WESTERN MEDITERRANEAN

Looking even farther west, less well understood is the textile culture of Spain, where very 
few textiles dating to the period in question have been found and analyzed to date. Most 
of them are balanced tabbies, woven with plant fiber (fig. 14.6a–b).66 The use of splicing 
is documented in textiles from the ninth-century bce cave on Menorca and the burial at 

58 Serges, Pizzuti, and Gleba 2019.
59 Gleba, Mandolesi, and Lucidi 2017.
60 Bazzanella et al. 2005, 158.
61 E.g., at Verucchio; see von Eles 2007, 72.
62 Grömer et al. 2013.
63 Grömer 2016, 199.
64 Grömer et al. 2013.
65 De Santis et al. 2010.
66 Alfaro 1984.
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Figure 14.6. Selection of textiles from ancient Spain: a–b, balanced 
tabbies; c–d, spliced tabbies; e–f, twills. Photos by M. Gleba.
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Carmona, likely dating to the seventh century bce (fig. 14.6c–d).67 The recent discovery 
of wool twills at the site of Casas del Turuñuelo in Estremadura provides, for the first 
time, some information about non-plant-based textile technology (fig. 14.6e–f).68 One of 
the Turuñuelo twills is a diagonal 2/2 twill woven with z-twisted yarn in one system and 
s-twisted yarn in the other. (Without the presence of edges, it is impossible to determine 
warp and weft.) The second is a 2/1 lozenge twill, woven in yarn that was z-twisted and 
S-plied. It is of exceptional quality in terms of thread count, with thirty warp threads 
per centimeter and forty weft threads per centimeter; other archaeologically documented 
twills from Italy and central Europe rarely reach this quality.69

The only other twill fragments dated to pre-Roman times in Iberia found to date are 
from La Albufereta, dated to the fourth century bce.70 Imprints of 2/2 twills on clay have 
also been reported at the Iberian settlement sites of Castillejo de la Romana, Azaila, and 
La Bovina, all in Teruel.71

While 2/2 twills woven in z-twisted yarn are common across Italy and Central Eu-
rope,72 z/s twills are relatively rare. Several fragments of coarse wool z/s 2/2 twills were 
found in a mine at Irun (Roman Oiasso), located in the Basque Country, and are dated on 
the basis of associated ceramics to 50–150 ce.73 Closer in date, examples of z/s 2/2 twills are 
known from fifth-century bce burial contexts in central and eastern France.74

More unusual is the 2/1 twill woven in plied yarn in both systems found at Casas del 
Turuñuelo. While this example is so far unique for Spain, comparisons are again found in 
France, where 2/2 and 2/1 twills woven with plied yarn in both systems have been doc-
umented at several sites dating to the fifth century bce, although none are as fine as the 
Casas del Turuñuelo 2/1 twill.75 

Twills woven in single yarn are typical for Italy and the eastern Hallstatt area of cen-
tral Europe (eastern Austria, Slovenia, Croatia), but the western Hallstatt region (western 
Austria, western Germany, and France) favored twills with plied warp and single weft.76 
The latter were named the “Dürrnberg type” by Lise Bender Jørgensen.77 Plying of the 
warp may have been needed because of the shortness of the available wool fiber.78 The 
twills from Casas del Turuñuelo are thus most similar to the material from France and the 
western Hallstatt zone.

Despite some technical differences, the textile culture of ancient Spain was clearly 
twill based and is more closely related to that of Italy and central/western Europe. The 

67 Alfaro and Tébar Megías 2007.
68 Marín-Aguilera et al. 2019.
69 Banck-Burgess 2012, 51; Grömer et al. 2013, 64; Gleba 2017b, 1210.
70 Alfaro 1984, 147–48 nos. 127–31; Verdú Parra 2015, 417–18.
71 Beltrán-Lloris 1976, 252; 1979, 58, 92–93.
72 Grömer et al. 2013; Gleba 2017a.
73 Alfaro 2014.
74 Milcent and Moulherat 2000, 314; Verger, Milcent, and Moulherat 2002, 124–27.
75 Milcent and Moulherat 2000, 314.
76 Banck-Burgess 2012, 61.
77 Bender Jørgensen 1992, 122.
78 Rast-Eicher and Bender Jørgensen 2013, 1231.
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crossroads with the eastern tabby-based tradition appears to be in the central Balkans, 
the region of present-day Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, and Albania. Preliminary 
investigations demonstrate the presence of twills and weft-faced tabbies in the same Early 
Iron Age graves of this region.79 

ICONOGRAPHY

The textile data collected so far thus show clear differences between the textile cultures of 
various northern Mediterranean regions and the surrounding areas, but how would these 
differences have translated into dress? To answer this question, it is necessary to look at the 
textiles shown in the coeval iconography. Although more limited chronologically— detailed 
depictions of the dressed human body do not appear in this region before the  seventh 
 century bce—iconography provides some evidence of the types of textiles that would have 
been used in dress.

Greek iconography of the Archaic period frequently uses complex figural patterns in 
dress, likely representing tapestry.80 Female dress is often tight and appears to consist of 
multiple elements, such as wide frieze bands, sewn together. Vertical and horizontal bor-
ders are often wide and elaborately patterned. The areas above and below the girdle often 
differ in pattern. By following the various patterns, Isabella Benda-Weber showed that 
multiple textile elements were combined to create such dresses, which are thus composite 
rather than woven in one piece.81 Antecedents for such patchwork garments can be found 
in preceding Mycenaean imagery, but also in Egyptian depictions of captured Syrians and 
Hittites.82 It is only in late Archaic and Classical times that the more familiar and much 
more homogeneous garments we tend to associate with Greek dress developed.83 

Italian Archaic depictions of dress show single pieces of clothing with minimal tai-
loring, frequent plaid patterns, and no figural decoration except in cases where clearly 
Orientalizing84 models have been demonstrated.85 Borders, often simple or decorated with 
geometric patterns, are ubiquitous in Etruscan and Italic representational material.86 They 
were not purely decorative but communicated a clear and important message of status 
not only in the Italic populations but also among other European Early Iron Age cultures, 
in particular those of central Europe. The textiles must have served as indicators of social 
rank or as “ceremonial” clothes, with the border serving as the distinguishing element 
characterized by technique, pattern, and color. Actual examples of such garments survive 

79 Iron Age textiles from the northern and central Balkans are being studied within the scope of the proj-
ect Creation of European Identities—Food, Textiles and Metals in the Iron Age between Alps, Pannonia 
and Balkans (IronFoodTexMet) (2020–24), funded by the Croatian Science Foundation.
80 Barber 1991, 363; Spantidaki 2016, 57.
81 Benda-Weber 2018.
82 Benda-Weber 2018, 133.
83 Lee 2015; Benda-Weber 2018.
84 Although the term “Orientalizing” has come under criticism (see summary in Hoffman 2022), it is a 
useful shorthand for referring to intercultural engagement of the Greek and Italic cultures with those of 
West Asia and North Africa.
85 Bonfante 2003; Verri et al. 2014.
86 Bonfante 2003.
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at Verucchio in the form of large, semicircular mantles and tunics with tablet-woven bor-
ders.87 Although lacking color, figures incised on bronze objects of the Situla Art, which 
was prevalent in regions of present-day northern Italy, eastern Austria, and Slovenia, also 
show large, single garments with frequent plaid designs and borders emphasized.88

In Iberia, iconographic sources are, like the textile evidence, chronologically later but 
also show plaid patterns with geometric borders. Possibly the most famous Iberian sculp-
ture in Spain, the Dama de Baza, even preserves color, allowing a tentative reconstruction 
of the subject’s attire.89

DISCUSSION

The cultures of the northern Mediterranean and central Europe shared similar textile tech-
nologies during the Iron Age—the low-whorl drop spindle used for spinning yarn and the 
warp-weighted loom for weaving cloth.90 Yet there appear to be technical, aesthetic, and 
conceptual differences between the textile and dress traditions of the eastern and central/
western Mediterranean. How can we explain these differences? 

Tools can certainly be adapted to produce diverse types of cloth, and the analysis of 
tools from numerous sites carried out within the scope of the PROCON project demon-
strates that their different physical characteristics (weight, diameter, thickness) made them 
suitable for producing different types of textiles—twills in Italy and Spain, and weft-faced 
tabbies in Greece.91

However, the tools were being adapted to work with available raw materials, so anoth-
er part of the explanation may lie in raw-material differences between the Mediterranean 
regions. Although much more work needs to be carried out on the Greek and Spanish ma-
terial, preliminary observations of wool fiber diameter measurements indicate differences 
in the quality of wools in these regions, with Greek and Near Eastern wools being more 
homogeneous in terms of fiber diameter than those of Italy and Spain. Further confirma-
tion comes from animal bone studies: A recent zooarchaeological study demonstrated a 
significant difference in the size of domestic sheep in Greece and Italy and a change in the 
size of sheep in southern Italy following the appearance of Greek settlements there, possi-
bly as a result of the translocation of Greek domesticate varieties to colonies.92 This study 
suggests that sheep varieties in Greece and Italy were different, and this difference likely 
affected the quality of their fleeces, which over the course of centuries, if not millennia, 
were selected for optimal performance in specific textile types—in this case, weft-faced 
tabbies and twills, respectively. 

But a large part of the explanation may be inherent in the nature of textile craft, its 
acquisition patterns, and its conservatism. Technical expertise in textile production would 
require an extended period of apprenticeship under the supervision of an already-skilled 

87 Stauffer 2012.
88 Harris 2018.
89 Demant 2011.
90 Gleba 2008; Gleba and Mannering 2012; Grömer 2016; Spantidaki 2016.
91 Gleba et al., forthcoming.
92 Gaastra 2014.
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craftswoman.93 Hence, the modes of information transmission that do not involve a person 
possessing the full knowledge of a particular craft or technique would work only among 
users of similar technologies. The transfer of new techniques or patterns between com-
munities weaving on the same kind of loom (e.g., a warp-weighted loom in the case of the 
northern Mediterranean during the Iron Age) would be more likely than between popula-
tions using different types of looms.

Without a doubt, textiles circulated over short and long distances in various ways. 
They were traded, exchanged as gifts, included in dowries or bride-prices, dedicated at 
sanctuaries, used to pay ransoms, taken as booty, and even given as prizes in competitions. 
The movement of textiles, tools, and women was instrumental in the transfer of textile- 
related know-how involving ideas, symbols, inventions, fashions, values, and, consequent-
ly, the technology associated with them.94 

Thus, after the seventh century bce, significant changes are notable in the production 
and consumption of textiles in Italy.95 As with other forms of material culture (albeit with 
some delay), Italy shifted its orientation from central Europe toward the eastern Mediter-
ranean in what has long been described as the “Orientalizing revolution.”96 The influence 
of fashion from the east became more pronounced,97 and I would argue that this change 
was at least partly due to the spread of the Greek–Near Eastern tabby-based textile culture 
westward after the seventh century bce as part of direct or indirect Hellenization. Weft-
faced tabby textiles may have been initially obtained by the indigenous Italic populations 
through trade and other forms of exchange. One of the earliest known weft-faced tabbies 
in Italy comes from Tomb 104 of Fondo Artiaco at Cumae in the Bay of Naples, one of the 
earliest Greek colonies in Italy, and its technical characteristics suggest it is an eastern 
import.98 However, the weaving technique itself was soon taken up, at times resulting in 
hybrid products such as the weft-faced tabby with a tablet-woven border found in the 
grave of a female at the indigenous South Italian site of Ripacandida.99 It thus combined 
what appears to be a typically “Greek” weave structure with a typically “Italic” border. The 
spread of the new textile technique likely resulted from the arrival of its practitioners—
women—because when a new craft technology is adopted, the necessary knowledge and 
know-how must be acquired from a different community of practice. Yet the borders were 
retained because, as noted above, they were not purely decorative but served as important 
indicators of status and rank.

The fact that, over time, the weft-faced tabby became the preferred weave of the Romans 
suggests that with the Romanization of Italy, Greek tabby textile culture eventually sup-
planted the indigenous Italic twill tradition. Borders, however, were retained as important 

93 I use this term intentionally because archaeological, iconographic, and written evidence indicates that 
textile work in Mediterranean Europe during the period under consideration was carried out primarily 
by women; see Barber 1994.
94 Gleba 2014.
95 Gleba 2008.
96 Burkert 1992.
97 Bonfante 2003.
98 Gleba and Vanden Berghe, in press.
99 Gleba et al. 2018.
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markers of status, as seen in the toga, the Roman descendant of the Verucchio mantles, in 
which the width of the purple-dyed border continued to signify its wearer’s rank.
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15 Wearing Wealth: Cloth and Clothing  
as Currency in Ancient Egypt

Brian Muhs 
University of Chicago

Clothing often served as a signifier of identity, status, or wealth in the ancient world, 
but it also occasionally served as wealth itself. This essay traces the use of cloth and cloth-
ing as a form of money in Egypt from the third through the early first millennia bce. Mon-
ey is here defined as anything that serves as a measure of value, a medium of exchange, or 
a store of wealth, not necessarily at the same time.1

Cloth may have been used as a form of money in Egypt prior to the third millenni-
um bce, but there are no texts from that period that could attest to its use as a measure of 
value or a medium of exchange.2 There are quantities of cloth found in tombs that could 
attest to its use as a store of wealth, but other interpretations are possible. Objects that par-
took of divinity in ancient Egypt, including human mummies, were frequently wrapped 
in cloth, sometimes in astonishing quantities, as a form of veneration or even deification.3 

When written records of transactions first appear in the middle of the third millenni-
um bce, they show that the ancient Egyptians already occasionally used weights of metal 
as notional measures of value in exchanges, perhaps because this usage did not require 
regular access to actual metal. They used a wider variety of commodities, including quanti-
ties of grain and measured sheets of linen cloth, as stores of wealth and media of exchange, 
probably because there was not sufficient actual metal in storage or circulation for these 
purposes.4 Linen was produced from flax, which was cultivated alongside grain in the Nile 
Valley and hence was more readily available than metal, which was mined in the deserts 
beyond the Nile Valley. At the same time, linen was more durable than grain, which was 
good for a year or two at most.5 

The mining and smelting of copper and gold, and the importation of silver, slowly 
increased the availability of metals through the millennia, however. By the second mil-
lennium bce, metal replaced sheets of cloth as the primary store of wealth and also per-
mitted their use as media of exchange in some transactions. Cloth continued to be used 

1 Muhs 2016, 8–10. 
2 Muhs 2016, 17. 
3 Riggs 2014, 1–2, 11–12, 24, 100–107, 215–16, et passim. 
4 Muhs 2016, 37–38. 
5 Riggs 2014, 114–20. 
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as a medium of exchange alongside grain and metals, but usually in the form of items of 
clothing rather than sheets of cloth.6 Cloth was briefly used as a measure of value during 
an economic crisis at the beginning of the first millennium bce, but thereafter silver seems 
to have replaced other commodities as an all-purpose currency.7 Nonetheless, cloth contin-
ued to serve as a signifier of divinity in Egypt through the first millennium bce.8 

LATE PREDYNASTIC AND EARLY DYNASTIC PERIODS  
(DYNASTIES 0–2, c. 3200–2686 bce) 

In the first half of the third millennium bce, the small number of written texts and narrow 
range of genres do not include records of exchanges of goods. A few commodity labels or 
offering lists in or from elite graves refer to significant numbers of items of clothing and 
sheets of cloth, but it is not clear whether they were intended as a display of wealth and 
status in the afterlife, a store of wealth for use in exchanges in the afterlife, or both. 

Commodity labels are inscribed wooden or bone tags that were attached to grave 
goods buried in royal and elite tombs from the Late Predynastic and Early Dynastic peri-
ods. The inscriptions on the tags appear to have documented the origins, types, or numbers 
of the commodities to which they were once attached and may have been part of a nascent 
administrative system that collected and supplied goods to ruling elites. Commodity labels 
from the Late Predynastic elite or royal Tomb U-j at Abydos are the earliest evidence of 
writing from Egypt.9 At least two and as many as five bone commodity labels from Tomb 
U-j depict garments, to which the labels were presumably once attached.10 Other labels 
depict quantities of strokes, which the excavator suggested could refer to various sizes of 
cloth sheets using a textile-size notation system.11 That interpretation is doubtful because 
the signs in question do not otherwise appear until 500 years later, in the Fourth Dynasty, 
and if the labels are turned 90 degrees, the signs can be read as simple numbers.12 However, 
commodity labels from the Early Dynastic royal tombs of Aha, Djer, and Den at Abydos 
depict cloaks, to which the labels were presumably once attached, and a wooden label from 
the elite tomb of Neska at Saqqara lists at least two sheets of cloth that the label probably 
accompanied, all using clear examples of textile-size notation.13 

Offering lists on slab stelae from Early Dynastic elite tombs at Helwan and Saqqara 
are another source of information about clothing and textiles in funerary contexts. The 
ancient Egyptians gradually came to believe that images of goods and commodities, or 
their names, could complement or substitute for actual goods and commodities buried 
in tombs with the deceased. Consequently, written lists of desired grave goods began to 
be incorporated in elite tombs in the Early Dynastic period, usually beside a depiction of 

6 Muhs 2016, 75–76, 113–15. 
7 Muhs 2016, 159–61, 189–92, 230–31. 
8 Hallmann 2015. 
9 Dreyer 1998, 113–45. 
10 Dreyer 1998, 132–33 (nos. 160–63 and 59 Rs), 144. 
11 Dreyer 1998, 113–18 (nos. 1–43), 139–40. 
12 Jones 2008, 119–20; 2010a, 83–84. 
13 Jones 2008, 125–26. 
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the deceased seated at an offering table.14 Early Dynastic offering lists were not organized 
in tabular form, in contrast to later, Old Kingdom offering lists, and both sheets of cloth 
and items of clothing are listed together with a variety of other goods and commodities.15 
Sheets of cloth are usually depicted pictographically with different numbers of fringes, in 
what may be an early form of textile-size notation. In the Second Dynasty, the depictions 
are occasionally accompanied by quality designations, either “royal” (iti.wy), “cloth” (Ssr), 
or “large” (aA.t).16 Items of clothing are usually also depicted pictographically, and phonetic 
complements are rare.17 Sometimes a number accompanies the depictions of sheets of cloth 
or items of clothing, presumably specifying the number desired. The numbers are usually 
between one and four, ten, or twenty, though on one stela from the Second Dynasty the 
number 1,000 appears.18 

OLD KINGDOM (DYNASTIES 3–6, c. 2686–2181 bce)  
AND FIRST INTERMEDIATE PERIOD (DYNASTIES 7–11, c. 2181–2025 bce) 

In the second half of the third millennium bce, the number of written texts and range 
of genres increases to include a few references to exchanges of goods. These references 
include both depictions of market activities inscribed on the walls of tomb chapels and re-
cords of exchanges. The depictions of market scenes, with one exception, show low-value 
transactions, in which a wide variety of commodities and goods were exchanged directly 
for other commodities and goods without indications of value.19 Records of exchanges, in 
contrast, were made only for high-value transactions, which often involved real property 
and cloth20 or cloth and metal.21 In such transactions, value was indicated by measurements 
of the cloth or weights of metal. Cloth was measured in cloth-cubits (0.27 m2), using a 
special textile-size notation system for indicating the surface area of textiles.22 Metal was 
weighed in shati (7.6 g in later periods) and was probably copper23 rather than silver.24 
Commodity labels and offering lists from elite graves and other texts on papyri increasing-
ly referred to large numbers of textiles, which greatly outnumbered references to items of 
clothing. The emphasis on textiles suggests that they may have been stockpiled specifically 
as a store of wealth for use in exchanges, both in life and in the afterlife. 

14 Köhler and Jones 2009, 85–96. 
15 Köhler and Jones 2009, 51–56. 
16 Scheele 2005, 81–82; Köhler and Jones 2009, 46–49; Jones 2010a, 94–95. 
17 Köhler and Jones 2009, 49–50; Jones 2010a, 95–99. 
18 Jones 2010b, 256–57. 
19 Hodjash and Berlev 1980. 
20 Posener-Kriéger 1979; Menu 1998 (1985). 
21 Moussa and Altenmüller 1977, 84–85 (Sz. 11.4.4). 
22 Posener-Kriéger 1977. 
23 Fischer 1961, 60–64. 
24 Moreno García (2016, 19) admits that copper was the dominant metal used in transactions before the 
mid-second millennium bce but circularly argues (on pp. 17 and 20) that references to shati-weights of 
metal in the third millennium bce must refer to silver because they do so in the late second millenni-
um bce, when silver was much more common. 
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A few records of transactions indicate the value of the commodities exchanged using 
measurements of cloth or weights of metal. Stela Cairo Museum JE 42787 probably dates 
to the Fourth Dynasty and may come from the workmen’s village at Giza.25 It records the 
purchase of a house in exchange for 10 shati, which are then specified as 40 cloth-cubits 
worth 3 shati, a bed worth 4 shati, and 20 cloth-cubits worth 3 shati. The Gebelein papyri 
date to the late Fourth or early Fifth Dynasty and were found in a box in a tomb at the 
site of Gebelein. The box contained several reed pens, cakes of ink, and fragments of a 
stone bowl used as a scribal palette, as well as six rolls of papyri now in Cairo (Papyrus 
Gebelein I–VI, registered as JE 66844) and five fragments of papyri now in Turin (inv. no. 
Suppl. 17507/1–5).26 Most of the papyri are accounts, but two texts record transactions. 
Papyrus Gebelein I verso B records the purchase of one house in exchange for a cloth of 
15.5 cloth-cubits, while Papyrus Gebelein  VI records the purchase of another house in 
exchange for a cloth of 24 cloth-cubits.27 The tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep at 
Saqqara probably dates to the later Fifth Dynasty and contains market scenes that depict 
the purchase of 1 + x cubits of cloth in exchange for 6 shati.28 Other references to trans-
actions may indicate that payment was made with bolts of cloth (dAiw) rather than some 
other commodity, but they do not record the measurements or value of the cloth.29 For 
example, door lintel Cairo CG 1634 from Saqqara records that the lintel was acquired in 
exchange for bolts of cloth (dAiw).30 Likewise, an autobiographical text in a tomb at Deir 
el-Gabrawi appears to state that a man had his tomb made in exchange for his own bolts 
of cloth (dAiw).31 

Commodity labels continued to be used into the Old Kingdom. A bone commodity 
label from the unfinished pyramid of the Third Dynasty king Sekhemkhet at Saqqara lists 
several sheets of cloth and items of clothing, to which the label may once have been at-
tached. The cloth and clothing are listed in tabular form, as in contemporary offering lists. 
The top register contains two compartments with quality designations, “royal” (iti.wy) and 
“good fine” (Sma.t nfr). Each compartment in the middle register contains either the size of a 
sheet of cloth using the textile-size notation system or the name of an item of clothing writ-
ten phonetically. Each compartment in the bottom register contains a hole by which each 
sheet or item may have been attached, and in the case of clothing a depiction of the item.32 

Offering lists on slab stelae from Old Kingdom elite tombs at Helwan, Saqqara, 
Meidum, and Giza continue to provide evidence for the ancient Egyptian desire for cloth-
ing and textiles in the afterlife. Old Kingdom offering lists are usually organized in tabular 
form, often dominated by separate sections devoted to sheets of cloth, sometimes called 

25 Sethe 1933, 157–58; Goedicke 1970, 149–73; Menu 1998 (1985), 274–78; Strudwick 2005, 205–6 (text 
121). 
26 Posener-Kriéger 1973, 28–29; Agapov 2015, 583–84. 
27 Posener-Kriéger 1979, 2004; Strudwick 2005, 185–86 (text 102). 
28 Moussa and Altenmüller 1977, 84–85 (Sz. 11.4.4). 
29 Staehelin 1969, 125–33. Janssen (1975, 265–71) translates dAiw as “skirt,” but on p. 291 he tentatively 
suggests that it could be a variant of diw “five.” 
30 Goedicke 1970, 178–81; Strudwick 2005, 191–92 (text 107). 
31 Fischer 1976, 17–18 and fig. 11, referring to Davies 1902, pl. 25, line 29. 
32 Jones 2010a, 97–98. 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   446Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   446 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



WEARING WEALTH 447

“linen lists.”33 Each section of a linen list contains a heading with the quality of the sheets 
of cloth. In the Third Dynasty, three qualities are attested: “royal” (iti.wy), “cloth” (Ssr), and 
“large” (aA.t).34 In the Fourth Dynasty, another quality, “good fine” (Sma.t nfr), is sometimes 
included between “cloth” (Ssr) and “large” (aA.t).35 Below each of the quality headings is a 
series of compartments specifying different desired sizes of sheets of cloth of that quality 
using the textile-size notation system. Items of clothing are very occasionally also speci-
fied.36 Finally, below each of the size compartments is another compartment indicating the 
desired number of sheets of cloth of that quality and size. The numbers are almost always 
1,000 of each, though one stela from the Third Dynasty requests only 100 of each.37 After 
the Fourth Dynasty, linen lists became more varied with new and different qualities or 
types of cloth, and they no longer appear only on slab stelae.38 In the Sixth Dynasty, some 
decorated burial chambers at Saqqara, Meir, and Dendera depict stacks of bolts and bun-
dles of cloth, sometimes on wooden tables or in chests.39 Hieroglyphic labels indicate large 
quantities numbering in the thousands, tens or hundreds of thousands, or even millions, as 
in the burial chamber of Khentika at Saqqara.40 The increasing quantities and the emphasis 
on sheets rather than clothing could indicate that they were primarily intended to serve as 
stores of wealth rather than as actual articles of clothing, though it has also been suggested 
that they were intended for mummification.41 

The Gebelein and Abusir papyri provide further evidence for the economic importance 
of cloth in the Old Kingdom. The primary texts on the Gebelein papyri contain gridded 
tabular accounts. Three rolls concern ground grains, one roll concerns linen textiles, and 
one roll is a list of people,42 as are the texts on the underside of the lid of the box.43 There 
also are a variety of shorter texts in the margins and on the reverse sides of the papyri, 
including the two sales of houses for cloth mentioned above.44 The accounts appear to re-
cord production obligations owed to an estate (pr-Dt) by almost 100 households in Gebelein 
and two neighboring villages. The accounts list for each household the amounts of ground 
grain and textiles it was obliged to produce, as well as the amounts actually delivered and 
the remainders still owed.45 The linen textile accounts used the same textile-size notation 
system that also occurs in Old Kingdom linen lists in tombs.46 

33 Smith 1935; Der Manuelian 2003, 141–52; Scheele 2005, 1. 
34 Scheele 2005, 82; Köhler and Jones 2009, 46. 
35 Smith 1935; Der Manuelian 2003, 153–57; Scheele 2005, 83; Jones 2010b, 249–51. 
36 Older publications, including Smith 1935, did not recognize that the special signs indicated measure-
ments in cloth-cubits, but see Posener-Kriéger 1977, 86–96; Der Manuelian 2003, 158–59; Jones 2010b, 
253–56. 
37 Jones 2010b, 256–57. 
38 Scheele 2005, 87. 
39 Scheele 2005, 88–89 and pls. 27–34; Kanawati 2010, pls. 33, 35, 100, 103–4, 106, 112–15, 121, 125, 129. 
40 James 1953, 66 and pl. 40. 
41 Riggs 2014, 127–28. 
42 Posener-Kriéger 1986, 25–27. 
43 Posener-Kriéger 1994. 
44 Posener-Kriéger 1979. 
45 Agapov 2015, 585–88. 
46 Posener-Kriéger 1977. 

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   447Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   447 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



448 BRIAN MUHS

The Abusir papyri are the fragmentary remains of archives from the pyramid and mor-
tuary temple of the Fifth Dynasty king Neferirkare at Abusir47 and from the neighboring 
pyramid and mortuary temple of his son and successor, Neferefre.48 Some papyri contain 
gridded monthly account tables of regular temple revenues and records of additional deliv-
eries for festivals. Estates and towns, presumably similar to the estate that was the subject 
of the Gebelein papyri, sent the revenues to royal palaces and temples, which then deliv-
ered them to the royal mortuary temples.49 Other papyri contain gridded monthly account 
tables of regular distributions to temple personnel and records of irregular distributions on 
various occasions.50 Distributions of different types of cloth occur frequently in the Abusir 
papyri but are accounted separately from distributions of bread, beer, and meat. Pieces of 
cloth, numbering in the tens and hundreds, were delivered in chests (hn) and bundles (gwt), 
as depicted in Sixth Dynasty burial chambers, and were distributed in smaller quantities 
in rolls or bolts of cloth (dAiw). At least some of the cloth was redistributed to various in-
dividual temple personnel, possibly after it had been offered to the deceased king or used 
to dress his statues. The accounts specify the same qualities of cloth (sxt, iti.wy, aAw, sSr, 
HAtyw) and use the same textile-size notations that occur in the Gebelein papyri and in the 
Old Kingdom linen lists in tombs.51 

MIDDLE KINGDOM (DYNASTIES 11–12, c. 2025–1773 bce) AND  
SECOND INTERMEDIATE PERIOD (DYNASTIES 13–17, c. 1773–1550 bce) 

In the first half of the second millennium  bce, written records of exchanges of goods 
were still rare. Nonetheless, a few texts indicate that a variety of commodities and goods— 
including copper, cloth, grain, and oil—could be exchanged and that weights of gold, as 
well as copper, could be used as a measure of value. The units of weight were the gold 
deben (13.6 g) and the copper deben (27.5 g).52 Texts in elite graves no longer refer to large 
numbers of textiles, and the textile-size notation system is no longer attested, perhaps 
because there was now sufficient copper to replace textiles as the primary store of wealth. 

The Hekanakht papyri (Metropolitan Museum of Art 22.3.516–523) illustrate the rela-
tionship of cloth to other commodities used as money in the Middle Kingdom. The papyri 
date to the late Eleventh Dynasty or, more likely, the early Twelfth Dynasty53 and were 
found in the entrance to the subsidiary tomb of Meseh in the larger tomb of the vizier Ipy 
at Deir el-Bahari.54 Two letters indicate that Hekanakht preferred, when possible, to spend 
ephemeral commodities such as grain and oil and to hoard durable commodities such as 
copper and cloth, though he was willing to exploit the greater desirability of copper and 
cloth for a better exchange (Hekanakht Letter 1 recto, lines 3–9, and Hekanakht Letter 2 

47 Posener-Kriéger 1976, 1:ix–xiii. 
48 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 20–23. 
49 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 385–86. 
50 Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 387–88. 
51 Posener-Kriéger 1976, 2:341–67; Posener-Kriéger, Verner, and Vymazalová 2006, 429–38. 
52 Vercoutter 1977. 
53 Allen 2002, 127–31. 
54 Allen 2002, 3. 
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verso, lines 1–4).55 Another letter and two accounts further show that Hekanakht actively 
tried to convert his surplus grain into more durable cloth by growing flax and paying grain 
rations to have it processed into thread for cloth (Hekanakht Letter 4 and Accounts VII 
and P).56 

Stela Cairo Museum JE 52453 illustrates the use of gold as a measure of value in the 
Second Intermediate Period—and perhaps also as a medium of exchange alongside copper, 
cloth, and grain. The stela dates to the Sixteenth Dynasty and was found in the temple of 
Karnak at Thebes.57 It records the resolution of a dispute about “60 deben of gold, being 
gold, copper, grain, and clothes” (line 14). The weight of gold was clearly being used to 
indicate the value of a variety of other commodities used as media of exchange, including 
gold.58 The use of gold rather than silver as a standard of value is probably the result of 
Egypt’s having local sources of gold and copper but not silver.59 

NEW KINGDOM (DYNASTIES 18–20, c. 1550–1069 bce) 

In the second half of the second millennium bce, written references to and records of ex-
changes of goods increase in number. These texts show that a wide variety of commodities 
and goods were exchanged, though the commodities and goods were usually valued using 
weights of copper or silver, or occasionally volumes of oil or grain. The units of weight 
were the deben (91 g), used for both copper and silver, and the kite (9.1 g, one-tenth of a 
deben) and occasionally the shati (7.6 g, one-twelfth of a deben), both used exclusively for 
silver.60 The switch from gold and copper to silver and copper as standards of value was 
probably the result of increasing trade with the Near East, where silver was more abun-
dant than in Egypt.61 Silver began to be used occasionally as a medium of exchange in 
 high- value transactions in Egypt, but copper, usually in the form of tools and utensils, was 
far more common.62 Cloth was also used as a medium of exchange, but more often took 
the form of named items of clothing than measured sheets of cloth.63 A few hoards of gold 
and silver indicate that they were occasionally available for use as concentrated stores of 
wealth.64 Copper tools and utensils, however, were more common and widespread stores 
of wealth. A few texts mention large numbers of textiles and especially items of clothing 
donated to and stockpiled in temples. The emphasis on items of clothing suggests that they 
were not strictly considered stores of wealth for use in exchanges, though they could be so 
used, much like copper tools and utensils. 

55 Baer 1963, 16–17; Allen 2002, 155–57. 
56 Allen 2002, 172–78. 
57 Lacau 1949, 1. 
58 Lacau 1949, 24–26. 
59 Ogden 2000, 149–51 (copper), 161–62 (gold), 170–71 (silver). 
60 Janssen 1975, 9–10, 101–11. 
61 Ogden 2000, 170–71. 
62 Janssen 1975, 312–23. 
63 There is little agreement about the translation of the names of items of clothing. For the New King-
dom, Janssen 1975, 259–92, is followed here unless otherwise specified. 
64 Kemp 1989, 242–46; Singer 2013, 254–59. 
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Papyrus Cairo Museum JE 65739, dated to the Nineteenth Dynasty early in the reign 
of Ramesses II, records a court case about a disputed payment for a slave.65 The plaintiff’s 
accusation is lost, but she evidently accused the defendant of purchasing a slave with the 
plaintiff’s property without her permission. The defendant responds that she purchased 
the slave with cloth that she herself wove and with commodities loaned to her by others 
but not the plaintiff (lines 1–6). She then proceeds to list the cloth and commodities and 
their values in weights of silver. The cloth that she wove included a “shroud” (swH), a 
“cloak” (DAyt), and a “sheet” (ifd ) made from “fine cloth” (Sma ), together worth 1.23 deben 
of silver, and three “loincloths” (sDy) and a “skirt” (dAiw) made from “good fine cloth” (Sma 
nfr), together worth 1 deben of silver (lines 6–8). The commodities that were loaned to her 
included five bronze utensils, 10 deben of beaten copper, ten “tunics” (mss) of “good fine 
cloth” (Sma nfr), and one vessel of honey, together worth 1.87 deben of silver (lines 8–13). 

Papyrus Harris I (British Museum EA 9999), dated to the Twentieth Dynasty at the 
end of the reign of Ramesses III, is an inventory of real property (imy.t-pr) of the major 
gods of Egypt and their temples, as well as their annual revenues (Htr rnpt) and royal gifts 
(inw-n-nb) in the form of commodities. Some of the commodities undoubtedly served as 
raw materials for construction and craftwork, but others probably also served as stores of 
wealth and media of exchange for salaries, gifts, and exchanges, both by temples and by 
kings, who could call upon temple reserves as needed.66 The lists of commodities usually 
begin with gold, silver, and copper, and then cloth, perhaps representing the most desirable 
media of exchange. These items are usually followed by a wide variety of stones, wood, 
incense, oil, honey, and other commodities. 

The list of the annual revenues of the gods of Thebes begins with 569.6 deben of gold, 
10,964.9 deben of silver, and 26,320 deben of copper, followed immediately by 3,722 articles 
of cloth. The royal gifts begin with 183.5 deben of gold, followed by 827.1 deben of silver 
and 822 deben of copper. These are followed by a short list of incense, then 8,586 articles 
of cloth.67 The annual revenues of the gods of Heliopolis begin with 586.3 deben of silver 
and 1,260 deben of copper, followed immediately by 1,019 articles of cloth. The royal gifts 
begin with 1,479.3 deben of gold, 2,255.5 deben of silver, and 1,819 deben of copper, followed 
immediately by 18,793 articles of cloth.68 The annual revenues of the gods of Memphis be-
gin with 98.3 deben of gold, followed immediately by 133.5 articles of cloth. The royal gifts 
begin with 263.55 deben of gold, 516.5 deben of silver, and 2,018 deben of copper, followed 
by 7,026 articles of cloth.69 The royal gifts to the smaller temples begin with 1,719.8 deben 
of gold, 2,428.5 deben of silver, and 14,130.3 deben of copper. Lead and myrrh follow, then 
3,047 articles of cloth.70 

As in the Old Kingdom linen lists, the articles of cloth in the lists in Papyrus Harris I 
are usually broken down by quality designations, either “royal cloth” (Ssr nsw), “cloth” 
(mk), “very good fine cloth” (Sma nfr nfr), “good fine cloth” (Sma nfr), “fine cloth” (Sma ), or 

65 Gardiner 1935. 
66 Helck 1967, 137–40 (text B); Janssen 1991. 
67 Grandet 1994, 1.237–45. 
68 Grandet 1994, 1:267–70. 
69 Grandet 1994, 1:293–96. 
70 Grandet 1994, 1:312–19. 
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“smooth cloth” (naa ).71 In many cases, the articles of cloth in these lists are further broken 
down by type. The meanings of the type designations are often ambiguous, but most seem 
to describe articles of clothing, such as “tunics” (mss), “skirts” (dAiw), “loincloths” (sDw), 
“cloaks” (DAyt), “kerchiefs” (idg), “shawls” (rwdw), and “kilts” (Sndyt).72 Two type designa-
tions may refer to sizes of cloth as in the Old Kingdom linen lists, however—namely, the 
“sheet” (ifd, literally “four”) and possibly the “skirt” (if dAiw is a variant of diw “five”).73 

THIRD INTERMEDIATE PERIOD (DYNASTIES 21–25, c. 1069–664 bce) 

In the first half of the first millennium bce, written records of exchanges increasingly refer 
to payment in weights of silver rather than in commodities valued using weights of silver 
or copper as in the New Kingdom. The contrast with earlier practices suggests that silver 
was increasingly being used as a medium of exchange, as well as a measure of value and 
a store of wealth.74 There is, however, one brief period at the beginning of the first millen-
nium bce, in the middle of the Twenty-First Dynasty during the pontificate of the high 
priest of Amun Menkheperre, when two sources mention cloth both as a measure of value 
and as a medium of exchange alongside silver, copper, and grain. The units of weight for 
silver and copper were again deben (91 g), while the units of volume for grain were sacks 
(XAr, 76.8 liters) and oipe (ip.t, 19.2 liters = one-quarter sack). The use of cloth as a medium 
of exchange in this period could be seen as an unremarkable continuation of practices at-
tested in the preceding New Kingdom, but its use as a measure of value is an exceptional 
return to practices last attested more than a millennium earlier, in the Old Kingdom. This 
exceptional use of cloth may reflect special circumstances during this period, however, 
since one of the sources, Papyrus Brooklyn 16.205, refers to a “bad time” (hA bin, column 4, 
lines 1 and 6).75 

The Oracular Property Decree for the high priest of Amun Menkheperre dates to the 
Twenty-First Dynasty and was inscribed in the first court of the temple of Khonsu at Kar-
nak.76 It records an oracular consultation with the god Amun, seeking and receiving his 
approval and guarantee of Menkheperre’s purchase of several plots of land. In it, the sellers 
of the plots say to Menkheperre: “We have received the 5 [sacks] of emmer per [shawl, 
evaluated at 100] copper [deben] per deben of silver” (line 13). In the list of payments 
for the plots (lines 32–52), 10 deben are repeatedly equated to 1 shawl (dr or rd ),77 which 
taken together with the sellers’ statement implies that 100 deben of copper was worth 
50 sacks of emmer wheat, 10 shawls, or 1 deben of silver. These equivalences may have 
been exceptional, however, because Menkheperre says, “Let the silver payment be great 

71 Janssen 1975, 256. 
72 Janssen 1975, 259–90. 
73 Janssen 1975, 291–92. On pp. 265–71 he translates dAiw as “skirt,” however, and Staehelin (1969, 125–
33) argues for “bolt of cloth.” 
74 Muhs 2016, 159–62. 
75 Parker 1962, 51, 52 n. g. 
76 Epigraphic Survey 1981, 17–20, pl. 133; Ritner 2009, 130–35 (no. 30).
77 The word for shawl is alternately written dr (cols. 10, 33, 36) and rd (cols. 16, 28, 37, 39). Epigraphic 
Survey 1981, 19, suggests an identification with the rwDw-garment, which Janssen (1975, 284–86) trans-
lates as “shawl.” 
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from Amun-Re, king of the gods, the great god. Give it, per deben of silver, at 60 deben of 
copper, and I shall give the 40 (deben) over and above them. I shall give 5 sacks of emmer 
[per] shawl (rd ), though it is 3 sacks that the country gives per shawl (rd ), an excess of 
2 sacks” (lines 27–28). This statement implies that the normal equivalences were that 60 de-
ben of copper was worth 30 sacks of emmer, 10 shawls, or 1 deben of silver. These amounts 
were, in fact, the usual exchange rates for copper, emmer, and silver in the immediately 
preceding Twentieth Dynasty. Menkheperre’s statement implies that silver had become 
rarer and more expensive relative to copper than it was in the Twentieth Dynasty and that 
shawls had been introduced as a lower-denomination measure of value pegged to silver. It 
also suggests that payment was actually made in inflated copper and emmer, rather than 
in more valuable silver or shawls. 

Hieratic Papyrus Brooklyn 16.205 records several oracular consultations about dis-
puted payments.78 One of the consultations is dated to an anonymous year 4 but refers to 
an earlier “bad time” in a year 49 that can only belong to the king Psusennes I or the 
high priest of Amun Menkheperre in the Twenty-First Dynasty.79 In this consultation, one 
party claimed that Ikeni had not paid their father Harsetitef for a plot of land (column 3, 
lines 4–6), while another party claimed that Ikeni had indeed made the payment: “Verily 
Harset itef received two oipe of emmer—one oipe (equalling) a cloth (dAiw)—in year 49. 
The scribe (also) received two cloths (dAiw), total four” (column 3, lines 6–8). The two 
written claims were placed before the god Khonsu-in-Thebes, who favored the second 
claim: “Right is Ikeni! He did give the two oipe and the two cloths (rwDw), total four, to 
Harsetitef” (column 3, lines 8–10). This oracular consultation is followed by an account 
of the payments that Ikeni had made for plots of land. Payment for one plot consisted of 
“barley as barley, two oipe making emmer, three oipe; . . . cloth (thy), one cloth (dAiw). Total, 
amounting to four pieces (a ) of cloth (rwDw)” (column 4, lines 4–5). Payment for the plot 
that was the subject of the oracular consultation was repeated: “emmer, two oipe; good fine 
cloth (Sma nfr), two cloths (rwDw). Total, amounting to four pieces (a ) of cloth (rwDw)” (col-
umn 4, lines 6–8). In this papyrus, then, items of clothing were used both as a medium of 
exchange, alongside grain, and as a measure of value for grain, barley being first converted 
to emmer at a rate of 2:3 and then emmer converted to cloth at a rate of 1 oipe : 1 cloth 
(dAiw or rwDw).80 The rate of exchange is much less than the 3 or 5 sacks of emmer equated 
to 1 shawl (dr or rd) in the Oracular Property Decree for Menkheperre. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Cloth played an important role in the evolution of money in ancient Egypt from the third 
through the early first millennia bce. The ancient Egyptians regularly used weights of met-
al, especially copper and silver, as measures of value, but their limited availability restrict-
ed their use as stores of wealth and media of exchange. Similarly, the ancient Egyptians 

78 Parker 1962, 49–52 and pls. 17–19 (appendix 1). 
79 von Beckerath 1994. 
80 This text alternates and equates two words for clothing, dAiw and rwDw. Parker (1962, 49–52) translates 
dAiw as “loincloth,” but Staehelin (1969, 125–33) prefers “bolt of cloth” and Janssen (1975, 265–71) trans-
lates as “skirt.” Janssen (1975, 284–86) translates rwDw as “shawl.” 
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regularly used grain as a medium of exchange, but its limited durability also restricted its 
use as a store of wealth. Cloth could serve as a store of wealth, however, because it was 
more durable than grain and more accessible than metal. Individual farmers could grow 
and process flax and weave cloth, but only major institutions could organize expeditions 
into the deserts to mine and smelt copper and gold or expeditions abroad to trade for silver. 

In the third millennium bce, the rarity of metals meant that large stockpiles of sheets 
of cloth often served as stores of wealth as well as media of exchange. In the second millen-
nium bce, however, centuries of mining, smelting, and trade had increased the availability 
of silver, and especially copper, and made stockpiles of sheet cloth less desirable as stores 
of wealth. Cloth was still accumulated and used as a medium of exchange, but usually as 
functional items of clothing rather than unfinished sheets of cloth. It was not until the first 
millennium bce, however, that the increasing availability of silver made the use of cloth, 
as well as copper, largely redundant both as stores of wealth and as media of exchange. 
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16 Identity Based on Coptic Textile Terminology  
in Late Antique Egypt

Tasha Vorderstrasse 
University of Chicago

Reconstructing identity from material culture remains a major part of trying to un-
derstand what life was like in antiquity. Although textiles from Late Antique Egypt rep-
resent a unique opportunity because of their excellent preservation, they remain difficult 
to use because of problems with the way they were excavated, acquired, or subsequently 
displayed. As a result, it is interesting to look at how Coptic-speaking Egyptians viewed 
their textiles and whether or not we can gain any insights concerning the overlap (or lack 
thereof) between the archaeological and textual records. After examining some of the chal-
lenges presented by Late Antique textiles from Egypt, this essay will turn to the textual 
evidence for different clothing types, as the way Coptic speakers themselves categorized 
these textiles may provide us with a path forward in terms of how they should be studied 
and understood. One caveat is that the divisions that Coptic speakers in Egypt used for 
their textiles are difficult to recognize in the archaeological record, so while we can under-
stand how the population described their textiles, identifying precisely what they meant 
remains elusive.

PROBLEMATIZING LATE ANTIQUE TEXTILES FROM EGYPT

The term “Coptic” is usually used to describe Late Antique textiles that are thought to 
come from Egypt (e.g., fig. 16.1). Increasingly, however, scholars have expressed concerns 
about this term. The website Textile-Dates, for instance, which has assembled textiles giv-
en radiocarbon dates, uses the terms “antique, Roman, late antique, early medieval, early 
Islamic, early Byzantine, and Central Asian” and notes, “we deliberately avoid the term 
‘Coptic.’”1 Since “Coptic” is usually thought to denote material culture used in Egypt by 
Christians, the term separates “Coptic” art from “pagan” or “Muslim” art in Egypt, a dis-
tinction that is difficult to support when the material culture is examined. As I have argued 
elsewhere, it is far better to use chronological rather than cultural distinctions, particular-
ly as the latter remain unclear in periods of transition, such as Late Antique Egypt. The 
matter is further complicated by the fact that scholars do not agree about the duration 

1 https://www.iak.uni-bonn.de/christliche-archaeologie/en/research/textile-research/textile-dates-1 
/user-guide.
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of the “Coptic” period—when it started or when it ended. Therefore, the term is fuzzy 
not only culturally but also temporally. It does not help that many textiles appeared on 
the antiquities market in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when cemeteries 
such as those at Akhmim and Antinoe were systematically looted by treasure hunters 
and explored by early “excavators” who, in their desire to acquire textiles, were not really 
concerned about where the objects they acquired actually came from and therefore did not 
take the stratigraphy into account. Their interest was in acquiring decorated textiles, not 
in their historical context or dating.2 Indeed, the looting of cemeteries for textiles contin-
ues to be an issue.3 As a result, the majority of textiles identified as “Coptic” do not have 
a known provenience. They are assumed to be from Egypt despite the fact that textiles 
found in archaeological contexts in other areas of the world, such as Syria, Iraq, and Nubia, 
can appear similar to Egyptian textiles either because of shared styles or the influence of 
imports.4 In her study of textiles from Akhmim in the British Museum, O’Connell brought 
attention to the problem of attributing textiles to Akhmim if they did not necessarily come 
from there. Her solution to this difficulty was to look carefully at the acquisition histories 
of the textiles to see whether they fit with a possible origin at that site.5 Fluck has argued 
that certain stylistic characteristics might indicate that some textiles were produced in 

2 Müller 2005, 2009; Pritchard 2006, 1; O’Connell 2008; Fluck 2012, 2013; Smalley 2012; 2014, 82–83; 2015; 
Greiner 2015; Kristensen 2015, 263, 265–66; Rooijakkers 2016, 3, 155 –56; Orfinskaya and Tolmacheva 
2017, 22; Kelley 2018, 41, 43–47; Brøns, Vanden Berghe, and Skals 2019, 24; Quertinmont 2019, 10–12, 15; 
Szymaszek and Lovén 2019; el-Sayed 2020, 29, 34–35.
3 Letellier-Willemin 2014, 49.
4 See Vorderstrasse 2018.
5 O’Connell 2008.

Figure 16.1. “Typical” Late Antique textile, probably a fragment of a tunic, museum dated to 
the late third to fifth century ce. Linen with wool tapestry weave. Metropolitan Museum of Art 

89.18.95. Collected by Theodor Graf. Purchased by subscription, 1889. Open access image.
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Antinoe,6 but this view will need to be tested further as more archaeological material from 
the site is published.

While many studies have focused on trying to reconstruct these older excavations, 
they face challenges because of the nature of the archaeological methods and recording 
and collection practices used at the time.7 Textiles from a number of modern excavations 
also have yet to be published fully.8 Nevertheless, the archaeological evidence indicates 
that textiles have been found primarily in burials. The deceased were often buried with 
multiple layers of clothing, either wearing them or wrapped in them as shrouds, and in 
many instances clothes and furnishings were reused.9 In other cases individuals were bur-
ied in highly decorated wooden coffins, and at some sites, such as Tebtunis, the use of 
coffins was very common for both adults 
and children.10 But intact burials excavated 
in modern times remain rare.11

The lack of concern for the provenience 
and excavation methodologies of textiles 
during older excavations meant that when it 
came time to date the textiles (e.g., fig. 16.2), 
one was unable to date them archaeologi-
cally. As a result, scholars who study Late 
Antique textiles from Egypt have usually 
made certain art historical assumptions 
about their dating (e.g., fig. 16.3).12 When 
textiles started to be dated using radiocar-
bon methods, it became evident that many 
textiles had been assumed to be earlier than 
they actually were, in some cases by several 
hundred years. In other instances, the tex-
tiles were dated too late, although such cas-
es are more unusual.13 Radiocarbon dates 

6 Fluck 2012; Greiner 2015, 56–57, 61.
7 Nauerth 1996; Kajitani 2006; Müller 2007; 2009, 172–73; van Strydonck et al. 2011; Smalley 2015; Rooi-
jakkers 2016, 157; Pleşa 2017; Huber with Nauerth 2018; Davies 2020; Mérat 2020.
8 Czaja-Szewczak 2005, 209–10; Redmount 2005, 2007; Cortopassi 2006; Heikkinen 2012; Lösch, Hower- 
Tilmann, and Zink 2012; Yohe, Gardner, and Heikennen 2012; Letellier-Willemin 2013, 2020; Orfinskaya 
and Tolmacheva 2017.
9 Redmount 2005; Lösch, Hower-Tilmann, and Zink 2012, 31–32; Yohe, Gardner, and Heikennen. 2012, 
119, 121–22; Rooijakkers 2016, 169–70; Davies 2020; Elias 2020, 457–58, table 11; Mace 2020, 500; Mérat 
2020, 444, 447, 504–5.
10 Huber with Nauerth 2018.
11 Fluck 2015, 116.
12 Greiner 2015, 18–19; Kristensen 2015, 267.
13 van Strydonck, de Moor, and Bénazeth 2004; van Strydonck et al. 2011, 241; van Strydonck and 
Bénazeth 2014; Kristensen 2015, 278; Bénazath et al. 2016, 1571–72; Mérat 2016, 1483; Kelley 2018, 47–55; 
Brøns, Vanden Berghe, and Skals 2019, 28–29. See, e.g., von Falck and Lichtwark 1996, 375, cat. no. 427, 
dated to the eighth to tenth centuries and the same textile published in Fluck, Helmecke, and O’Connell 
2015, cat. no. 206, radiocarbon dated to 1024–1215.

Figure 16.2. Richly decorated tunic, 
radio carbon dated to 660–870 ce. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 12.185.2. Gift of 
Maurice Nahman, 1912. Open access image.
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are not precise, however; they 
give a range rather than a precise 
date, and this imprecision means 
that one often cannot differentiate 
the chronology of textiles too fine-
ly.14 In one instance, textiles were 
dated on the basis of a single coin 
in a burial to the mid-fifth to sixth 
century ce.15 Dating material cul-
ture on the basis of a single coin 
is problematic because coins can 
stay in circulation for some time 
or be accidentally dropped. The 
dating of textiles remains opaque 
even in some modern excavations. 
At the site of Deir el-Bachit, the 
excavators argued that the buri-
al of a young female, a pregnant 
victim of homicide, was later than 
the other burials (dated to the 
sixth to tenth centuries ce) based 
on the archaeological context and 
the textiles, but the latter have not 
been published, so a confirmation 
is not possible.16 Because of con-
cerns about dating, Dauterman 
Maguire’s exhibition catalog The 
Rich Life and the Dance: Weav-
ings from Roman, Byzantine, and 
Islamic Egypt did not date any of 
the textiles in the collection.17 Al-
though such an approach acknowledges the problem of dating the textiles, ignoring the 
dates currently assigned to them does not really help matters.

TEXTILE TERMS IN COPTIC TEXTS

While understanding actual Late Antique textiles is problematic, Coptic terms for textiles 
give us information about how individuals in Late Antique Egypt categorized and under-
stood them.18 It can be challenging to identify these terms with actual textiles or depictions 

14 Kristensen 2015, 268.
15 Mace 2020, 487–88; Mérat 2020, 443, 450.
16 Lösch, Hower-Tilmann, and Zink 2012, 38.
17 Dauterman Maguire 1999, 8.
18 For a list of terms, see Boud’hors 1997.

Figure 16.3. Wall hanging, museum dated to 
the fifth to sixth century ce. Linen with wool. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 22.124.4. Gift of 

Arthur S. Vernay. Open access image.
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of textiles. It is not clear what, precisely, the textile terms refer to—whether an actual 
textile or perhaps features of textiles, including the way textiles were worn, the material 
they were manufactured from, or potentially the gender of the intended wearer. Further, 
textile terms can apply to multiple types of textiles, and multiple textile terms are used to 
refer to a single type of textile.19 As Wild and Droß-Krüpe have correctly noted, people of 
antiquity knew what they meant by the textile terms they used, but we do not.20 Moreover, 
since they were written down in a nonliterate society, the terms also describe textiles used 
by only certain groups in society.21 In other cases, such as in Nubia, we do not know what 
terms individuals used for textiles.22 

Coptic textile and color terms can be divided into two types: Greek terms and local 
Egyptian terms. Textile terms appear frequently in Coptic texts, including many loanwords 
that come from Greek and Latin.23 In addition to the actual names of garments, there are 
descriptors that provide additional information about the textiles. A popular description 
of textiles categorizes them according to their physical appearance, such as their color or 
decoration.24 Other information includes the age and gender of the wearer or whether the 
garments are specialized ones worn by certain groups in society, such as monks.25 But one 
can see differences between literary and papyrological texts that describe those monks’ 
dress. Literary texts use terms for textiles that people believed monks wore, but in papyri 
the textile terms appear to refer to clothes that were worn by both men and women rather 
than any specialized group and largely cannot be associated with only monastic dress.26 
Literary sources attest to textile terms for the types of clothing in which monks were sup-
posed to be buried, but finding archaeological correlates to these textile terms is difficult.27 
There are, however, shirts that, based on their findspots, may have been typically worn by 
monks.28 It is possible that different names for tunics differentiated between liturgical and 
secular clothing.29

COPTIC TEXTILE TERMINOLOGY AND SELF-REPRESENTATION:  
COLOR AND DECORATION 

A number of documentary texts list textiles together, including CPR XII.1 and CPR XII.2 
(both seventh/eighth century  ce). These texts are important because they list textiles 

19 Russo 2004, 137, 141; Magoula 2008, 128, 233; Letellier-Willemin 2011, 87; Harlow and Nosch 2014, 10, 
15; Droß-Krüpe 2017, 300; Gaspa, Michel, and Nosch 2017, 20; Kelley 2018, 49. For textile terms in Greek 
papyri and discussions of actual textiles, see Mossakowska-Gaubert 2017.
20 Wild and Droß-Krüpe 2017, 303.
21 Magoula 2008, 233.
22 Innemée 1992, 172.
23 Hasitzka 2000, 31; Froschauer 2007, 698.
24 Cleland 2005a, 44 –45; Harlow and Nosch 2014, 15.
25 Innemée 1992; Mossakowska 1996; Mossakowska-Gaubert 2004; 2015, 43; Torallas Tovar 2007; Giorda 
2011.
26 Mossakowska 1996, 31–36; Mossakowska-Gaubert 2004; 2017, 324, 336–38; Rooijakkers 2016, 285–86.
27 Bechtold 2008, 87–89.
28 Bechtold 2008, 86–87.
29 Rooijakkers 2016, 286.
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together with descriptors that provide information about the textiles’ color and prove-
nience, as well as the gender and age of their wearers. Other texts, such as wills and 
church inventory lists, are also important. Studies of Coptic textile and color terms have 
largely restricted themselves to listing the terms and then, in some instances, trying to 
find parallels among actual textiles, whereas the present study looks at the descriptors 
present in these texts, as well as single mentions in other texts that may help us under-
stand these descriptors. The texts indicate that textiles used by Coptic speakers were cat-
egorized according to a number of colors, particularly different shades of red. There were 
also colors associated with plants, animals, and minerals, such as cypresses, dates, milk, 
honey, apples, lead (white), crabs (red), lemons, saffron, leeks, and mice. And some colors 
are further described as shimmering.30 General color words are limited, and it is unclear 
what they necessarily meant.31 Outside of Coptic-language documentary texts, color terms 
inspired by the natural world are used to describe textiles.32 On the other hand, some of 
these colors are described as shimmering, which is not something that we find in docu-
mentary texts.33 Similar colors appear in Greek papyri,34 as well as in Latin papyri from 
Byzantine Ravenna.35 The fact that others are given a provenience suggests that certain 
regions were associated with certain colors.36 Evidently, it was important to indicate the 
colors of textiles.37 Some of these colors also refer to the origin of the textiles,38 though the 
topographical information is likely not necessarily where the textile was produced. Such 
geographic designations can also indicate the type of textile being produced or its quality, 
rather than its origin.39

The colors of actual textiles (e.g., fig. 16.4) support the variety of colors listed in the 
papyrological evidence. There are examples of green, red, purple, and yellow—all colors 
that were popular for both adults and children.40 And there are, of course, many examples 
of decorated textiles, including clothing and household furnishings,41 which also are at-
tested in various textile lists, where they are sometimes described as having the decorated 
borders or patterns that appear on actual textiles.42 Terms for decoration on textiles could 
also refer to certain textiles,43 again suggesting that terms could have multiple uses and 
meanings depending on the context. The noun ϫⲱⲕⲉ and the adjective ϫⲏϭⲉ (also spelled 

30 See, e.g., CPR XII.2; Froschauer 2007, 699–701.
31 Schenkel 2007, 211; 2019, 35 –36.
32 Brysbaert 2002, 127.
33 Simmons Stager 2012, 57 –59.
34 Droß-Krüpe 2017, 297–99.
35 Magoula 2018, table 1.1.
36 Froschauer 2007, 700, 706–7.
37 Cleland 2005a, 80–81.
38 See, e.g., CPR XII.2; Letellier-Willemin 2011, 87.
39 Harlow and Nosch 2014, 15–16; Gaspa, Michel, and Nosch 2017, 21.
40 Bogensperger 2014; Bühl and Dospěl Williams 2019, https://www.doaks.org/resources/textiles/ catalogue 
/BZ .1953.2.1. For a bright-red tunic, see https:// collections .vam.ac.uk/item/O119593/tunic-unknown/.
41 Wild and Droß-Krüpe 2017, 308 .
42 Cleland 2003, 102; 2005a, 99–100; 2005b, 92. See, e.g., P. Ryl. Copt. 243, which describes embroidered 
and brocaded textiles.
43 Szymaszek 2017, 485–87.
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ϫⲏⲕⲉ) are translated in a vari-
ety of ways—the noun usually as 
“purple” or, more generally, “dye” 
and the adjective as “dyed.” Al-
though the word is sometimes 
used to translate the Greek word 
for “purple” in New Testament 
Coptic translations, the fact that 
in more general usage it indicates 
“purple” in some cases and “dye” 
in others suggests it had multiple 
meanings.44 Scalf has noted that 
the word is derived from Demot-
ic ṯk “colored illustration,” attest-
ed in the Ptolemaic papyrus from 
Edfu known as Papyrus Ryerson,45 
an etymology that suggests it re-
ferred in some instances to deco-
ration rather than something that 
was purple or dyed.

GENDERED TEXTILES 

Textile lists also differentiate textiles on the basis of gender, but most lists do not speci-
fy whether a given textile was worn by someone of a particular gender or age. Further, 
certain textile types may have been worn by persons of one gender or another, and the 
difference in form would have been evident to the individuals involved, even if it is not 
obvious today.46 It is difficult to differentiate gender in actual clothing forms.47 Moreover, 
in Greek papyri, gendered terms are rare, leading to the suggestion that it was the textile 
term and the color of the textiles that indicated gender.48 Coptic texts specifically note 
that a particular item of clothing is for a woman, just as an Anglo-Saxon will refers to “a 
woman’s attire, complete” and “women’s clothing” without specifying what these textiles 
were.49 In contrast, the Coptic textile terms specify the clothing type and other descrip-
tors, such as color. Coptic words are generic, and a word referring to a woman’s veil can 
also be used to designate a veil or a curtain50 (which points again to some clothing being 

44 Crum 1962; Gardner, Alcock, and Funk 1999, 65–66; Froschauer 2007, 707; Stoyanova, 2008, 100; Rich-
ter 2020, 161, 165–66. See CPR XII.1, line 1 with editor’s note on p. 44, where the editor translated the 
word ⲛ̅ϫⲱϭⲓ as “colored,” following Crum 1962; see also Cromwell 2020, 141 n. 11, 143, 145 n. 37, table 2.
45 Scalf 2015–16, 72–73. See CDD 305–6 (https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads 
/ shared /docs/CDD_T.pdf).
46 Cleland 2005a, 46, 91–92.
47 Bazinet 1992, 74; Cleland 2005a, 46; Brøns, Vanden Berghe, and Skals 2019, 25.
48 Russo 2004, 139; Droß-Krüpe 2017, 297.
49 Whitelock 1930, 65; Magoula 2008, 227–28.
50 Letellier-Willemin 2011, 87.

Figure 16.4. Purple silk textile fragment, museum dated 
to 501–700 ce. Art Institute 1907.908. Art Institute of 
Chicago Purchase Fund. Creative Commons image.
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considered gendered51) or hair wreaths that were worn by women and children or even 
both genders.52 

As Hasitzka notes, there are textiles made for women53 and others for men,54 thus 
providing an indication of gender differentiation for adults’ clothing. CPR XII.1 lists cloth-
ing, garments, and ribbons/belts for women, white and green bands for men, and a white 
covering for a man. P. Bal. 323 and 328 both mention a woman’s garment and also a 
woman’s tunic. This type of textile term is echoed in Wilfong’s study of two wills from 
Jeme, which refer to a group of textiles and other objects as “women’s things” and “men’s 
things.”55 It is interesting that this distinction is actually made in these texts, given that 
we often regard Late Antique Egyptian textiles as being genderless and do not discuss 
who actually wore them unless the wearer might be a monk. Thomas has also pointed 
out that people of different genders wore their clothing in different ways and argued that 
one could see the differences.56 Certainly, in the representations of individuals in wall 
paintings and on textiles produced in Late Antique Egypt, men’s and women’s clothes are 
similarly decorated. But there is very clearly a difference in the length of the garments, as 
women wore longer, looser-fitting tunics and men wore tunics with tighter sleeves and 
pants. Women also covered their heads, with either mantles or veils.57 P. Ryl. Copt. 239, a 
list of things stolen from the writer’s house, included not only a new cushion but also a 
woman’s headcloth. Gender differentiation regarding textiles also occurs in Arabic papyri, 
with APEL VI.388, a ninth-century ce dressmaker’s account for the sewing of a woman’s 
robe, and APEL VI.389, a ninth-century bill of sale for clothing, including women’s clothes 
made from linen.

There are also assumptions about what types of clothing might be worn by men or 
women. It has been suggested that there may be gender differentiation in terms of the 
length of clothing, with men wearing shorter tunics than women, for instance, as well as 
men wearing trousers and women wearing dresses. But there is archaeological evidence 
for women wearing trousers,58 so we need to rethink our own assumptions about what 
garments each gender might have worn. Indeed, archaeologists have noted little difference 
between genders in terms of the textiles that have been found.59

51 Kwaspen 2011; Linscheid 2011; Fluck 2013; de Moor et al. 2014, 104; Rooijakkers 2016, 165–67, 173–74, 
228; James 2018.
52 Fluck 2013; Rooijakkers 2016, 168, 174; Mace 2020, 501, 509–10.
53 CPR XII.1; P. Ryl. Copt. 239, eighth century; Hasitzka 2000, 34, 39.
54 O. Crum Add. 84; CPR XII.1; O.Medin.HabuCopt. 84, 88; P. Lond. IV 1610, 40 from Aphrodito; see 
Hasitzka 2012, 64.
55 Wilfong 2003, 213–14.
56 Thomas 2016, 43.
57 Thomas 2016, 43, 45.
58 Pritchard 2006, 49, 59; Rooijakers 2016, 177–78 with n. 109, 218–20, 222–23, 227.
59 Mace 2020, 500.
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CHILDREN’S CLOTHING IN COPTIC TEXTS

Although the gender of children is not differentiated, clothing specifically for children is 
given in some textile lists. The form of clothing is not different from that of adults,60 but in 
some instances the garments are differentiated from adult clothing. The size of the clothes 
is what indicates that the clothing belonged to children, and similar designs have led to the 
suggestion that these clothes were all worn by children.61 In clothing lists, children’s cloth-
ing is also mentioned: CPR XII.1 (seventh/eighth century ce) lists children’s belts (includ-
ing some that were white and black), as well as a purple-red garment.62 The terms suggest 
that children of both genders might have worn the same types of clothing or that it was 
not important for the writer to note the distinction. Children’s tunics include plain ones 
with embroidered necks and sleeves, as well as clothing in a variety of colors.63 A number 
of tunics suggest there may have 
been regional types that were 
typical for certain colors. That tu-
nics from Arsinoe have sleeves of 
a color different from that of the 
body, for example, suggests some 
geographic variation.64

Archaeological evidence for 
children’s clothing from Egypt 
(e.g.,  fig.  16.5) suggests that it is 
basically adult clothing in min-
iature, although it is often made 
from reworked pieces of clothes.65 
In other studies, it has been ar-
gued that there were differences 
in adult’s and children’s clothing, 
as suggested by western Roman 
burials.66 While children are at-
tested in more recent excavations 
such as at Fag el-Gamous, chil-
dren’s burials have not been the specific subject of study, which has largely concentrated 
on burial shrouds and mummy wrappings.67 It may be that the bodies were buried not wear-

60 CPR XII.1; Cleland 2005a, 46, 92; Czaja-Szewczak 2005, 203; Fluck 2010, 182.
61 Médard 2015, 99, 103; Handley 2017.
62 Eichinger-Wurth 2018, 19–20, 22.
63 Fluck and Finneiser 2009, 12–25; Fluck 2012; Eichinger-Wurth 2018, 63, 72–94, 98. For tunics in general 
and their measurements, see Kwaspen and Verhecken-Lammens 2015.
64 Eichinger-Wurth 2018, 87–88.
65 Pitarakis 2009, 180, 182–83; Rooijakkers 2016, 234–35; Thomas 2016, 40; Eichinger-Wurth 2018, 71.
66 Grömer and Hölbling-Steigberger 2010, 155, 174.
67 South 2012.

Figure 16.5. Child’s dress, radiocarbon dated to 
660–880 ce. Metropolitan Museum of Art 90.5.174. 
Gift of George F. Baker, 1890. Open access image.
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ing clothes, as is attested in other cemeteries.68 A child from the cemetery of Mostagedda 
was buried with two embroidered tunics (one with red embroidery and one with blue), 
wool head wrappings, and a blue headband. It is not clear from the excavation records 
whether the child was buried wearing the tunics or whether they were part of a shroud.69 
Children were more frequently buried wrapped in reused textiles, specifically household 
textiles, than adults were.70 There is clearly evidence for textiles being reused through 
time.71 At Tebtunis, a cemetery of the end of the eighth/ninth century was found that con-
sisted almost entirely of children who were buried wrapped in white and colored textiles, 
with blue predominating, and additional textiles that were dyed red and green, some with 
decoration. The deceased infants were buried with tunics and occasionally caps, but were 
usually wrapped in several layers.72 This is also the case for bodies at Douch, where a girl 
who was not clothed was wrapped in five shrouds and an embroidered tunic with other 
everyday textiles used as material that 
acted as a filling,73 and at Antinoopo-
lis, where four children’s burials were 
found with the deceased buried in 
multiple garments, which in some cas-
es they were not wearing.74 Similarly, a 
child buried at Deir el- Bachit in a sack 
wore a tunic and small cap.75 

In contrast to the clothing of 
adults, hooded tunics (e.g., fig. 16.6) 
are frequently found with children76 
and have been compared to monas-
tic costume; contemporary writers 
have suggested a connection between 
the innocence of children and that 
of monks.77 Whether there is a con-
nection remains unknown, but it is 
interesting that some dolls also have 
hooded tunics (fig. 16.7).78 Children’s 
clothing is rare in medieval Europe, 

68 Pleşa 2017, 25.
69 Pleşa 2017, 25, 28, fig. 8.
70 South 2012, 68.
71 Bogensperger 2014; Fluck 2014, 116–19; Rooijakkers 2016, 156; Wild 2020, 69–78.
72 Gallazzi and Hadji-Minoglou 2012, 392, 394–95, 402.
73 Letellier-Willemin 2013, 23.
74 Fluck 2010, 182–84; 2013; 2015, 217–23.
75 Lösch, Hower-Tilmann, and Zink 2012, 34, fig. 7.
76 Nauerth 1996, 91; Pitarakis 2009, 180, 182–83; Fluck 2013; 2015, 225; Colburn 2016, 131–32, figs. 1-2.5, 
2-5.3; Roojakkers 2016, 235; Thomas 2016, 40; Eichinger-Wurth 2018, 96–99.
77 Innemée 1992, 108.
78 Pitarakis 2009, 183.

Figure 16.6. Child’s tunic with hood, museum dated 
to 600–900 ce. Metropolitan Museum of Art 27.239. 
Gift of George D. Pratt, 1927. Open access image.
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but one example is a late Romanesque 
specimen for a neonate that has a tunic 
with hood,79 thus arguing that this cloth-
ing type is not strictly an Egyptian con-
vention. The popularity of hooded cloaks 
points to the fact that age differences in 
their wearers would have been evident in 
addition to the size of the garments them-
selves, at least in some instances. 

IDENTIFYING CLOTHING TERMS 
IN THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND 
ART HISTORICAL RECORDS 

Individuals in Late Antique and medie-
val Egypt (and beyond) are often found 
depicted in clothes that are usually pre-
sumed to be an approximation of clothing 
that they actually wore (fig. 16.8). In both 
wall paintings and on textiles,80 the cos-
tumes the individuals wear appear to be differentiated on the basis of gender or profession, 
and the choice of clothing color was potentially based on status81 or office—thus, individ-
uals can be identified as monks or other church officials based on their dress.82 But the 
assumption that these images are reflective of reality leads to difficulty in matching textile 
terms with actual clothing and what is found in art, leading to suggestions that the art is 
not actually representational.83 Further, there is the challenge that many of the textiles that 
have been found are just small fragments rather than the much more elaborate and com-
plete pieces often displayed in museum collections. These complete pieces are rare, howev-
er, as many textiles were cut up and sold to collectors (fig. 16.9).84 Moreover, the fragments 
are from textiles found in archaeological excavations,85 particularly outside cemeteries. 
Nevertheless, there have been attempts to link archaeological finds to ancient depictions of 
individuals,86 monastic clothing to monastic textile terms,87 or monastic clothing to actual 
textiles.88 It is important to keep in mind, however, that such pieces could come from other 

79 Bravermanová 2010; 2013, 197–99; Bravermanová and Březinová 2015, 109.
80 See, e.g., Paetz gen. Schieck and Pásztókai-Szeőke 2013, 191–96; Rooijakkers 2016, 176; 2017, 136; 
Thomas 2016, 46; Hanna 2018; Elsner 2020, 9–12; Raff 2022.
81 Raff 2022.
82 Rooijakkers 2017, 136; Tatz 2022, 214–16.
83 Innemée 1992, 7; Cleland 2003, 178–79; James and Tougher 2005, 155–56, 160; Szymańska 2010, 13–14; 
Lovén 2014, 274–75; Magoula 2018, 22; Brøns and Harlow 2020, 228.
84 Rooijakkers 2016, 156; Ball 2018, 6, 10 n. 3; Brøns, Vanden Berghe, and Skals 2019, 24–25.
85 See, e.g., Handley 2017.
86 Cardon, Granger-Taylor, and Nowik 2011.
87 Tatz 2022, 226.
88 Rooijakkers 2017, 136.

Figure 16.7. Doll’s tunic, museum dated to the sixth  
to eighth century ce. Metropolitan Museum  

of Art 90.5.627. Gift of George F. Baker,  
1890. Open access image.
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types of textiles, including but not limited to clothing. Since the corpses of the dead were 
not only dressed but also wrapped in different textiles,89 both items of clothing from daily 
life and soft furnishings, such as curtains, are preserved. And in addition to the actual evi-
dence for such materials, church inventories also survive. Recent colloquia and exhibitions 
have begun to bring more attention to nonclothing textile objects.90

89 Fluck 2015, 216.
90 See van Minnen 1992; Caseau 2008; de Moor and Fluck 2009; Marinis 2014, 57; Stephenson 2014; Bühl 
2019; Bühl, Krody, and Dospěl Williams 2019. For curtains in general, see Dauterman Maguire 2019; Pa-
rani 2019.

Figure 16.8. Textiles with images of individuals in Late Antique clothing. a, Fragment (hanging), 
museum dated to the fifth/sixth century ce. Grace R. Smith Textile Endowment. Art Institute of 

Chicago 1982.1578. Creative Commons image; b, Detail of hanging with Christian images, museum 
dated to the sixth century ce. Egypt, Byzantine period. Plain weave (tabby) with inwoven tapestry 

weave; dyed wool, undyed linen; overall dimensions 110.5 × 76.8 cm (43.5 × 30.25 in); mounted 
120.9 × 87.0 × 3.9 cm (47.625 × 34.25 × 1.5625 in). Cleveland Museum Art, John L. Severance 
Fund 1982.73. https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1982.73; c, Two figures framed by a jeweled 

border, museum dated to 450–550 ce. Egypt, Byzantine period. Dyed wool, undyed linen; slit-
tapestry weave with supplementary weft wrapping and plain-weave headings; overall dimensions 
24.1 × 28.6 cm (9.5 × 11.25 in); mounted 33.0 × 37.5 cm (13.0 × 14.75 in). Cleveland Museum of Art, 
Andrew R. and Martha Holden Jennings Fund 1979.58. https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1979.58.
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As an example, literary texts mention different types of clothing worn by monks, as 
do church inventories,91 but when one looks at the extant archaeological evidence, it is 
ambiguous. The best example that allows us to see how office might have influenced actual 
clothing choice comes from Qasr Ibrim: the body in the north crypt holding two paper 
scrolls, letters commissionary from the patriarch of the Coptic Church for the enthrone-
ment of Bishop Timotheos, who was consecrated in 1372 ce. Bishop Timotheos was a short 
man (about five feet, seven inches) who was in early middle age when he died. He seems 
to have died violently, since the fingers of his hands were curled and one foot was missing; 
this state led Plumley to suggest that the man died after having his foot amputated because 
of a snakebite.92 It was argued that he had been buried hastily because his garments were 
different from what one might expect. The body was wearing trousers and wrapped in a 
shroud, and over that a long white tunic similar to an alb and a bell-shaped cloak. A blue 
cotton veil was wrapped around the head and placed over the face, with a handkerchief 
of white linen around the neck. Crowfoot notes that the garments were not necessarily 

91 Rooijakkers 2016, 258–69, 284.
92 Crowfoot 1977. Crowfoot cites Plumley’s speculations but does not provide a citation, suggesting it 
was a personal communication. The suggestion does not appear in any of Plumley’s published articles on 
Qasr Ibrim as far as I am aware.

Figure 16.9. Examples of collected, and probably cut, textiles. Left, Seventeen mummy 
wrapping fragments, museum dated to 1–800 ce. Art Institute 1909.152.1–70. Gift of Martin 

A. Ryerson through the Antiquarian Society. Creative Commons image. Right, Grape leaf 
from a curtain, museum dated to the fifth to sixth century ce. Egypt, Byzantine period. Weft-
faced plain weave with tapestry weave and supplementary weft wrapping; undyed linen and 

dyed wool; average dimensions 19.0 x 31.5 cm (7.5 x 12.375 in). Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund, 1983.262. https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1983.262.
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ecclesiastical and claims they were traveling clothes, but the cloak is described as “impres-
sive.”93 Although Crowfoot is certain that these garments were not ecclesiastical, other 
scholars have identified them as being “vestments”94 and a “clerical cloak.”95 

Therefore, it is clear that the church inventory lists and lists of monasteries include 
liturgical clothing96 but also “soft furnishings” (P. Ryl. Copt. 238, eighth century) and cloth-
ing that seems not to have any had religious significance (P. Ryl. Copt. 238, eighth centu-
ry). One instance (P. Ryl. Copt. 244) notes different types of decorated clothing, possible 
evidence that the textiles were decorated with embroidery.97 

CONCLUSION: LATE ANTIQUE IDENTITY THROUGH TEXTILES

When one looks at Late Antique textile terms in Coptic and compares them with the 
actual textiles found in archaeological excavations and seen in depictions, a number of 
issues quickly emerge. Beyond the problems of dating, preservation, and provenience, it 
is evident that the terms and the depictions do not necessarily match. What the Coptic 
textile terms do tell us, however, is that there is interest in gendered textiles, which do not 
necessarily appear in the archaeological record, as well as in textiles of different colors and 
styles, which do. While children’s textiles are not gendered in the texts, it is clear from 
the archaeological record that they can take a variety of forms. It should, in principle, be 
possible to identify the textiles in Coptic lists in the archaeological record, but the fact that 
this is not the case suggests the issue goes beyond one of the general challenges involved 
in the study of Late Antique textiles. Rather, it argues that the Late Antique population 
thought about the textiles they wore in different ways than we do today. 

93 Plumley, Adams, and Crowfoot 1977, 47. See also Wozniak and Yvanez, chapter 3 in this volume.
94 Plumley 1964, 3–4.
95 Rooijakkers 2016, 294–95.
96 Rooijakkers 2016, 284.
97 Rooijakkers 2016, 284–85 n. 90.
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17 Textile Dye Technology in Prehistoric 
Northern Chile

Hans Barnard, University of California, Los Angeles 
Ran Boytner, Center for Field Sciences, Los Angeles 
Vicki Cassman,† University of Delaware

For more than a century, extensive archaeological investigations have taken place in the 
Azapa Valley, a fertile river valley in the far north of modern Chile, and in the associated 
coastal zone around the modern harbor town of Arica (fig.  17.1). Two cultural phases, 
identified as early and late, are usually recognized. The early phase is defined as the period 
in which a single cultural group, indigenous to the region, occupied the area. This phase is 
thought to span from approximately 8000 to 200 bce. During the late phase, approximate-
ly 200 bce to 1500 ce, other ethnic groups arrived in the region and coexisted with the 
original population.1 This two-phase interpretation is based on artifacts and features from 
numerous mortuary sites. Equating ethnicity with the style of artifacts and specific choices 
of raw materials is common practice among archaeologists.2 Although few studies have fo-
cused specifically on corroborating this hypothesis for the Azapa Valley, the interpretation 
is generally accepted and seems indeed anchored in the material evidence. Ethnohistoric 
models for the coexistence of multiple ethnic groups in a single ecological zone also appear 
to support this inference. Arica and the Azapa Valley have been suggested as the perfect 
case study for the prehistoric vertical archipelago model, in which highland communities 
are inferred to have established colonies in coastal zones.3 These highland colonists ex-
tracted and transported local resources from the fertile coastal valleys to highland centers 
of power. Recent research in the Azapa Valley, however, demonstrates that both the multi-
ethnic model and the material record on which it is founded need to be reexamined.

Two models exist to describe the ethnic history of the Arica region. The first is a multi-
ethnic model that suggests two phases of human occupation. This model assumes that Ari-
ca was initially relatively isolated and the indigenous inhabitants had little interaction with 
the outside world. Toward the end of the Early Intermediate period (c. 200 bce–600 ce), 
intrusive groups entered the region and set up colonies that coexisted with the indigenous 

1 E.g., Focacci Aste 1983; Hidalgo and Focacci Aste 1986; Mujica 1985; Muñoz 1983; Rostworowski 1986; 
Southon, Oakland Rodman, and True 1995.
2 E.g., Blake 1997; Emberling 1997; Finkelstein 1996; Keith 1998; Oakland Rodman 1992; Small 1997; 
Stanish 1992. 
3 Murra 1975, 1985; Van Buren 1996.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   483Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   483 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



484 HANS BARNARD, RAN BOYTNER, AND VICKI CASSMAN

groups in a classic vertical archipelago setting.4 The multiethnic model was rejected by a 
number of scholars who suggested a circuit mobility model instead.5 In this model, Arica 
residents are interpreted as ethnically homogenous, with no permanent intrusion of for-
eigners but rather transient traders moving goods in and out of the valley. This situation 
resulted in the observed mix of material culture associated with local Arica populations 
with that of cultures from other regions in the Andes.

Following the multiethnic model, in which the indigenous population initially had lit-
tle contact with the outside world, it should be expected that textile dyes represent locally 
available resources, with little temporal or spatial variation. During later periods, when 
outsiders migrated into the valley, some textiles should contain dyes derived from non-
local sources. While some exchange of dyes and dyed textiles between the indigenous and 
the immigrant groups can be assumed, discrete clusters of exotic dyes reflecting foreign 
textiles recovered from sites inhabited by colonists should be expected. Likewise, there 
should be clusters of local dyes associated with the native population. Textiles found at 
indigenous sites should show the continued use of local dyes, possibly with some intru-
sion of foreign dyes, while outsider sites should reflect access to highland resources, with 
limited use of local materials. 

4 Focacci 1983; Hidalgo and Focacci Aste 1986; Mujica 1985; Muñoz 1983; Rivera 1975, 2004.
5 Dillehay and Núñez 1988; Sutter 2000.
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Figure 17.1. Map of the research area in the northwest of modern Chile.
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Following the circuit mobility model, on the other hand, local goods and foreign prod-
ucts should occur more or less uniformly across the region because of active exchange. 
Given the importance of textiles in the ancient Andes, it is very likely that dyed threads 
and cloth, and presumably also dyes, were among the traded items. Exotic, altiplano dyes 
should be found preserved on local textiles, and some foreign-made or foreign-style tex-
tiles should appear across the archaeological record. Local elites can be expected to have 
owned such textiles, while indigenous dyeing traditions would have continued for lower- 
status individuals. Ethnic homogeneity and independence were maintained, and the pres-
ence of exotic goods can be attributed to the exchange of local resources for goods from 
the altiplano. A more equal distribution of dyestuffs across time and space should be ex-
pected, with small occasional clusters representing social stratification within the group 
rather than ethnic differences. 

Archaeological research in the Arica region has recently shifted from large-scale sur-
vey and excavation projects to detailed analyses of the recovered artifacts. This work 
includes the investigation of a single class of artifacts across time and space employing 
advanced analytical techniques.6 In her analysis of the textile record from cemeteries in 
the Azapa Valley and along the coast dating to the late Middle Horizon and Late Inter-
mediate period (c. 500‒1452 ce), Vicki Cassman wrote that “no ethnic distinctions were 
discerned either within or across cemeteries [and that] a culturally relatively homogenous 
group inhabited the area.”7 Most scholars now agree that direct Tiwanaku control was 
limited to the Titicaca basin.8 Tiwanaku administrators set up colonies at lower eleva-
tions, in regions suitable for growing maize and coca. The best-documented Tiwanaku 
colony was in the Moquegua Valley of southern Peru;9 another was in the Central Valley 
of Cochabamba in modern Bolivia.10 Cassman argued that “Tiwanaku influence was likely 
minimal in Arica prior to a.d. 700. Sometime later, immigrants settled in Arica [. . .]. These 
immigrants may have been refugees escaping a political and/or agrarian collapse in the 
highlands.”11 In his investigation of genetically controlled dental traits in more than 850 
human remains from various locations in the Arica region, Rick Sutter concluded that 
“there is no genetic evidence for an intrusive pre-Inka altiplano population in the Azapa 
Valley. Genetic change among these biologically isolated populations occurred through 
relatively low levels of gene flow.”12 Sutter suggested that the rare presence of altiplano 
artifacts in burial and ceremonial contexts in Arica is best explained by “circuit mobility,” 
an indirect, vertical exchange model.13 In this model, foreigners do not permanently settle 
in an area but move between it and their cultural heartland while engaging in exchange 
and trade with local populations.

6 Uribe and Agüero 2001, 2004.
7 Cassman 1997, 151; see also Cassman 2000.
8 Goldstein 2005; Janusek 2008; Korpisaari, Oinonen, and Chacama 2014; Stanish 2002, 2003, 2009.
9 Goldstein 2005, 2013.
10 Anderson 2013.
11 Cassman 1997, 69.
12 Sutter 2000, 65.
13 Dillehay and Núñes 1988.
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In ancient Andean cultures, textiles were among the prime media for social and cul-
tural identification and distinction.14 Although often constrained, the choice of raw ma-
terials for textiles, including dyes, was never random. Indeed, dyes appear embedded 
with cultural, social, political, and economic meaning and value.15 Archaeological and 
ethnographic data suggest that the production and appropriation of textiles within An-
dean societies constituted one of the most important tasks associated with authority 
and political power.16 Because dyes are directly related to the creation of textiles and the 
complex iconography depicted on many of them, the investigation of dye origins and 
dye choices holds great potential for the understanding of larger social, political, and 
economic realities.17 Different patterns of textile dye distribution can be expected for each 
of the cultural models suggested for the Arica region, and the validity of existing models 
can be compared. 

Here we report on a study of the dyes preserved in more than 250 textiles from the 
Azapa Valley and the Arica coastal region (figs. 17.2 and 17.3) ranging in date from around 
8000 bce to 1500 ce. Our research aimed to address issues of ethnic identity and homoge-
neity. It needs to be stressed that nonlocal artifacts do not necessarily indicate the presence 
of foreign groups but may instead be the result of exchange, either directly of finished 
goods or indirectly of raw materials or technology.18 In this study, we first identified local 
and imported dyes, then examined the distribution of different dye types across textile 
classes while accounting for temporal differences. We paid particular attention to the in-
troduction and disappearance of dye types and their distribution on the coast and in the 
Azapa Valley, as well as to garment types and their inferred correlation with gender, age, 
and social status. Most Andean archaeologists have adopted the Horizon dating system 
first developed by Max Uhle and later refined by John Rowe.19 Many archaeologists work-
ing in Chile use a different system, one in which terms for specific periods are based on 
regional cultural-complexity levels.20 For reasons of uniformity, we have chosen to employ 
the Horizon system of chronology21 while providing absolute dates to allow easy compar-
ison with different systems.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Yarn samples, approximately 1 to 3 cm in length, were collected of each color represented 
in 261 textiles in the collection of the Universidad de Tarapacá’s Museo de Arqueología 
in San Miguel de Azapa. These mortuary textiles represent twenty-five sites in the Arica 

14 E.g., Arnold and Espejo 2012; Barnard et al. 2016; Boytner 2004; Conklin 1996; Costin 1993; Oakland 
Rodman 1992; Oakland Rodman and Fernández 2000; Paul 1990; A. P. Rowe 1984; A. P. Rowe, Miller, and 
Meisch 2007; J. H. Rowe 1986; Wobst 1977; Young-Sánchez and Simpson 2006.
15 Boytner 2002, 2004, 2006.
16 E.g., Donnan 1978; Guamán Poma de Ayala 1978; Murra 1962; A. P. Rowe 1984; J. H. Rowe 1982.
17 Boytner 2002, 2004, 2006; Saltzman 1978; Wallert and Boytner 1996.
18 Pollard 1984; Stanish 1989; Sutter 2000.
19 Moseley 1992, 20–24; J. H. Rowe 1945, 1960.
20 Olsen Bruhns 1994, 9.
21 Zori and Brant 2012.
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region, include examples from the Chinchorro through the Inca, and range in date from 
the Archaic period to the Late Horizon (c. 8000 bce‒1532 ce). The total sample size was 765, 
an average of almost three samples per textile. Textiles were assigned to a particular period 
by archaeological context and style. Because the textiles were from mortuary contexts, 
it was often possible to associate them with a specific individual whose gender, age, and 
social status could usually be inferred. Dye analysis took place at the Getty Conservation 
Institute Research Laboratory and at the Pasarow Mass Spectrometry Laboratory at UCLA, 
both in Los Angeles. The analytical technique used was ultraviolet visible spectroscopy 
(UV-Vis), employing a Hewlett-Packard 8453 spectrophotometer, with the dyes extracted 
from the fibers into a sulfuric acid solution. Samples were illuminated with visible light, 
and a spectrum of absorbed and reflected light was collected within the 200‒700 nm wave-
length range. To identify the compounds in a sample, its spectrum was compared with 
those of known dyes.22 Selected samples were further analyzed with high-pressure liquid 
chromatography to verify the results from the UV-Vis analysis23 but not for the analysis of 
unknown compounds.

22 Claro et al. 2010; Fester 1940, 1954; Saltzman 1978, 1992.
23 Degano et al. 2009; Nigra, Faull, and Barnard 2015; Wouters 1985; Wouters and Rosario-Chirinos 1992; 
Zhang and Laursen 2005.

Figure 17.2. Examples of ancient Andean textiles similar to those in our study. a, Tunic 
and sashes on display in the Museo San Miguel de Azapa. Photo by Sally Heredia 

Mundaca. Creative Commons Attribution–Share Alike 4.0 International license. b, Four-
cornered hat on display in the Museo San Miguel de Azapa. Photo by Alexson Scheppa 

Peisino, 2007. Creative Commons Attribution–Share Alike 4.0 International license.
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RESULTS

In 592 (77 percent) of the 765 samples analyzed, the dye could be identified. Identification 
was limited by low analyte concentration, sample contamination, and most importantly a 
lack of dye materials available for comparison with the archaeological samples. Eighteen 

Figure 17.3. Examples of ancient Andean textiles similar to those in 
our study. a, Bag and belt on display in the Museo San Miguel de 

Azapa. Photo by Alexson Scheppa Peisino, 2007. Creative Commons 
Attribution–Share Alike 4.0 International license. b, Two Wari (sixth to 
tenth century ce) four-cornered hats from Peru. Metropolitan Museum 

of Art 1983.497.6. Donated by Arthur M. Bullowa. Photo by Peter Zeray, 
2016. Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication.
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(2 percent) of the samples appeared not to have been dyed but instead painted with ocher, 
an inorganic pigment of iron oxides. Painted textiles are known from elsewhere in the 
 Andes;24 the practice of painting textiles in the Azapa Valley is outside the scope of this 
chapter but deserves further investigation. Of the positively identified dyes, the vast ma-
jority were a single dye and 89 (15 percent) were a combination of two dyes, likely to 
achieve a specific hue. Although it was impossible to identify the dye with certainty in a 
substantial number of samples, three recurrent UV-Vis spectra appeared to be associated 
with unknown orange- red to brown-red dyes, which we identified as dyes X, Y, and Z 
( table 17.1). We do not know the source materials used to create these dyes, but it is clear 
that they were consistently used and applied throughout the Arica region.

Blue yarns were dyed with indigo plants common throughout the Andes.25 At least 275 
indigo-producing plants native to South America, mostly Indigofera species,26 yield similar 
chromophores, color-carrying molecules (fig. 17.4). It is currently impossible to distinguish 
between them on the basis of the dye alone. The analysis of blue yarns is thus of little 
use for the anthropological interpretation of dyed textiles. Likewise, many local materials 

24 Barnard et al. 2016; Fester and Cruellas 1934; Kashiwagi 1976.
25 Boytner 1998; Wallert and Boytner 1996; Wouters and Rosario-Chirinos 1992.
26 Cardon 2007, 335–408; Towle 1961, 46.

Table 17.1. Distribution of the dyes used in the Arica region identified in this study  
(number of samples).

Dye Primary Secondary Total

Annatto 7 7 (1%)

Annatto + another dye 1 1 (0%)

Cochineal 152 152 (25%)

Cochineal + another dye 38 38 (6%)

Indigo 110 4 114 (19%)

Indigo + another dye 34 34 (6%)

Relbunium 102 1 103 (17%)

Relbunium + another dye 14 14 (2%)

Dye X 28 28 (5%)

Dye Y 53 14 67 (11%)

Dye Y + another dye 1 1 (0%)

Dye Z 51 2 53 (9%)

Dye Z + another dye 1 1 (0%)

Total 592 21 613 (100%)
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appear to have been used to create yellow dyes,27 mostly flavonoids with UV-Vis spectra 
not specific concerning their source.28 We examined yellow yarns in this study but could 
not distinguish between different dye types; these yarns are therefore excluded from our 
discussion. Green yarns were produced by mixing indigo blue and yellow dyes. Because it 
is impossible to differentiate both yellow and blue dye sources, the analysis of green yarns 
does not aid our interpretive purposes. The most important information is thus obtained 
from the analysis of red and purple dyes, which are characterized by limited diversity and 
distinct spectra of individual dyes. We know of four raw materials commonly used for red 
dyes in the ancient Andes, three of which are plant products (annatto, galium, and relbu-
nium) and one the scale of an insect (cochineal).

Annatto is derived from the seeds of the achiote tree (Bixa orellana), native to modern 
Brazil. The red-to-orange dye is a mix of at least eight carotenoids,29 the most abundant 
of which are norbixin and bixin (fig.  17.4). Although annatto-dyed threads are initially 

27 Antùnez de Mayolo 1989; Roquero 2000; Towle 1961.
28 Cardon 2007; Zhang and Laursen 2005; Zhang et al. 2007.
29 Cardon 2007, 314.

Figure 17.4. Chromophores in annatto (bixin), cochineal, flavonoid yellow, 
indigo blue, and lucidin red (galium and relbunium) dyes.
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brightly colored, their color fades quickly. Galium and relbunium are isolated from the 
roots of at least twenty Galium species and twenty-five Relbunium species (both in the 
Rubiaceae family) native to South America.30 The chromophore in both is mostly lucidin,31 
with different sugar molecules attached (fig. 17.4). Nine species of cochineal insects are na-
tive to the Americas, all producing carminic acid that can be used as red dye. One species, 
Dactylopius coccus, was eventually domesticated but likely always occurred mixed with 
wild individuals.32 Cochineal is a superior red dye that requires large investments of time 
and labor for its production. These properties gave rise to its association with high-status 
textiles. Given the current analytical limitations, it remains difficult to identify red dyes 
to the species level.33 In the Arica textiles, we furthermore identified the unknown dyes 
X, Y, and Z as additional sources of red colors. Dyes Y and Z occurred primarily in brown 
threads, and only dye X was included in our analysis of red yarns.

Purple dyes in ancient South America have three known sources. The first is shellfish, 
which produces a strong and fast purple color.34 The archaeological record indicates that 
shellfish was always an important food resource in coastal Andean sites.35 Although it 
was known to have been used for dyeing in Central America, there is little archaeological, 
historical, and ethnographic evidence indicating the use of shellfish in the textile dye in-
dustry in South America.36 Claims that two shellfish species native to rocky bays in coastal 
Peru, Purpura patula and Thais kiosquiformis,37 are the source of the purple dye in ancient 
Andean textiles remain unsubstantiated.38 The production of purple yarns is also possible 
by mixing red and blue dyes or by using red dyes with specific mordants, the material used 
to fix the dye molecules to the organic fibers. In our sample, most purple yarns appeared 
to have been created by adding special mordants to manipulate cochineal (76 percent) or 
relbunium (10 percent) red dyes. In a small number of cases (7 percent), the purple dye was 
made by mixing relbunium and indigo.

DISCUSSION

Reeds were the main raw material for textile production early in the Archaic period in Ar-
ica (Chinchorro culture, c. 8000‒2000 bce), before camelid fibers became common. Camelid 
fibers were rarely dyed by the Chinchorro, and most occur in their natural color. We ex-
pected to find only red ocher, a pigment ubiquitous on early textiles throughout the world, 
used for the red textiles of the Archaic period. While there was indeed evidence for the use 

30 Dempster 1990; Towle 1961.
31 Cardon 2007, 676.
32 Cardon 2007, 619–35; Donkin 1977.
33 Boytner 2002, 2006; Rosario-Chirinos 1999; Saltzman 1986; Wallert and Boytner 1996; Wouters and 
Rosario-Chirinos 1992.
34 Gerhard 1964b; Gibaja Oviedo and Salazar de Cavero 1977; Jinesta 1940; Michel and McGovern 1987; 
Spanier and Karmon 1987.
35 Bird et al. 1985; Quilter and Stocker 1983; Shady Solis, Haas, and Creamer 2001.
36 Barnard et al. 2016, 220; Samanez Argumedo 1986, 32.
37 Brunello 1973, 377‒78; Donkin 1977, 8; Gerhard 1964a, 1964b; Stothert 2003–4.
38 Antùnez de Mayolo 1989, 183.
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of (inorganic) pigments, we found at least three types of (organic) red dyes used in Chin-
chorro reed textiles (fig. 17.5). The most common material was dye X (63 percent), followed 
by relbunium (31 percent). These textiles, however, were not dyed but instead painted, 
with the organic or inorganic matter applied to the surface of the textiles with fingers or 
a brush. The small sample size (N = 21), long time span (6,000 years), and lack of sufficient 
radiocarbon dates render study of the development over time impossible. A surprise find-
ing was a single Chinchorro reed textile, dated to approximately 5000 to 2500 bce, painted 
with cochineal red dye. This date is very early for the use of cochineal in South America. 
The earliest date previously reported for cochineal is about 200 bce, in two textiles associ-
ated with the Paracas culture.39 The Paracas artists, however, used cochineal as a dye and 
not to paint the surface of the textile. Cochineal was apparently available to early artists 
and should be considered a possible source of pigment in early painted contexts, including 
textiles, murals, and rock art.

Actual dyeing, where chromophores in solution penetrate into organic fibers and cre-
ate a bond with the aid of one or more mordants, apparently did not occur in the Arica 
region until the Initial period, after about 1900 bce. Samples associated with the Initial, 
Early Horizon, and Early Intermediate periods (locally known as the Late Chinchorro, 
Quiani, Tarapacá, Faldas del Morro, and El Laucho cultures) show evidence of dyeing, 
and the preferred raw materials for red dyes continued to be relbunium and dye X, with 

39 Saltzman 1992.

Figure 17.5. Distribution over time of the red textile dyes identified in this study.
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a gradual increase in the use of dye X. Between 200 bce and 600 ce (locally known as 
the Alto Ramirez and Azapa cultures), relbunium dominated the choice for red dye. The 
results for the early periods, before the arrival of colonists from the highlands, show 
internal and gradual shifts that are consistent with both the multiethnic and the circuit 
mobility models. The strong preference for relbunium as a red dye continued into the Mid-
dle Horizon, while dye X was increasingly replaced with annatto. Its use probably reflects 
experimentation with lower-quality dyes at times when access to higher-quality dyes was 
restricted. At the same time, cochineal, probably the best natural organic red dye, was 
widely used. It is unlikely that cochineal was locally produced, because the environmental 
conditions for the insect and the Opuntia and Nopelea cacti on which it procreates are far 
from optimal.40 Cochineal was probably imported, either as dried insects, as a red paste 
(grana), or on dyed threads.

The samples from the Middle Horizon revealed that the choice between the exotic 
cochineal and the local relbunium was partly determined by the purpose of the textile 
(fig. 17.6). Although the sample size is again relatively small (N = 52), it seems that relbu-
nium was the preferred red dye for almost all types of textiles. More than half the textiles 
identified here as a kerchief (an inkuña or tari), however, appeared to have been dyed with 
cochineal. The custom of burying individuals with such textiles may have originated in 
the highlands and became increasingly common along the coast from the Middle Horizon 

40 Donkin 1977; Verhecken and Wouters 1988–89.

Figure 17.6. Distribution of red dyes among different textile objects dated 
to the Middle Horizon (c. 500‒1000 ce) found in the Arica region.
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onward.41 Kerchiefs were often used for bundling ritual objects or covering the face of 
the deceased and remain a type of textile with strong ritual meaning to the present day. 
Because both cochineal and relbunium, a local dye, were found to be used, some of these 
kerchiefs were likely woven locally. It thus appears that this new, foreign textile type was 
adopted into the local culture.

By the Late Intermediate period (c. 1000‒1452 ce), cochineal was the raw material of 
choice for red dye. Bags, belts, and kerchiefs were dyed primarily with cochineal (fig. 17.7), 
with relbunium used mostly for tunics and belts. The most surprising finding was that the 
five red samples taken from four-cornered hats, representing a typical altiplano garment 
(figs. 17.2 and 17.3), were not dyed with cochineal, as would be expected in an imported 
highland textile. Instead, all the hats sampled appeared to have been dyed with relbuni-
um, showing a clear integration of highland textile with local dyeing traditions. Hats and 
tunics are items closely associated with ethnic identity, and it has been suggested that 
they are the markers that distinguish one resident from the next.42 In this context, it is 
interesting to note the exclusive use of a local dye with a long tradition for newly adopted 
symbols of status and identity. Radiocarbon dates for four-cornered hats from the Azapa 
Valley place them into the twelfth or thirteenth century ce.43 It seems that their presence 
should not be interpreted as evidence for Tiwanaku rule. The dramatic growth in cochineal 

41 Boytner 1998; Donnan and Donnan 1997.
42 Clark and Rodman 1995.
43 Korpisaari, Oinonen, and Chacama 2014.

Figure 17.7. Distribution of red dyes among different textile objects dated  
to the Late Intermediate period (c. 1000‒1452 ce) found in the Arica region.
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use in the Arica region occurred after the collapse of the Tiwanaku polity and other pow-
erful Middle Horizon political entities, contrary to the expectation of a decrease in trade 
during periods of political instability. Rather, an influx of dyes appears to have occurred 
when the altiplano political powers disintegrated and political stability beyond Arica was 
greatly reduced. Previously, resources were diverted from the periphery toward powerful 
political centers, resulting in a limited availability of high-status cochineal for residents of 
the Azapa Valley. With the collapse of the central authorities, more cochineal may have 
become available for local use.

During the Late Horizon (c. 1452‒1532 ce), the use of cochineal dropped dramatically 
and the local red dye relbunium again became the major source of red yarns, next to lesser- 
quality annatto (fig. 17.8). Once again, the hegemonic authority of the regime in Cusco 
diverted resources toward the political center. The domination of relbunium illustrates 
both the flexibility of and the sense of tradition among the local dyers who were producing 
Inca-style textiles with local resources. The two mantles in the samples form the exception, 
as both appeared to be dyed with cochineal red dyes. These mantles were likely imported 
as high-status trade items or represent gifts from the central Inca authorities.

Based on Filipe Guamán Poma de Ayala’s44 claim that garments of Inca males differed 
from those worn by females, it has been suggested that the gender differentiation main-
tained throughout Andean prehistory was also evident in textiles.45 Our results (table 17.2), 

44 Guamán Poma de Ayala 1987 (1613), pls. 1132, 1153.
45 Costin 1993, 1998; Gero 1992; Hocquenghem and Lyon 1980; Lyon 1979; Silverblatt 1987.

Figure 17.8. Distribution of red dyes among different textile objects dated 
to the Late Horizon (c. 1452‒1532 ce) found in the Arica region.
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however, support previous research indicating that gender differences are in fact not com-
mon in the textile record.46 Investigation of form, style, and weaving technology of Late 
Intermediate period textiles from the Arica region also resulted in the conclusion that 
detecting gender differences in them is difficult at best.47 In this study, the form and deco-
ration of garments for males and females appeared to be similar, but it remained unclear 
whether these shared characteristics extended to the choice of raw materials and dyes. 
Most of the textiles included in our study were recovered from mortuary contexts, where 
the relation between textiles and individuals can usually be inferred. Overall, fifty-three 

46 Boytner 2004, 142–44; Cassman 2000, 264.
47 Cassman 2000, 264.

Table 17.2. Distribution of red dyes by gender of wearer.

Sex  Relbunium Cochineal Annatto Dye X

Archaic period

 Male        

 Female 2     2

Early Formative period

 Male 5      

 Female        

Late Formative period

 Male        

 Female        

Middle Horizon

 Male 6 2    

 Female 13 6    

Late Intermediate period

 Male 4 1    

 Female 4 3 1 1

Late Horizon

 Male 2      

 Female   1    

Total males 17 (85%) 3 (15%) 0 0

Total females 19 (58%) 10 (30%) 1 (3%) 3 (9%)
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samples could be associated with the sex of the individual, allowing examination of gen-
der differences. As was found previously for form and decoration, dyes appeared not to be 
gender specific. From the Initial period until the Middle Horizon, when relbunium was the 
red dye of choice, the textiles of both males and females were predominantly dyed with 
relbunium. This lack of differentiation seems to have continued into the Late Intermediate 
period, although the red dye of choice had changed to cochineal (fig. 17.5). The number of 
Late Horizon textiles was too small to test Guamán Poma de Ayala’s statements on gender 
differences in Inca textiles.

Age differences for dye distribution patterns were also examined. It was possible to 
determine the age of individuals associated with seventy-six textile samples (table 17.3). 
Individuals were separated into two age groups: adults and subadults. Previous research 
has shown that subadults in the Arica region during the Late Intermediate period had less 
decorative garments.48 Resource investment in terms of dyes was probably limited in the 
case of children, with highly valued dyes and dyed textiles reserved for adults. Although 
the numbers in our study are small, there seems to be no difference in textile dyes between 
the two age groups until the Middle Horizon. During the Middle Horizon and the Late In-
termediate period, textiles for adults were dyed more frequently compared to the textiles 
associated with subadults. Furthermore, the highly valued cochineal was found more often 
in textiles associated with adults. From the dye distribution patterns across gender and age 
groups, it appears that social differentiation was relatively limited.

Previous studies of the relation of Late Intermediate textiles with subsistence practices 
have revealed clear differences in the energy expenditure for textile production.49 Textiles 
from coastal and inland contexts shared an overall style but clearly differed in their overall 
quality. Coastal textiles were generally made with finer yarns, higher weaving densities 
(thread counts), and a larger number of colors in individual garments. Decorated tunics 
appeared in higher numbers, and garments showed a lower frequency of wear, tear, and 
repair. Inland textiles were generally of a lower quality. In our study, we found that the dye 
distribution during this period followed a similar pattern. Coastal textiles appeared to be 
dyed primarily with cochineal, while inland textiles were dyed primarily with relbunium 
(fig.  17.9), suggesting that although the entire region likely shared access to cochineal, 
communities on the coast had better access to the dye or to cochineal-dyed products. It 
may be that marine resources such as fish, shells, and guano were exchanged with out-
siders for exotic items such as cochineal.50 The striking presence of better-quality dyes in 
coastal communities seems to demonstrate their control over the trade and the fact that 
they were able to capitalize on this advantage, at least in terms of textiles.

CONCLUSIONS

While aware of the existence of different temporal seriation methods, as well as specif-
ic chronologies for the Arica region, we followed the Andean system of horizons and 
intermediate periods. This system allows for temporal comparison with major events 

48 Cassman 1997.
49 Cassman 1997.
50 Shady Solis, Haas, and Creamer 2001.
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elsewhere, such as the rise and fall of the Tiwanaku and Inca cultural and political spheres 
of influence. We described the two models put forward to explain the relationship between 
the inhabitants of the Azapa Valley and the outside world. The actual textile dye distribu-
tion in the Arica region shows no significant geographic clusters and a long continuity 
of dyeing traditions. While relbunium was always widely used, the frequency of its use 
dropped when the better-quality and higher-status cochineal dye became available. When 
the availability of cochineal again decreased, the use of relbunium bounced back. Relative-
ly poor-quality red dyes, first dye X and later annatto, represent minor dyeing practices in 
the region, most likely supplying dyed materials to those on the economic margins. Their 
use also seems to reflect continued interest in experimentation to create red textiles. The 
strongest differentiation appeared to be related to differences in status and access to eco-
nomic resources, suggesting that dye choice was a class rather than an ethnic issue.

Table 17.3. Distribution of red dyes by age of wearer.

Sex  Relbunium Cochineal Annatto Dye X

Archaic period

 Subadult 2     2

 Adult 2     2

Early Formative period

 Subadult 4      

 Adult 6      

Late Formative period

 Subadult        

 Adult        

Middle Horizon

 Subadult 10 1 1   

 Adult 12 7 1   

Late Intermediate period

 Subadult 1 5    

 Adult 8 7

Late Horizon

 Subadult 2      

 Adult 2 1    

Total subadults 19 (68%) 6 (21%) 1 (4%) 2 (7%)

Total adults 30 (63%) 15 (31%) 1 (2%) 2 (4%)
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The distribution patterns of textile dyes support the notion that no Tiwanaku or 
other altiplano colonies existed in the Arica region. Another study comparing the Arica 
and the Moquequa regions concluded that, despite their relative proximity and physical 
similarities, the two regions interacted vastly differently with the outside world.51 While 
Moquequa was directly colonized by Tiwanaku,52 it seems that Arica remained under 
local control and had contact with the outside world only through trade.53 Although the 
data presented here represent but a narrow segment of the entire material record from 
the Arica region, they provide support to the arguments previously put forth about the 
independent nature of the region and the validity of the circuit mobility model.54 Some 
have suggested that instead of building isolated colonies, Tiwanaku administrators en-
tered and colonized the Arica region by imposing a powerful ruling elite.55 Paul Goldstein 
suggested that “the idea of enclaves of Tiwanaku ruling elite imposed on a Cabuza sub-
strata could explain the wide adaptation of Tiwanaku style and cultural practice [in Mo-
quegua].”56 The presence of a limited number of individual Tiwanaku ruling elites in the 
Azapa Valley would be difficult to prove archaeologically and might not be visible in 
the data on textile dyes. Local dyers, however, eagerly adopted outside techniques and 

51 Sutter 2000.
52 Goldstein 1993, 2000, 2005, 2013.
53 Korpisaari, Oinonen, and Chacama 2014.
54 Cassman 2000; Sutter 2000.
55 Berenguer Rodríguez and Dauelsberg Hahmann 1989, 151; Focacci Aste 1981, 70.
56 Goldstein 2003, 156.

Figure 17.9. Distribution of red textile dyes at coastal and inland sites in the Arica 
region during the Late Intermediate period and Late Horizon (c. 1000‒1532 ce).
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traditions across the board. The use of cochineal to dye kerchiefs, for example, increased 
from 59 percent in the Middle Horizon to 95 percent in the Late Intermediate period, 
while kerchiefs dyed with cochineal are found in all contexts of Late Intermediate sites. 
Cochineal and relbunium were not found to be exclusively associated with textile forms 
that can be assigned to foreign colonists in the Arica region. On the contrary, the four- 
cornered hats that are so strongly associated with highland cultures were dyed  exclusively 
with relbunium, the local dye resource, during the Late Intermediate period. The overall 
pattern suggests that dye selection was based on factors such as the dyer’s preferences 
and the availability of resources, not on differences of dyeing traditions within the dis-
tinct cultural groups simultaneously occupying the region. It did prove impossible to find 
patterns of dye distribution identifying detached foreign elites. If indeed a few  Tiwanaku 
individuals resided within the Arica region during the Late Intermediate period and Late 
Horizon, they were likely not representing a dominating culture or social strata and were 
not acting as rulers. Instead, we interpret the even distribution across textile types and 
cultural boundaries as evidence for trade and exchange. The material record, including 
textiles and textile dyes, indicates that the region was never dominated by outsiders but 
instead maintained its independence throughout prehistory, in contrast to most other 
regions in the ancient Andes.

ABBREVIATIONS

N number of samples
UCLA University of California, Los Angeles
UV-Vis ultraviolet visible spectroscopy
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18 Looking at, Trying on, and Giving Away  
Other People’s Clothes

Ann C. Gunter 
Northwestern University

He had never worn the most expensive suit and shirt that he owned. They had 
been gifts from Charlotte on his last birthday: raiment suitable for her fiancé; he 
 remembered her beaming at him as he stared at his unfamiliarly well-styled self 
in a full-length mirror. The suit and shirt had hung in their carry case ever since, 
 because he and Charlotte had not gone out much after last November; because 

his birthday had been the last truly happy day they had spent together. . . .

He might have incinerated the suit. Instead, in a spirit of defiance, he chose to wear it,  
to strip it of its associations and render it mere pieces of cloth.

—Robert Galbraith, The Cuckoo’s Calling

Specialists across a wide range of disciplines devoted to studying the ancient world 
surely owe a substantial debt to the field of dress studies. In only a few decades, it has 
generated a wealth of new sources for reconstructing many details of social, economic, 
cultural, and political history and enhanced our ability to elaborate the built environment 
at a scale permitting nuanced observation and analysis. The Institute for the Study of An-
cient Cultures (ISAC) seminar “Outward Appearance vs. Inward Significance” approached 
the subject of dress and identity by considering examples from diverse cultural spheres, 
historically both related and unrelated.1 Building on this cross-cultural framework, I pro-
pose and contemplate a few thematic connections across some of the disparate categories 
of evidence, historical circumstances, and field-specific divisions addressed in these rich 
and thought-provoking contributions. My aim is not to disregard the complexity of indi-
vidual case studies but to affirm an inherent value in acknowledging common theoretical 
and analytical concerns across geographic and chronological boundaries.

One likely shared feature is the overall trajectory that scholarly attention to attire has 
taken in each of our chosen areas of specialization. Early art-historical study of garments 
in ancient Greece, Rome, and Mesopotamia generated interest in this body of evidence and 

1 I am deeply indebted to Aleksandra Hallmann for including me in this remarkable conference, from 
which I learned a great deal, and for waiting patiently for my written response, which draws on the texts 
the authors submitted for publication. I am also grateful to the speakers, the other respondents, and all 
the participants for their stimulating presentations and discussion. 
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its potential assistance in developing critical tools for stylistic and iconographic analysis.2 
These initial investigations were chiefly typological and descriptive, aimed at reconstruct-
ing particular garment types by correlating items mentioned in texts with those rendered 
in statuary or two-dimensional representations. Their results were often limited and ac-
ademically marginalized. Today, specialists exploring aspects of ancient attire participate 
in an increasingly mainstream research direction, an international and multidisciplinary 
enterprise that earns prestigious funding, sponsors conferences (and publishes their pro-
ceedings), and even sustains a dedicated monograph series.3 They tend to employ a more 
inclusive and theoretically informed notion of “dress” than their pioneering predecessors 
did a century or more ago, and they can also marshal previously unavailable evidence and 
new intellectual perspectives. New philological studies examining a wide range of texts 
have produced a mine of information, some of which can be productively combined with 
archaeological sources.4 Technical examination is helping reclaim some of the long-lost—
or deliberately overlooked—evidence for color and metallic decoration on statuary and 
reliefs as well as among surviving textiles, permitting a richer picture of their original ap-
pearance and visual complexity.5 Fresh approaches now advocate an expansive conception 
of dress that embraces not only “accessories”—jewelry, footwear, and walking sticks—but 
also other physical and sensory dimensions of social interactions around attire, which 
could involve manipulation of ambient light, sound, and scent.6 While visual representa-
tions have long served as crucial sources for reconstructing ancient dress practices and re-
main fundamental, they can convey only a partial impression of the wearer’s (or viewer’s) 
wide-ranging sensory engagement and experience. 

In addition, representations tend to emphasize the viewer’s perspective. We also want 
to know about the wearer’s expectations and their role in shaping often-intense responses 
to other peoples’ dress and bodily appearance: revulsion or ridicule, sometimes admira-
tion and envy. Culturally specific ideas about the body largely determined the meanings 
associated with the clothed body and, in turn, conditioned attitudes toward foreign dress 

2 Lee 2015, 10–19, provides a history of scholarship on dress in Greek art and reappraises the role of 
founding female scholars such as Margarete Bieber, Gisela Richter, and, later, Evelyn B. Harrison and 
Brunilde Sismondo Ridgway; she also mentions early research carried out by Near Eastern specialists 
such as Léon Heuzey. Barber 1991 is widely credited with introducing a new methodological rigor to 
studies of ancient textiles and enhancing their visibility in the investigation of Mediterranean antiquity.
3 The nearly three dozen volumes published to date by the Center for Textile Research in the interdisci-
plinary Ancient Textiles series (Oxbow, 2007–) present abundant case studies chiefly concerned with the 
Mediterranean, Near East, and Europe, with extensive bibliography. Other relevant literature is included 
here and in the other chapters in this volume.
4 The Ancient Textiles series also provides abundant bibliography for textual studies concerning the an-
cient Near Eastern and Mediterranean worlds. The chapters in this volume furnish additional references.
5 See, recently, the papers in Goldman 2016; Stager 2022; Nagel 2023 on Achaemenid Iran; Holzman 2019 
on textiles from Phrygian Gordion; and Nunn and Piening 2020 on color in Mesopotamian sculpture. 
6 Recent contributions, with bibliography, include Lee 2015; Squire 2016; Thomason 2016, with special 
reference to the Neo-Assyrian Empire; Gawlinski 2017; Selz 2019; Neumann and Thomason 2022; as well 
as Thomason, chapter 11 in this volume. On phenomenological approaches in dress studies devoted to 
ancient Mesoamerica, see Orr and Looper 2014, xxx–xxxiii. Elsner 2007 offers a pioneering contribution 
to notions of gendered viewing.
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practices.7 Mireille M. Lee refers to these embodied lenses in considering the Athenian 
reception of Persian or Thracian garments in the Classical period. Building on  Margaret 
Miller’s pioneering study,8 Lee notes that some Greek women adopted the cheiridotos chi-
ton and the kandys—items of Persian male attire—but did not wear them in the same way 
Persian men did. Thus, Lee suggests, “these garments have been appropriated and given 
new meaning” as items of female attire.9 She contrasts this appropriation with the Athe-
nian male adoption of the zeira, a patterned mantle perhaps made of felt and worn by 
Thracian warriors, which maintained its fundamental connotation of battlefield prowess 
following its introduction into the Greek male dress system. In the minds of the ancient 
Greeks, “barbarian” attire with set-in sleeves and trousered legs was objectionable because 
it restricted the wearer’s manipulation of garments. Body-fitting clothing was altogether 
too alien to Greek practices centered around draped attire: “since these garments are worn 
directly on the body, their adoption by the Greeks would have signaled a kind of assimi-
lation as opposed to appropriation.”10 Embodied, gendered interactions around dress and 
identity also occur in different times and places, as contemplation of cultural, political, and 
artistic responses to other peoples’ clothes suggests. 

(RE)CONSTRUCTING COLLECTIVE IDENTITIES IN AN IMPERIAL SETTING

Among the most abundant sources for the material construction of collective identities 
in antiquity are written and visual representations of conquered peoples produced by the 
ruling power. Several contributors to this volume (Brittenham, Foster, Hallmann, Miller, 
Rothe) explore issues related to the dress systems of enemies and subjects and the imperial 
forging or manipulation of group identities by means of attire.

Broadly speaking, the imperial context is of considerable interest for our topic. Ter-
ritorial conquests far beyond the empire’s heartland typically involved encounters with 
alien physical environments, whose human inhabitants not only exhibited unfamiliar no-
tions about bodily appearance and dress but also often drew on distinctive local plant and 
animal species for their textiles, furs, dyes, and other dress components. The Roman and 
Inca empires, for example, encompassed dramatically diverse environments and associated 
ecosystems. Seasonal and climatic differences must often have prompted newcomers to 
strange habitats to don suitable garments and footwear, perhaps adopting or appropri-
ating local traditions.11 In the ninth and eighth centuries bce, Assyria’s expansion to the 
Mediterranean coast and into southern Mesopotamia enabled new access to and control 
over supplies of goods traded along maritime and caravan routes, including special fab-
rics, dyes, and finished garments.12 Imperial gains thus often increased the availability 

7 Here I draw on Mireille M. Lee’s persuasive advocacy for grounding approaches to ancient Greek dress 
in cultural notions about the body (Lee 2015, 31–53, citing additional sources).
8 Miller 1997.
9 Lee 2015, 126.
10 Lee 2015, 126.
11 Neo-Assyrian royal correspondence and inscriptions describe problems for military operations in 
snowy mountainous regions, requiring cold-weather attire and tents (van Buylaere 2009; Gaspa 2018, 
185–86).
12 Gaspa 2018, 110–34.
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of a wider range of materials related to dress, introducing novel choices for clothing the 
body or furnishing interior spaces. In addition, the often-fraught political and cultural 
dynamics within an imperial setting must have generated heightened self-consciousness 
and new anxieties around dress systems and their adoption, modification, or rejection. 
Given unequal power structures, material expressions of group inclusion or exclusion— 
especially those worn on or associated with the body—likely assumed greater significance 
as a contested social space, a highly public and visible arena where control was exercised 
or resisted. 

Official representations of subject peoples have often been studied with the aim of 
assessing their value as historical sources and comparing them with available texts or 
archaeological evidence to corroborate details of the realia depicted. They are, of course, 
complex and problematic sources whose function seldom (if ever) involved what we would 
consider a “documentary” aim; yet they are frequently presented and used as “reliable” 
visual accounts. Reconstructing ancient dress through uncritical examination of imperial 
representations carries some of the intellectual baggage of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century “costume books.” Neville McFerrin reminds us that dress as currently conceptu-
alized departs dramatically from costume theory, grounded in the Enlightenment ambi-
tion to document and classify, which “described in order to explicate.”13 These compendia 
meticulously cataloged items of clothing and headgear that appeared in written or visual 
accounts of ancient peoples and, not incidentally, privileged ethnicity (and the “ethnic 
signifier” function of dress) as the dominant modality of group self-definition.14 They also 
helped perpetuate a notion of ethnicity as a highly circumscribed and immutable category, 
a concept persuasively challenged in recent decades.15 The dual dress systems in which 
prominent court figures are depicted at Persepolis—a wide-sleeved long robe on the one 
hand, a close-fitting tunic and trousers on the other—instructively illustrate the tenacity of 
this approach. They have for several decades been understood to distinguish Persians and 
Medes, attesting to both the Medes’ equestrian prowess and their privileged position at 
the Achaemenid court, despite an absence of textual evidence for either supposition. David 
Stronach recently examined the gradual unraveling of these assumptions, as reappraisals 
of Achaemenid monuments instead supported interpreting the two systems as court and 
riding dress. He suggested they were, in part, an elegant visual solution to Darius’s wish 
to express a new Persian and Iranian royal ideology and to emphasize his special claim to 
both Elamite and Iranian traditions.16 Broad acceptance of the assumption that these sar-
torial variations were most plausibly explained as reflections of separate ethnic identities 

13 McFerrin 2017, 148.
14 McFerrin 2017, 147–49, offers penetrating observations on the “costume” approach and its legacy, with 
special reference to the dress of subject peoples depicted in the Apadana reliefs at Persepolis. In dress 
terminology concerning the ancient art of the Americas, “costume” appears to be more standard. See, e.g., 
Orr and Looper 2014, esp. xxii–xxiii; Scher and Follensbee 2017; and Brittenham, chapter 1 in this volume, 
all with additional bibliography.
15 Hall 1997, 2, rejects the traditional view of ethnic identity as static and monolithic in favor of a model 
that “recognises the dynamic, negotiable and situationally constructed nature of ethnicity.” His book pro-
vides an excellent and incisive review and reinterpretation, with special reference to Greek antiquity. For 
the ancient Mediterranean world more broadly, see also the contributions in McInerney 2014.
16 Stronach 2011, esp. 481–82.

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   514Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   514 4/24/25   3:16 PM4/24/25   3:16 PM

isac.uchicago.edu



LOOKING AT, TRYING ON, AND GIVING AWAY OTHER PEOPLE’S CLOTHES 515

demonstrates the formative, enduring influence of the “costume” framework: the expec-
tation of finding in depictions of ancient peoples their essential corporate natures, neatly 
codified and materialized through their “national dress.” 

In their essays in this volume, Claudia Brittenham and Margaret Miller explore the 
possibility that the distinctive dress of subject populations so prominently articulated in 
the sources they examine was, at least in part, an artifact of empire. Both the Aztec and 
Inca states intervened in practices around the dress and bodily appearance of their sub-
jects, Brittenham observes, alternately eradicating or exacerbating these manifestations of 
ethnic difference as a means of imperial control (and surveillance?). Colonial chronicles 
and illustrated manuscripts, for example, describe the Inca ruler’s tight control over the 
dress and hairstyle of his subjects. The requirement that forcibly resettled communities 
(mitmaqkuna) maintain their traditional dress in their new homes, often thousands of kilo-
meters from their regions of origin, dramatically demonstrates the degree of Inca state 
intervention in embodied expressions of group identity. Meanwhile, Miller examines the 
relationship between systems of dress and ethnicity with special reference to the Ach-
aemenid Empire (c. 550–330 bce). Funerary monuments in the empire’s western regions 
indicate modes of elite self-fashioning that included “sartorial biculturalism,” allowing the 
same individual to appear in local dress in some circumstances and in Persian attire (or 
engaged in Persian social practices) in others. By contrast, the representations of subject 
peoples created at the new city of Persepolis in the reign of Darius I (522–486 bce) deny 
this sartorial agency. Carved images of the twenty-three delegations of gift-givers in the 
Apadana reliefs, including the Spardiya (Delegation VI) and Yauna (Delegation XII) from 
the empire’s far west, reveal instead a carefully choreographed use of dress to construct—
and also reconstruct, conflate, simplify, or “edit”—the constituent peoples of the empire, 
who are ostensibly defined in official texts by region or otherwise geographically distinct 
groupings.17 Both in the ancient Americas and in the Achaemenid heartland, imperially 
staged performances involving mandated dress symbolized the boundless scope of impe-
rial knowledge, incontestable and panoptic, uniquely capable of portraying the diverse 
inhabitants of the ruler’s vast realms.

These contributions also turn our attention to issues of viewership. Who was the in-
tended audience for these manipulated portrayals of subject peoples? In imperial Rome, 
Tonio Hölscher suggests, celebrations and sculptured images commemorating foreign mil-
itary victories functioned as crucial mechanisms for communicating information about 
these distant places and peoples, especially with public rituals and monuments in the 
capital.18 Detailed depictions of foreign battles in Neo-Assyrian palace reliefs may have 
served a similar purpose, effectively extending participation to many who had not them-
selves fought in these remote locations. Michael Seymour19 interprets scenes of military 
campaigns in Sennacherib’s southwest palace at Nineveh as a microcosm of the empire, 

17 To Miller’s rich bibliography in chapter 4 of this volume, add Rollinger and Henkelman 2009. Com-
pare the universalizing of collective identities in Roman imperial depictions of conquered foes, as Tonio 
Hölscher (2003, 10–11) has observed. We could also compare the “four regions” that made up the Inca 
Empire, made visible and embodied by people wearing regional dress on ritual occasions (Brittenham, 
chapter 1 in this volume).
18 Hölscher 2006, 35–45.
19 Seymour 2016.
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intended for the audience at the imperial center. The emissaries of subject peoples, too, 
likely numbered among the targeted viewership for some of these visual accounts, which 
emphasized the empire’s reach and technological advantage, and the futility of resistance. 
In a fascinating study that also stimulated Miller’s thinking, Margaret Cool Root conjured 
an Athenian visitor to Persepolis contemplating his depiction among the Apadana figures 
comprising Delegation XII, together with their gifts. In this way, Root could explore the 
premise that the sculptural program included a “performative agenda of a visual environ-
ment meant to engage a world of receivers.”20 While Achaemenid representations seem 
to have deliberately blurred distinctions among subject peoples as an imperial strategy, 
Miller invites us to consider that this reconfiguration—and not only the Persian threat to 
mainland Greek autonomy—helped reshape notions of collective identity among Greeks. 

To understand how boundaries around group identity and their material expression 
could indeed shift under imperial rule, we can turn to the northern provinces of the Roman 
Empire. The Roman tradition of erecting private grave monuments became popular in 
these regions among local inhabitants, who drew on this practice as a means of display-
ing their wealth and social standing. The large corpus of surviving examples, typically 
inscribed and carved with half or full images of the deceased and sometimes also family 
members, furnishes a detailed record of continuity and change around depictions of male 
and female dress. Ursula Rothe’s careful analysis in this volume shows multiple effects of 
Roman rule on the rendering of both male and female attire. One group of gravestones 
is especially relevant in this context: those documenting a new style of female dress that 
retained select features related to local traditions but departed from them in abandoning 
metal brooches; moreover, this style appeared on gravestones belonging to all social strata 
and across the entire northwestern region, eventually expanding to Britain. Unlike local 
garb expressing tribal affiliations, and entirely independent of Roman attire, it signified 
a new, “pan-Gallic” identity: an indigenous recalibration of traditional dress practices in 
response to Roman imperial rule.21 With respect to the adult female population, “Roman 
rule appears to have engendered a new, broader, regional identity in the Roman northwest 
rather than a Roman identity per se,” Rothe observes. 

ACQUIRING ANOTHER IDENTITY

In his book Objects of Translation, Finbarr Barry Flood reminds us of the crucial significance 
of dress in Late Antique and medieval Iran and South Asia through the story of Burzuya, 
court physician to the Sasanian king Khusrau Anushirvan. Sent to India to obtain Sanskrit 
texts recording Indian wisdom, Burzuya then undertook the arduous task of translating 
them into Pahlavi. Urged by the king to select a gift as compensation, Burzuya “went to 
the royal wardrobe and took one of the king’s robes.”22 In this political culture, writes Flood, 
“the gifting of robes constituted a metalanguage of power.” Items of dress could perform 
in this way because of their complex, labor-intensive production and consequently high 
material value; the physical relationship they possessed with the donor’s body; and their 

20 Root 2007, 178.
21 See also Wells 2015 for comments on the “invention of tradition” in Rome’s northern provinces.
22 Flood 2009, 11.
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ability to constitute identity.23 Clothing possessed “incorporative qualities,” Flood argues, 
that “could lead medieval elites to adopt or appropriate modes of dress associated with the 
articulation of authority in powerful neighboring polities.”24 Thus the rulers of Mansura, a 
small state in northwestern India, adopted the dress and hair fashions of contemporary In-
dian kings, while most of their population followed sartorial styles set in Baghdad, capital 
of the Abbasid caliphate. Cross-dressing in the medieval Muslim and Hindu worlds also 
involved the gifting of robes (khilʿa) by the caliph in Baghdad, presented as items from 
the donor’s own wardrobe. “Transvalued by contact (ranging from full body contact to a 
passing glance), the gifted robe carried with it something of the donor’s essence and was 
valued for its synesthetic properties, including (on occasion) its olfactory qualities, which 
further charged the robe with the presence of its donor.”25 

The often transformative role of textiles or attire obtained from “outside” is a theme 
explored by several contributors to this volume (Brittenham, Foster, Mynářová, Ritner, 
Rothe). As with the medieval examples Flood discusses, these items could comprise royal 
gifts to client rulers or to others within the imperial system. Neo-Assyrian kings gave 
gifts of special clothing with multicolored trim (lubulti birme) to the inhabitants of Baby-
lonian cities granted freedom, to a tribute-bearing ruler from the Iranian highlands, and 
to workers who finished digging with commendable speed a network of canals for the 
palace gardens in Nineveh.26 Moreover, items of dress or adornment seized during foreign 
military campaigns or demanded as tribute did not invariably end up in royal storehouses. 
They were sometimes recirculated within the imperial system, thus acquiring a new social 
life often obscured by textual conventions highlighting immense (and precise) quantities 
of gold, silver, ivory, exotic woods, and textiles. Neo-Assyrian texts provide multiple ex-
amples of this redistribution. Ashurnasirpal II dedicated “gold jewelry, many possessions 
which I had captured” to temples he built at Nimrud.27 From booty taken in Chaldea, Sen-
nacherib presented his son, Esarhaddon, with “golden bracelets inlaid with ivory, a golden 
crown, a golden necklace, rings for the upper arm . . . as a token of love.”28 Items of tribute, 
including luxury garments, were redistributed within the palace to various individuals, 

23 Flood 2009, 11–12, 61–87. On the capacity of dress to construct who we are, see also McFerrin 2017, 
esp. 153–56, on the “group portraits” of delegations in the Apadana reliefs at Persepolis; like Flood, she 
refers to early modern theories of dress elaborated in Jones and Stalleybrass 2000. For a related theme in 
the realm of popular culture, Peter Strickland’s 2018 dark comedy In Fabric tells the story of a crimson 
dress that preys on its owners; “I wasn’t interested in making a movie about fashion, but rather about the 
power that clothing has over us,” Strickland was quoted as saying (in Piepenburg 2019). 
24 Flood 2009, 64.
25 Flood 2009, 77, with further references and examples from the medieval Hindu and Muslim sphere. On 
robes as royal gifts in antiquity, see Flood 2009, 75–78, with further references. For the Neo-Assyrian evi-
dence for this practice, see also Gunter 2009, 171–74; Gaspa 2018, 127–28. Royal garments could substitute 
for the Assyrian king himself—for example, to enable his participation in processions of the gods when 
he could not be present (Gaspa 2018, 146–47, with bibliography). On gifts of clothing (including special 
mantles) from the Aztec emperor, see Brittenham, chapter 1 in this volume.
26 Gunter 2009, 166–67, 171–74; Gaspa 2018, 127–28, citing examples mentioned in royal inscriptions or 
correspondence of Shalmaneser III, Sargon II, and Sennacherib. On purple-dyed wool and other fabrics, 
see Thavapalan 2019, 180–82, 230–44.
27 Grayson 1991, A.0.101.30, lines 68–69.
28 Kataja and Whiting 1995, no. 88.
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ranging from the queen and crown prince to the highest officials and other offices, such 
as the palace superintendent and scribe.29 They were also given to foreigners: Urartian 
envoys received shoes, garments, and scarves along with torques and tribute bowls made 
of silver.30

The means and rituals of transfer could be paramount in these transactions that 
crossed, and sometimes bridged, sartorial systems. They include “gifts” that were simul-
taneously debts, expected or even mandated by the recipient: the gifts the Yauna offer the 
Persian king, like those of the Arabian and Iranian delegations, include sets of their own 
clothing.31 They could create or confirm relationships of dominance or deference, as with 
gifts of clothing or adornment from rulers to subjects (and vice versa) or tribute from cli-
ent states; they could materialize crucial gender roles and calculations, as with garments 
or jewelry conveyed as bride-wealth in a diplomatic marriage linking sovereign powers. 
Under certain circumstances generally occasioned by social, political, or economic priv-
ilege, individuals could make unconventional choices about dress and accessories, and 
even about temporary or permanent bodily marking or alteration. This entitlement often 
depended on advantageous, if not exclusive, access to another sartorial system, thereby 
reinforcing a cultural hierarchy at home. Diamantis Panagiotopoulos has perceptively re-
positioned transculturality in the Late Bronze Age eastern Mediterranean world in this 
way. Elite eagerness to obtain foreign objects and ideas was chiefly prompted not by the 
wish to participate in an “international” community of shared tastes, he suggests, but by a 
“desire to acquire an additional cultural identity.”32 Other peoples’ clothes could thus assist 
mightily in forging new social and political identities within the home society. 

Benjamin Foster has proposed that the smooth, fringed garment that appears as an 
item of royal and elite male dress on statuary and cylinder seals in the reign of the Ak-
kadian king Manishtusu (c. 2275–2260 bce) was inspired by textiles and clothing design 
encountered during military campaigns in southwestern Iran.33 We are able to consider 
how this garment compared with traditional Mesopotamian dress and fabrics and thus 
gauge the wearer’s expectations: it was probably confining, making free movement diffi-
cult, and hence most likely formal attire worn strictly on ceremonial occasions involving 
appearances by the royal family. In Foster’s view, this second generation of the dynasty 
drew on sartorial styles brought from outside to help create an Akkadian identity among 
the ruling elite comprising the king’s followers. The hard, black stone specially imported 
and employed for Akkadian royal statuary likewise derived from southwestern Iran or 
the Persian Gulf region and testified to the dynasty’s long-distance contacts; perhaps its 
distinctive material qualities contributed to the visual impact of these novel garments and 
their privileged owners. We could also speculate on the attention-getting movement of 

29 Mattila 2000, 144–45, with further references; also Parpola 1987, 35–36; Fales and Postgate 1995, no. 36. 
30 Fales and Postgate 1992, no. 127.
31 Root 2007, 188–93.
32 Panagiotopoulos 2012, 58. For other thoughtful contributions on the transformative potential of ob-
jects coming from outside, see the other papers in Maran and Stockhammer 2012; Maran 2012, with 
further references.
33 Foster 2010, 125–27, 130–40; also Foster, chapter 5 in this volume.
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this garment, fashioned from uncommonly thin fabric (perhaps linen) and bordered with 
tassels, when the special bodies allowed to wear it were in motion.34 

In her essay in this volume, Jana Mynářová analyzes instances in which textiles were 
acquired from outside not through foreign conquest but as staples of diplomatic exchange 
and marriage customs in the eastern Mediterranean world during the Late Bronze Age. 
She focuses on correspondence between the Egyptian pharaoh and Near Eastern rulers of 
the Amarna period (mid-fourteenth century bce) and on letters exchanged between Egypt 
and Hatti (and the Hittite vassal Ugarit) in the Ramesside era (late thirteenth century bce). 
She recognizes in these epistolary exchanges different spheres of social, economic, and 
political interactions around textiles. In the Amarna period, pharaohs sent linen cloth and 
garments to Babylonia and the Mittani kingdom as part of bride-wealth inventories, but 
the rulers of those Near Eastern states never requested them from Egypt. By contrast, 
Egyptian linen featured in correspondence of the same era with two kingdoms bordering 
the Hittite sphere, Alashiya and Arzawa: in letter EA 34, the king of Alashiya asked the 
pharaoh to send linen as both cloth and finished garments.35 In letters between the pharaoh 
and vassals in the Levant, however, textiles functioned exclusively as a means of payment 
for services or commodities. By the Ramesside period, as correspondence shortly before 
and after the famous peace treaty between Ramesses II and Hattušili III reveals, textiles 
had become indispensable and prestigious components of gifts from both Egypt and Hatti.

Amarna letter EA 14 preserves a lengthy list of gifts sent by the Egyptian pharaoh 
(Amenhotep IV) to Burna-Buriaš II of Babylon. The vast inventory it itemizes is usually 
characterized as bride-wealth, in this case literally a fortune’s worth of valuable objects 
assembled and dispatched to ensure that a Babylonian princess would join the pharaoh’s 
wives.36 As such, the presents would become the property of the bride’s father. As is often 
observed, the list is striking for its staggering quantities and wide range, from gold ear-
rings to ships made of cedar. Adopting an expansive notion of dress, we might ponder an 
attendant dimension. Perhaps this set of gifts was also intended to model proper Egyptian 
attire for the Babylonian princess and her servants in preparation for their arrival at the 
Egyptian court. Its stunning array of finished garments, jewelry, and vessels made from 
luxury textiles and precious materials constitutes a comprehensive set of objects that en-
abled the wholesale performance of royal female identity: fine mantles and sashes, dress 
fasteners, and sandals; cosmetics and their containers, and appropriate implements for 
their application; jewelry for hands, ears, and ankles; aromatics; tools for curling hair; and 
mirrors made of silver and bronze.

34 Peter S. Wells (2012, 2017) offers valuable discussions of visual ecology and visual complexity, with 
special reference to Bronze Age and Iron Age Europe. Writing about the jewelry recovered from the Early 
Dynastic royal cemetery at Ur, Holly Pittman (1998, 94) observed that Queen Puabi’s beaded cape, found 
in her lavishly furnished tomb at Ur, would have shifted and shimmered as she moved—a multisensory 
effect to which we might add the sound of beads clicking against each other. 
35 Matteo Vigo (2010, 293) suggests that Alashiya had no local linen industry but instead imported the 
fabric from Egypt and made it into finished garments, which then entered exchange networks in inland 
Syria and from there was distributed to Hittite Anatolia. Hittite inventory texts referring to “Cypriot lin-
en” would then designate garments produced in Cyprus from imported fabric.
36 Podany 2010, 218–20; Rainey 2015, 1342–46. On diplomatic marriages in the Amarna letters, see also 
Meier 2000.
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Responses to the introduction of foreign dress styles, which often conveyed specific 
cultural or political associations, could vary significantly with social status and gender—
and also change over time. One alteration in local dress as recorded on local funerary mon-
uments in the Roman northwest reflected a kind of pan-Gallic identity, as mentioned above 
in connection with attire in imperial contexts. In her contribution to this volume, Rothe also 
identifies multiple configurations of male and female attire that demonstrate the multifac-
eted and nuanced effects of Roman dress on indigenous practices in the empire’s northern 
provinces. Gravestones offer a rewarding category for investigating self-representation, 
social conventions around death and commemoration, and the materiality of memory. 
Their rich potential to furnish information about the cultural construction of personhood 
within a specific social and cultural setting often yields a precious resource for the issues 
we are investigating. In Rome’s northern provinces, portraits of a married couple wearing 
local attire were far outnumbered by examples showing males in Roman dress and females 
wearing traditional clothing. In some cases the men may have been immigrants from Italy, 
but the quantity of representations indicates that husbands and wives were both from the 
area. These images suggest that the males shown wearing a toga had acquired a new iden-
tity as Roman, made visible and public by adopting Roman dress, although the garment’s 
ambiguity could allow different meanings for seemingly interchangeable portraits.37 Did 
the toga signal legal identity, the privilege of a Roman citizen, or a chosen cultural affilia-
tion memorialized on a funerary monument? The converse—women in Roman attire, men 
in native garb—was rare. Locally made, and intended for a highly local audience, these 
funerary monuments provide a fascinating window onto the social and gender dynamics 
of foreign and native attire.

DIVINE DRESS, ROYAL IDENTITY, AND MATERIAL AGENCY

While the attire and appearance of humans dominate the seminar papers, several contrib-
utors to this volume (Brittenham, Cifarelli, Nosch, Thomason) also touch on the dress of 
deities and its points of intersection with royal and priestly attire. The issues they consider 
include the types of garments and other dress components that together distinguished 
divine and royal attire, as well as the occasions for which they were preferred or required. 
The examples discussed illustrate both the semiotic and the transformative role of dress 
and its constituent materials. 

In many societies in the ancient Mediterranean and Near East, Marie-Louise Nosch 
points out, the king’s concurrent role as priest, or his otherwise exceptional access to 
the divine sphere, meant that royal and priestly or even godly dress were often closely 
intertwined. Rulers could adopt a distinctive costume that signaled a particular deity, 
thereby effectively transforming into that divine being. In the ancient Americas, Britten-
ham explains, the Aztec emperor dressed as a god, as royal monuments and postconquest 
sources attest; most often he embodied Huiztilopochtli, patron deity of the Mexica. The 
Codex Xolotl shows the early fifteenth-century ruler Chimalpopoca dressed as this deity 
while engaged in battle; following his capture, he was stripped of his regalia. Stelae dis-
played in Neo-Assyrian temples show the king wearing the symbols of the chief deities 

37 See also Rothe 2020.
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as a necklace or pectoral, signifying their special protection of the royal person.38 The 
king (and perhaps also other members of the royal family) adopted special attire for 
ceremonial occasions or as prescribed funerary dress. “The body of the king had to be 
adorned with splendour—a property of divine origin that also characterizes the royal per-
son,” observes Salvatore Gaspa.39 Texts attest the ritual animation not only of cult images 
but also of the insignia of kingship—crown, scepter, throne, and weapon—and the king 
himself.40 Interactions between the divine and courtly spheres in the realm of attire, and 
the occasions for its display, were not unidirectional, however. “The unceasing flurry of 
activities surrounding divine images was modeled on palatial, courtly life,” writes Paul-
Alain Beaulieu,41 referring to the elaborate attire and mobility of cult images document-
ed in Neo-Babylonian texts from Uruk. Cult images required elaborate garments and 
accessories, which in turn needed regular maintenance not only to convey their divine 
qualities but also because they were carried in processions, traveled to other sanctuaries, 
and participated in various rituals. 

Texts and representations furnish general information, and sometimes also particu-
lars, about the special materials from which the cult images of deities housed in Mesopota-
mian and Egyptian temples were fashioned and clothed. David Wengrow has thoughtfully 
probed this convergence between Egyptian and Mesopotamian practices beginning in the 
fourth millennium bce: gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and carnelian were the principal materi-
als used for divine images and also key components of royal dress.42 Because of the high 
value or perishable nature of their constituent materials—gold, silver, and special woods, 
for example—evidence for the manufacture and adornment of cult images derives almost 
exclusively from written and representational sources, occasionally augmented by archae-
ological remains.43 Candidates for cult images among extant objects are therefore few, 
limited chiefly to extraordinary circumstances of historical accident and archaeological 
preservation.44 In her essay in this volume, Megan Cifarelli suggests we consider from 
this perspective the group of some eighty garment pins consisting of bronze lion figures 
attached to iron shafts and recovered from the Early Iron Age (Period IVb) settlement at 
the site of Hasanlu in northwestern Iran. These pins were initially interpreted as items 
of elite female adornment that presumably functioned like the less elaborately decorated 
dress pins found associated with female bodies in deliberate burials at the site or deposited 
as temple votives.45 Reexamination of the lion pins’ findspots, however, revealed that they 

38 Pongratz-Leisten 2015, 423–24; an example is the stela of Ashurnasirpal  II in the British Museum 
(ME 118805). On the royal body and image in ancient Mesopotamia, see Bahrani 2003, esp. 121–48, for 
important contributions.
39 Gaspa 2018, 148, with further references.
40 Gaspa 2018, 148–49, with bibliography.
41 Beaulieu 2003, 5.
42 Wengrow 2010, 32–38; 2019, 39–42, also citing Hurowitz 2006. For the Tell el-Farkha statues, see fur-
ther Ciałowicz 2011, 61. 
43 Seidl 1980–83; Collon 2007.
44 See Neumann 2017, 5–6, on possible remains of cult images recovered from Neo-Assyrian temples at 
Nimrud and Nineveh. Brøns 2017, 169–266, discusses candidates for cult images from ancient Greece and 
visual representations of such images.
45 Cifarelli 2017, with bibliography.
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were recovered exclusively from the bodies of victims in the debris of Burned Building II, 
destroyed during an enemy attack around 800 bce. Compositional analysis of four lion 
pins revealed an unusual amount of antimony, which would have produced a more golden 
color than tin-bronze (which lacks this element) and could join other evidence indicating 
a special mode of production.46 Perhaps the lion pins originally adorned an image of a fe-
male deity at Hasanlu, as Cifarelli suggests, and furnished a source of divine aid that local 
residents turned to at a time of dire emergency.

The exceptional materials and lavish attire of Mesopotamian cult images are well 
attested in cuneiform sources and have for many decades been the subject of scholarly 
investigation. Neo-Babylonian texts from temple archives in Uruk and Sippar provide 
our most abundant evidence for such dress practices, and to them we can add a small-
er number of Neo-Assyrian documents; the extensive study of these sources in recent 
years has provided new information about cult practice as well as the textile indus-
try.47 The golden garments in which cult images were dressed were made of wool and 
linen, on which were sewn hundreds of small gold appliqués or sequins. The remains 
of textiles (both linen and cotton) and decorative attachments recovered from the lav-
ishly furnished queens’ tombs at Nimrud have dramatically augmented what we know 
from texts by providing rare archaeological testimony for the precious materials that 
adorned head, arms, and body.48 The “Letter to Assur” describing Sargon’s eighth cam-
paign against Urartu mentions that the statues of deities plundered from the Haldi tem-
ple were dressed in garments decorated with gold disks and rosettes—a practice likely 
introduced from Assyria.49 

Yet clothing royalty in golden garments that were otherwise the special preserve of 
divinities (or divine simulacra) may have been customary elsewhere in the Near East in 
the first millennium bce, perhaps quite independently of Mesopotamian tradition. Anal-
ysis of textile fibers found on the bier of the male buried in an elaborately built and fur-
nished tumulus in eighth-century Gordion (modern Yassıhöyük), in west-central Turkey, 
revealed a film of goethite, an inorganic material of golden-yellow color. Unlike yellow 
hues made from natural dyes, the goethite film is permanent and does not fade.50 Indeed, 
the practice of dressing royal bodies in golden attire (ornaments or textiles) that was oth-
erwise reserved for the gods may prove to be widely attested among historically unrelated 
ancient societies. A few decades ago, Mary W. Helms drew attention to the quantity and 
variety of gold ornaments in chiefs’ graves in ancient Panama, suggesting a symbolic 
association with the celestial sphere. “It is tempting to interpret the gold-bedecked war-
riors and gold-covered chiefs of pre-Columbian Panama as literally clad in analogous 

46 Fleming, Nash, and Swann 2011, 114–18. Cifarelli also cites images of a female deity wearing a lion 
ornament, preserved on two objects that unfortunately lack provenience. See Beaulieu 2003, 21, 156, 219, 
for gold lion decorations on the cult dress of Ištar and Bēltu-ša-Rēš at Uruk.
47 Pioneering studies include Oppenheim 1949 and Leemans 1952. For the Neo-Assyrian and Neo- 
Babylonian texts, see Oppenheim 1949; Beaulieu 2003; Gaspa 2017; 2018, 157–82; Zawadzki 2006, 2013.
48 Hussein, Altaweel, and Gibson 2016; Gansell 2018; Gaspa 2018, 164–82.
49 Gaspa 2018, 196. For much earlier instances of golden garments in Mesopotamia and their occurrence 
elsewhere, see Gaspa 2018, 180, with further references. 
50 Ballard 2012.
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‘gold clothing’ that dramatically symbolized their association with the same celestial- 
solar strength,” she wrote.51 

The affective properties of royal attire did not result solely from the use of costly, lumi-
nous materials intended to express their owners’ special status. They also emanated from 
wearing dramatically different textiles with entirely divergent associations, whose adop-
tion aimed instead to produce the opposite effect. According to Esarhaddon’s inscriptions, 
when the king of Šubria was defeated he removed his royal dress and put on a garment 
made of sackcloth (bašāmu). The enemy king also dressed a statue of himself in the same 
material, to evoke Esarhaddon’s pity and mercy.52 

MOVING FORWARD: DRESS STUDIES AND THE STUDY  
OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

A cross-cultural framework offers a valuable perspective for the study of dress in the an-
cient world. The advantages to be gained by considering topics and themes over a wide 
geographic and chronological span have already been demonstrated by multiple confer-
ences sponsored by the Center for Textile Research and published in the Ancient Textiles 
series. In this way, a wide range of evidence and possible interpretations can be shared 
across specific historical circumstances of textual, archaeological, and representational 
sources to build an empirical and theoretical basis for this emerging field. While dress 
studies thus holds considerable potential to contribute detailed new information on the vi-
sual culture and historical nuance of many ancient societies worldwide, research results to 
date have tended to appear in specialized conference proceedings or other edited volumes 
that may not always reach the wider readership they deserve. Moreover, we typically con-
duct research within the context of our own areas of specialization, speaking to colleagues 
who share an interest, and expertise, in a particular geocultural sphere. The ISAC seminar 
and the publication of its proceedings motivate us to ponder ways that studies of art and 
material culture defined along prevailing boundaries of region and period can draw on 
this growing body of evidence without isolating and thereby trivializing it: compare the 
category of “minor arts” and its traditionally subsidiary role.53 

This task is likely to be challenging. The field of dress studies is inherently interdis-
ciplinary, often requiring extensive references to unfamiliar written records and highly 
technical studies of textiles, dyes, and other manufacturing parameters. The problems are 
partly historiographic, given the status and authority of “fine arts” categories of sculpture, 
architecture, and painting. As noted earlier, scholars still contend with a persistent gender 
stereotyping of studies of dress and ornament, conventionally linked to presumed modern 
female preoccupations with fashion and jewelry. Details of clothing and adornment were 
long assumed to be significant chiefly for issues of style or dating—associations that like-
wise maintain a tenacious legacy in scholarship on the ancient world, broadly speaking.

51 Helms 1979, 87. More recent contributions include Saunders 2003 and O’Day 2014. For the Egyptian 
sphere, Aleksandra Hallmann reminded me of the gold from the burial of Tutankhamun and the tomb of 
Psusennes I at Tanis and provided a reference to Goebs 2011.
52 Gaspa 2018, 244–45, with further references.
53 Thomason 2014 seeks to address this issue with respect to “portable arts,” often marginalized as “minor 
arts.” 
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The participants in the ISAC seminar confirmed the signal contributions that dress 
studies can make to current research priorities devoted to embodiment, gender, sexuality, 
social identity, and the political uses of material culture.54 Seeking more diligently to tie 
dress studies to the built environment, as I suggested at the beginning of this essay, could 
also forge additional ties to perspectives on multisensory experience. A closer integration 
with military history surely holds considerable potential for investigating attire and the in-
tersection of biological, social, and political identities: armor and the body, masculinity, age, 
and status. These topics are only a few of the promising new directions that future schol-
arship engaged with a theoretically informed field of dress studies could profitably pursue.

54 E.g., Strootman 2014 discusses the crucial role of attire in the functioning of court society.
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19 Perspectives on Clothing and Identity  
in the Ancient World

Brian Muhs 
University of Chicago

The papers presented at the seminar “Outward Appearance vs. Inward Significance: 
Addressing Identities through Attire in the Ancient World” and published here provide 
multiple perspectives on clothing and identity in the ancient world. All the contributors 
brought their own unique, analytical framework, of course, but the issue of points of 
view—group internal versus group external, ancient versus modern—is also a topic of 
many of the contributions. Indeed, the problem of perspective is a key theme running 
through the studies presented. 

This problem is partly a reflection of current academic trends. Early in the second half 
of the twentieth century, it was popular to distinguish between culture-internal, subjective 
“emic” perspectives and ostensibly culture-external, objective “etic” perspectives (which 
should not be confused with the “objective” and “subjective” identities discussed by  Miller 
in this volume). By the end of the twentieth century, however, it became increasingly 
clear that supposedly objective etic perspectives simply privileged and normalized Euro- 
American emic perspectives and that all analytical frameworks are subjective. 

The problem of perspective is also a consequence of the seminar’s focus on identity, 
however, because identity is rarely absolute. Actors may be assigned or ascribed identities, 
but these identities may differ depending on the context of the actor and on the identities, 
motives, and contexts of those assigning or ascribing the identities. An actor may be de-
scribed within a family alternately as daughter/son, wife/husband, and mother/father, de-
pending on the point of view and stage of life. The same actor may be described at work as 
a colleague and on a trip abroad as a citizen of a particular country. Such assigned identi-
ties or roles frequently also convey certain societal expectations regarding behavior, which 
an actor may accept, reject, or manipulate, to the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of those 
assigning or ascribing identities. Assigned identities may then be confirmed or withdrawn 
based on performance: “She/he is (not) a daughter/son” is both an ascription of identity 
and a description of performance. 

The seminar papers discussed numerous examples where forms of clothing are asso-
ciated with group identities. Ancient sources assigned age and gender identities to forms 
of clothing, as in Vorderstrasse’s paper, or tribal and ethno-class identities, as in Rothe’s 
paper. Ancient imperial and colonial authorities also used depictions of typical clothing to 
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evoke the identities of peoples, and in doing so they frequently simplified complex reali-
ties, as Ritner’s and Miller’s papers demonstrated. 

Seminar papers also discussed several examples of negotiation or manipulation of 
individual identities through clothing. Identities can be reconstructed or renegotiated 
through the appropriation and adaptation of foreign attributes or signifiers, such as the 
Achaemenid torques on Egyptian officials. Identities can also be renegotiated through the 
revival of old clothing styles and revision of their attributed significances, such as the high- 
waisted kilts adopted by Egyptian officials in the Saite and Persian periods, revived from 
earlier periods, as shown in Hallmann’s paper. Perhaps not surprisingly, “new” identities 
are rarely created through the introduction of “new” clothing, presumably because “new” 
clothing initially has no ascribed identity or significance. Also, Gleba’s paper showed that 
textile technologies are conservative across long periods of time. 

The papers also demonstrated that modern perspectives on ancient clothing present 
their own challenges. Modern scholars sometimes attempt to extract identities from forms 
of ancient clothing, but much like ancient imperial and colonial authorities, they usually 
try to create neat categories for complex and fragmentary datasets, such as the “Persian-
izing Egyptian” dress and identity that Hallmann described and criticized. Alternatively, 
Vorderstrasse showed that Coptic texts sometimes made sharp distinctions in their de-
scriptions of men’s, women’s, and children’s clothing, which modern scholars have strug-
gled to see in and correlate with preserved examples of clothing from Late Antique Egypt. 
Attempts to use forms or styles to assign dates to clothing are also problematic. As Vorder-
strasse noted, there is a desperate need for contextual dates for clothing, since so many 
examples from Late Antique Egypt have lost such dates because of looting or poor exca-
vation recording techniques and practices. Furthermore, styles and forms of clothing can 
be revived, both by imperial authorities attempting to reassert a traditional world order, as 
in Ritner’s paper, or by individuals renegotiating their identities, as in Hallmann’s paper. 

Ultimately, identity is a social project. No one individual can construct an identity 
without the participation of others. Consequently, no single perspective, ancient or mod-
ern, can hope to describe the many complex relationships between clothing and identity in 
the ancient world. The multiple papers presented at the seminar and published here, how-
ever, with their different analytical frameworks and discussions of points of view, convey 
the rich diversity and many nuances of those relationships. 
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20 Understanding the Material World:  
Weaving, Dress, and Meaning

Rita P. Wright 
New York University

The material world must be understood
as a cultural system, that objects reflect

a wealth of cultural categories, and
that meaningful patterns relate all
“objects” with a cultural universe.

—Carol Hendrickson1

Carol Hendrickson is a cultural anthropologist who studies cloth and dress in complex 
societies in the modern world. As an anthropological archaeologist, I share her perspec-
tive in my studies of material culture and texts in the ancient world. Cloth and textiles 
are effective communicators of cultural aesthetics and deeper symbolic meanings that are 
shared by communities. These meanings are some of the ways in which humans learn 
“proper conduct”2 that is passed on from generation to generation. Some scholars even 
suggest that interpretations that fail to address the underlying social and cultural mean-
ings of objects or cloth are misplaced.3 

At the fourteenth annual University of Chicago Institute for the Study of Ancient Cul-
tures postdoctoral seminar, the contributors looked at the properties of textiles as windows 
into their underlying social significance. Following the theme of the conference, “Outward 
Appearance vs. Inward Significance,” they offered portraits, drawn from a variety of media, 
of the ways textiles enhanced the societies and cultures in which they were embedded. The 
material evidence was found on stelae, seals, sealing impressions, and other remains, as 
well as in ethnohistories, historical texts and documents, letters, and inventories. The con-
tributors’ topics ranged from costume criteria in regional contexts (Miller, Rothe, Britten-
ham) to technologies of weave and color (Gleba, Barnard and Boytner) and context of pro-
duction (Cifarelli) and from aesthetic traditions adopted and rejected ( Foster, Hallmann) 
to internationalism (Mynářová). Status-related dress overlapped in some contexts where 
dress codes appear “out of place” between kings and priests (Nosch) in distinction to the 

1 Hendrickson 1995, 40.
2 Eicher 2000; see also Kuper 1973; Weiner and Schneider 1989.
3 Ulrich et al. 2015.
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fluidity of dress among religious personnel (Gawlinski) and, finally, the bodily engagement 
of cloth (Thomason). 

The papers ranged over histories of many times and places and addressed them from 
different theoretical perspectives. I draw on two topics that have been central to my re-
search. “Identity and dress” served as the conference’s central theme and is likely why I 
was invited to serve as one of the discussants. In my research, I often turn to the seminal 
works of Fredrik Barth, among the most influential anthropologists regarding the signifi-
cance of identity formation in social organization. Although his groundbreaking research 
was on ethnic identity among the Pathan in Baluchistan, Pakistan, he set the stage for the 
larger question of how interaction among disparate groups maintains effective identities 
in complex societies. 

A second topic introduced at the conference was the significance of weaving and 
metal working technologies. While Barth noted the significance of ethnic identities, he did 
not engage in inquiries into the individuals or groups of people who produced objects. I 
have used the term “hidden identities” to underscore the significance of technical knowl-
edge as a chronological and cultural indicator. Several contributors made passing reference 
to technical features of cloth and objects, while three carried out meticulous reconstruc-
tions of innovative and shared technologies to uncover function and cultural connections. 

IDENTITY—SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE AND ITS MANY MIRRORS

Henk Nordholt4 referred to identity as a group’s “social and cultural skin,” and Aleksandra 
Hallmann noted that cloth often serves as a “code of belonging to a certain group and a 
means of distinguishing the self from the other.” Of the several ways in which identities 
can be formed through dress, two stand out as relevant to the contributions included in 
this volume. The most obvious is a self-ascribed identity, in which an ethnic group choos-
es to distinguish itself by maintaining traditional forms of dress. By self-identifying, the 
group broadcasts its ethnicity and its adherence to a set of “rules” followed by its members. 
Members of the Pathan ethnic groups distinguish themselves based on genealogy and/or 
language. In contrast, identity groups may be objectively derived based on a strategy im-
posed by a state or some other ruling body as an identifiable segment of a society. These 
imposed identities may be genealogically related or actualized as an identifiable segment 
of a society using other criteria. As with self-identification, members of the objectively 
derived identities are solidified by “sharing criteria” and a commitment to a set of rules of 
behavior.5 

Recent discussions of identity formation in complex societies have built on Barth’s 
early works by emphasizing the “agency” among social groups and evidence for multi-
ethnicity in early societies. Long-term research in pre-Aztec Mexico by Elizabeth Brumfiel 
documented the self-identification of ethnicity by local groups to signal their  allegiance 
with local, Otomí political leadership by producing and wearing distinctive labrets.6 This 
example differs from Brittenham’s contribution, in which she describes imposed identi - 

4 Nordholt 1997.
5 Barth 1969.
6 Brumfiel 1991.
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fication by the Aztec Empire as a strategy employed to strengthen state rule. In fact, 
as the Aztecs began to dominate the Otomí, and as social groups aligned with the rul-
ing Aztecs, the frequency of labrets diminished. The factor of multiethnicity in early 
prestate and state societies therefore adds an important dimension to understanding 
 ethnic/ social-group identification by emphasizing difference. Richard Blanton returns to 
Barth’s original introduction in Ethnic Groups and Boundaries and argues that identi-
ty signaling has the dual purpose of establishing intergroup and intragroup boundaries 
and a commitment to a collectivity.7 Based on his research on collective action, Blanton 
views identity formation as a boundary mechanism that sets limitations on direct contact 
among social groups. Their significance to social organization lies in the restriction of set-
tings with which to create social and economic relationships. Thus, established behaviors 
have dual purposes of intergroup and intragroup boundaries in which identified groups 
are “playing the same game.”8 

Several of the case studies in this volume provide examples of how the subjective and 
objective identities reveal the underlying texture of social organization in the cultures 
studied. Based on difference and change in material culture, Ursula Rothe focused on the 
northern provinces of Rome and used contrastive examples in Pannonia and northern 
Gaul to demonstrate the ways in which differing historical circumstances accommodated 
the use of identities and the effectiveness with which they played the same game. Both 
regions lacked textual sources, and preserved textiles are rare. Rothe relied primarily on 
stone grave markers bearing names and imagery of the interred. Analyzing details of 
dress, she found ample evidence for subjective identities (or were they coerced?) in which 
men appear to have proclaimed their status as Roman citizens by wearing toga-like styles. 
An interesting gendered component raised the question of whether the apparent self- 
ascribed identities of Pannonia women who followed strict dress codes (stylistic variation 
in hats and overtunics of local tradition) had a choice in expressing their identities. These 
expressions were not uniform but do inform how these dichotomized groups differed 
with circumstances. In Gaul, the distinctions in women’s tribal style were maintained at 
first, but then were replaced in the Iron Age by a detribalized style common across the 
northwest. This invention of a classic “Gallic ensemble” in later periods evokes a different 
history and social organization from contemporaries in Pannonia. Rothe suggested that 
the influx of Roman army camps, immigrants, and merchants from elsewhere may have 
resulted in identity stress and a tenacious insistence on local traditions “in the face of a 
perceived cultural threat.” This instability from neither local nor Roman rule may have 
led to the eventual abandonment of ethnic dress in “social and cultural circumstances.” In 
that sense, it mirrors the self-ascription and ascription by others (objective identities) that 
constitute a social organization in which identity boundaries set limits on communication 
and instability.

Margaret Miller provided contrastive views of subjective and objective identities prin-
cipally based on material forms. Moving from the more narrowly focused setting of ag-
gregates in single communities or cultures, she expanded the concepts of identity to the 
Achaemenid Empire and ventured beyond the ideas proposed by Barth and the creation of 

7 Blanton 2015, 14.
8 Barth 1969.
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material forms that differ from what Brumfiel had proposed. Through the presentation of 
a dazzling array of sculptural representations, Miller took us through the masterful ways 
in which the empire fashioned a world that existed in its images of “others.” While contact 
with these others likely took place, its visualizations of costume and perhaps even identity 
groups have provided historians with images of dress of varying styles meant to represent 
cultures within and without its borders. Though false representations of others, the effec-
tiveness of this strategy was most likely impressive to those who viewed them in their own 
time as well as to some contemporary historians. Nothing was left to chance regarding the 
subtext, as it was complemented by textual proclamations in which Darius makes it clear 
that these ethnicities were all known to the empire through either conquest or other forms 
of royal oratory. The empire’s deliberate conflation of ethnicities, highlighted by Miller, of-
fers insights into its social organization. Ever skeptical and ready to reframe the brilliance of 
the empire’s strategy, she raised questions for future inquiries: Did the rigid systematization 
modulate local “historical trajectories and ambitions”? Did the individuals on the Persepolis 
frieze recognize themselves? If so, are the groups represented on the frieze a “socially pur-
posed” group for their mutual benefit, as Blanton9 might suggest when speaking of intra-
group identities? And in what ways did these others take advantage (in either jest or reality) 
of the fluid boundaries of the somewhat mismatched imagery the Persians imposed?

Focusing on Mesoamerica and the Andes, Claudia Brittenham drew on Spanish texts, 
ethnohistory, and textiles to document how cloth took on new meanings as identities were 
exploited by the leaders of large empires. Reflecting on the imperial strategies implement-
ed by Spanish colonialists in the Andes and Mesoamerica, she demonstrated the ways in 
which the imposition of social norms of dress restructured governance among the Aztecs, 
while at the same time a similar strategy employed in the Andes by the Incas and colonial-
ists enhanced ethnic solidarity. Brittenham’s work builds on a previous study by Patricia 
Anawalt, who identified dress codes on a regional level in Mesoamerica, inclusive of vari-
ous ethnic groups from prehistoric to modern times.10 Using Nahuatl terms, technological 
changes, imagery and iconographic evidence, and contemporary ethnographies, Anawalt’s 
regional approach challenged Spanish misperceptions of the indigenous clothing system.11 

In “Dress and Empire in the Ancient Americas,” Brittenham encapsulated the essence 
of strategies involving cloth by which governments imposed diverse patterns of dress and 
body adornment among newly conquered peoples as a way to drive the creation of a hier-
archical ordering of society. She cited the uniforms and ornaments of ceremonial dress 
worn by the empire’s warriors in rituals that were symbolic of their performance in battle. 
These dress codes reached beyond ethnicity into defining social groups as a method to 
establish a civic control visible on a daily basis. Alternative strategies were adopted in the 
Andes, where intruding groups transformed the multiethnic dress criteria, thereby altering 
the status and roles of the region’s ethnic populations. While their scheme was designed 
to reproduce indigenous traditions, some groups in the Andes derived a collective benefit 
that could be exploited. By manifesting difference, the intragroup interaction among eth-
nic populations likely served their social purposes in some instances. The incorporation of 

9 Blanton 2015, 177.
10 Anawalt 1981.
11 Anawalt 1996.
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past traditions as a mechanism for controlling populations created a social organization 
based not only on inequality but also on power and hierarchy, beneficial to ethnic groups. 
It was, of course, a vastly altered social organization and disrupted the social networks that 
traditionally produced and distributed cloth. Cathy Costin has emphasized the disruption 
of the flow of cloth in the Andes from kin to the state in a scheme that ensured “a person’s 
clothing would signal appropriate rank, ethnicity and place of residence,” for tribute pur-
poses and control of all “components of the empire.”12

The introduction of new styles of dress can be adopted or rejected depending on im-
perial social groups or individual choice. Benjamin Foster and Aleksandra Hallmann con-
ducted fine-grained analyses of texts and imagery to gain insights into cultural norms, 
the place of dress in culture, and social organization. Adopted styles resulted in new 
forms of dress in both fabric and style in the Akkadian Empire but were resisted by Late 
Period Egyptians. 

Venturing into foreign lands opened cultures to new forms of dress with an option to 
create fresh clothing styles. In his chapter, Foster documented the adoption of body and 
dress reminiscent of the foreign places where the official expeditions of the Akkadian Em-
pire (mid- to late third millennium bce in southern Mesopotamia) took them and demon-
strated their power. Comparisons of imagery and texts show elements of dress (garments, 
ornaments, and hairstyles from northern Syria, Anatolia, and the Iranian plateau) sufficient-
ly appealing to be adopted as recognizable styles designed to signal a somewhat intimate 
knowledge of the cultures whose paths they crossed. This adoption of these new styles and 
modifications of dress altered the way men looked, heralding their exploits into foreign 
territory. Women’s dress was apparently unaltered, signaling that women may not have 
traveled outside the local realm. The new forms of foreign (“ethnic”) styles were adopted 
by elites (conquerors and administrators) as well as lower-level persons (commercial agents 
and artists) who branded themselves as Akkadians of some distinction. Identity was based 
not on ethnicity but on a reordered view of the proper form of dress depending on one’s 
 status—that is, social identity. For example, kings wore the most lavish emblems of wealth 
and status, while military styles, less sumptuous, equally depicted rank. Foster’s compar-
ative analysis of textual sources and imagery demonstrated imperial strategies to enhance 
these hierarchical divisions among rank-and-file members of the military and the elite, 
though rank-and-file with respect to commercial agents and artists was not addressed in his 
study. The case of prisoners taken in battle followed from the empire’s engagement in what 
might be termed a “reality show”: the king’s display of skin or “undress” was trained on his 
muscular body, while prisoners’ bound hands and undress complemented the demeaning 
postures in which they were depicted. As though these visual markers of difference were 
unintelligible to the viewer (local viewers and visitors from elsewhere), the Erra Epic, which 
Foster cites, reminds us of the power of the Akkadian Empire and the state in the king’s 
words, suggesting he was the very first to do so: “I cut the clothes from the bodies of men!” 

Long-standing contact among cultures can also provide important evidence for the 
resistance to intervention of foreign styles of dress and act as an effective communication 
system to instantiate tradition in the face of contact with foreign cultures. Hallmann be-
gan with questioning the core meaning of the outward and inward appearance of things 

12 Costin 1998, 128–29.
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and challenged previous scholarship that argued for Persian styles of dress in Late Period 
Egypt. She examined what Leo Oppenheim13 referred to long ago as “superstructural” ele-
ments. While Oppenheim emphasized ornaments, Hallmann viewed stitchery and various 
other features as common superstructural elements in Egyptian dress styles. In addition 
to subtleties of stitchery, she noted stitched-in sleeves, tunic distinctions, sash cords tied 
in various ways, and shawls. The presence of these features added a different twist to the 
strategies implemented by empires in which their resistance to foreign styles won the day. 
In fact, traditional styles persisted over time and spoke clearly to the retention of Egypt’s 
sociocultural skin. Unlike the prescribed standardization of difference among the Aztecs in 
Brittenham’s study, for example, in Late Period Egypt stylistic elements signaled resistance 
and rejection of what some scholars have thought were enticing styles from abroad.

IDENTITY—GLOBAL WORLDS

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we have tended to think of our time in human 
history as unique. In some sense it is, but it is not the first time in world history that coun-
tries engaged in many different forms of interaction and historical moments when new tra-
ditions of exchange were established. In her study, Jana Mynářová looked at evidence for 
textiles as “one of the essential commodities used to maintain and elaborate” in ternational 
relations in global worlds. Using the Amarna texts in distinction to iconography- based 
interpretations, such as Feldman’s,14 her contribution extends the understanding of Late 
Bronze Age relations by revealing the significance of textiles (or their absence) in lists 
of goods exchanged by rulers. The chapter contributes to an advanced understanding of 
internationalism in the Late Bronze Age Near East during a long period, from the six-
teenth to the twelfth century  bce, when diplomatic, interpersonal exchanges of goods 
are recorded in epigraphic sources and a brief shift from exchanges of goods to silver is 
documented. This study contributes to a large literature on early exchange systems that go 
beyond Egyptian history,15 which may be relevant to understanding the shift in references 
to textiles and reformulated identification of fabrics by type, color, and specific garment 
styles. In later times at Amarna, letters or inventories and specific payments of gold are 
noted along with equivalencies in return goods requested for individual items. The history 
of these exchanges and shifts is not unlike that in periods of ancient history elsewhere in 
which the exchange of objects, sometimes referred to as “important wealth,” operated in 
“vast interpersonal networks.”16 Mynářová’s documentation of shifts from royal gift giving, 
more formalized gifting, and cloth weighted in gold appears to mirror the oscillations of 
exchange systems in earlier times when there were shifts back and forth to old ways and 
objects acquired alternative forms of value.17 These shifts appear to have been the case in 
the Late Bronze Age, when the preference for gold supplanted textile exchanges until it 
swung back again, returning to an earlier pattern. 

13 Oppenheim 1949.
14 Feldman 2006.
15 See, e.g., Appadurai 1988; Keane 2001; Myers 2001.
16 Harding 1967.
17 Keane 2001; Myers 2001; Wright 2013.
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IDENTITY—FUSSY BOUNDARIES

Marie-Louise Nosch also looked at the adoption of elements of dress and found a significant 
overlap in color and styles among kings, priests, and priestesses. How to explain similari-
ties in clothing worn by kings and priests? Contrary to what one might expect, dress codes 
ought to identify established hierarchies, a key feature of complex societies. But in her 
case study, there are no hard-and-fast rules to apply or to go to in the form of written texts 
that might provide answers. Nosch examined a range of factors that, in the end, appear to 
have been shared by kings and priests. The color purple, often a key symbolic element in 
royal dress, was shared and suggests that kings and priests carried out functions of parallel 
significance. Or did the clothing style and color originate in an earlier period when kings 
were the heads of cults, after which societal divisions occurred and priests and priestesses 
took on religious roles formerly conducted by royalty alone? Some tactile qualities, such as 
the weight of heavy woolen cloth worn by kings, could be an indicator of rank and power 
but appear to be of low symbolic value, suggesting that the state and church hierarchies 
were not distinguished by cloth. Nosch notes the king’s scepter and crown as significant 
features of “dress” that distinguished kings. These accoutrements, suggestive of perfor-
mance, such as cultic practices, won over garments’ structuring principles. At the least, 
unlike other forms of identity, the identity boundaries that distinguished garments were 
fussy. Beyond details of dress and color, Nosch is surely correct that whatever similarities 
or differences there may be in color, fabric, and performance characteristics, they converge 
on societal concepts of “power dressing.” 

Laura Gawlinski’s study of the representations of priests and priestesses showed a 
lack of distinguishable links between garment styles of priests and priestesses based on 
visual clues. Using a range of contexts that included funerary reliefs, dedicatory portraits, 
records of priesthood sales (economic indicators), and cult, she found that these identity 
boundaries were fluid. While high office in religious realms was significant, her evidence 
embraced values inclusive of gendered identities, ritual functions, and economic indica-
tors. In the end, her final “case study” presented a somewhat different scenario based on 
cultic practices known from the Mysteries of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis. This group 
differs from “other ancient Greek priests.” As I understand the references to dress with 
respect to the hierophant and the daduch, different “rules” (not fluid but prescribed) for 
self-ascribed identities of “longest-lasting” significance and aspirations of prominence ei-
ther emerged during the Roman Imperial period or lie lurking in the background through-
out earlier periods. In what way was the fluidity of Greek religious authority moderated 
by these mysterious identities?

IDENTITIES—HIDDEN PRODUCERS: TECHNOLOGY, MENTAL TEMPLATES, 
TECHNIQUE, AND PRODUCTION

An identity not examined by the contributors and certainly not by Fredrik Barth is the 
technologies producers invented and their social identities. Years ago, V. Gordon  Childe18 
noted that technologies (their physical structure and end products) reflected world views 

18 Childe 1936.
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and mental templates of the societies in which they were made and used. André Leroi- 
Gourhan,19 following Marcel Mauss,20 gave substance to the idea that culturally construct-
ed mental templates were embedded in the physical structure or production process of 
an object. The methodology, referred to as a chaîne opératoire, implied that the repeated 
gestures in producing an object were embedded templates habitually applied to produc-
tion and other aspects of cultural life. The strong emphasis on “ideological” constraints in 
production—choice of material, production sequences, technological strategies, and final 
product—as reflections of social choice and human agency in effect reversed the arrow 
of causality with respect to the technologies adopted by a society; that is, they were not 
imposed but constructed and used by choice. Numerous other scholars built on these the-
ories; for example, the anthropologist Pierre Lemmonier21 instantiated the idea from his 
ethnological studies of the transmission of technological gestures by modern artisans in 
the production process. 

An additional factor relevant to hidden producers is the relationship between technol-
ogies and craft specialization. Underlying the presence of the hidden producers are ques-
tions about the control and management of artisan production and their role in society. 
There are several ways in which investigating hidden producers provides windows into so-
cial organization. Understanding the social impact of craft-producing economies involves 
an examination of the knowledge base of the artisans who produced cloth or garments. 
Additionally, their specialized technologies provide indicators of the work of skilled per-
sonnel whose products were valued for local consumption or long-distance exchange. Fi-
nally, while also providing indicators of the work of skilled personnel whose products 
were consumed either locally or nonlocally in long-distance exchanges, exchanges can be 
indicators of the relative value of goods. 

Several contributors (Foster, Hallmann, Nosch, and Brittenham, discussed earlier in 
this chapter) crossed over into the idea of hidden producers. In that context, I provide 
additional discussion relevant to hidden identities and producers. In his study, Foster intro-
duced new garment styles whose production features impacted Akkadian social organiza-
tion, including cloth styles produced from linen instead of the more traditional fabric used 
for royalty. The processes for producing linen cloth differ from those used for the more 
traditional wool. The cultivation of linen requires the reorganization of techniques from 
wool to linen, possibly in the form of different types of looms, limitations in possible final 
products, and new personnel to produce linen tassels and belts.22 Hallmann notes details 
of stitchery in Egyptian garments that may have been carried out by segments of society 
not previously involved in high-quality textile production. Similarly, tactile qualities, in-
cluding the weight of “heavy cloth” as an indicator of rank and power noted by Nosch, 
provide a provocative avenue to explore. Who were the producers of these highly symbolic 
identifiers of rank and/or spiritual function? Both camps show strong aspirations to power 
through luxurious and codified colors and garment types. For the Incas, producers served 
many identities at the lowest and highest ranks of society that have implications for social 

19 Leroi-Gourhan 1964.
20 Mauss 1923–24.
21 Lemonnier 1992.
22 Waetzoldt 2018; Wright 2021.
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organization. Heather Lechtman’s research on Andean metal and textiles, described below, 
adds to the “provocative avenues to explore.” 

The studies by Gleba; Barnard, Boytner, and Cassman; and Cifarelli stand out with 
respect to technological innovations and their hidden producers, shared mental templates, 
and impacts on social organization discussed below. 

HIDDEN PRODUCERS—TECHNIQUE AND COLOR SYMBOLISM 

Color symbolism was used throughout the Andes on a variety of media. The symbolic na-
ture of color and texture in metal and textiles is well known. Heather Lechtman’s research 
speaks directly to the relationship of production and mental templates. Her detailed studies 
of ancient (and even present-day) Andean textile and metalworking technologies showed 
them to be primary visual media that played a key role in Andean symbolic messaging of 
central ideas. Textile designs and patterns were achieved either through superstructural 
means, in which the design was added to the completed cloth—for example, embroidered 
additions or in distinction, as discussed earlier—or by using structural techniques that in-
volved the interlacing of the warp and weft yarns in the production process. Especially 
with respect to structural means, their uniformity seems to have responded to “notions 
that saw the achievement of visual, surface messages as emerging from underlying, invis-
ible structural relations . . . and a message embodied in and expressed by structure.”23 Col-
oration was also part of this symbolism, with varying messages depending on the colors 
achieved. Reds and blues were among the most desirable colors. 

In their seminar paper, Hans Barnard and Ray Boytner presented a study of 3,255 
textile fragments from 89 sites to reconstruct the chemistry of the colors blue and red and 
their origins throughout the Andes. Given the absence of good contextual evidence in 
the form of dye workshops, they used sophisticated techniques, including high-pressure 
liquid chromatography and ultraviolet visible spectroscopy, to generate spectra that could 
be compared to known dye materials and to identify the organic dyes, mordants, and pig-
ments selected by weavers to achieve the colors they desired. The use of current high-tech 
instrumentation is a unique and important contribution to this volume. 

For this publication, Barnard and Boytner submitted a different paper, jointly authored 
with Vicki Cassman. Their research focused on dyes from pre-Columbian textiles in north-
ern Chile. As in the previous study, they analyzed a large number of samples (765 samples 
from 256 textiles) ranging from the earliest textiles to the Inca period. Their investigations 
took them to the color-carrying molecules in different plant species and the harvesting 
of particular colors, such as indigo for blue, cochineal insects for reds, and shellfish for 
purple or the achievement of the desired purple color by mixing reds and blues. There was 
significant variation in the technical properties of the dyes throughout time and place. Re-
turning to identity, any differences noted were interpreted as based on “status and access 
to economic resources” in the Arica region and most likely were the result of trade and ex-
change in a region that was “never dominated by outsiders.” The long-lasting nature of the 
traditional use of dyes provides support for the types of analyses conducted by Lechtman. 
To her distinction between superstructural and structural techniques, the authors have 

23 Lechtman 1984, 32, 33.
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added coloration to the technical properties of textiles, raising the question of whether the 
colors were surface additions (as in embroidery) or integral to the interlaced structure of 
Arica cloth.

HIDDEN PRODUCERS—SHARED AND TRANSMITTED 

Margerita Gleba approached the outward and inward significance of textiles as emblems 
of cultural identities based on shared aesthetics and the woven structures that lay hidden 
in their technological constructions. Gleba examined 190 cloth fragments that revealed 
the knowledge base among weavers identified with specific cultures at different times and 
places in the Mediterranean. As an example, Neolithic garments were woven in specific 
ways that allowed them to be easily shaped around the body right off the loom. In the east-
ern Hallstatt area, elite textiles were dyed and woven in spin-patterned twills, the earliest 
of their kind, while fragments from the first millennium bce possessed other technical 
details. Thus, while the hidden patterns within the fragments had their aesthetic appeal, it 
was the subtle variation in their weaves that spoke the chronological and cultural specifics 
carrying the history of techniques.

In the context of the broad distribution of textile weaves in the first millennium bce 
in the northern Mediterranean, Gleba observed similarities as well as local variations in 
technologies known in specific regions. In view of the widespread distribution of the fin-
ished cloth, she interpreted these similarities in terms of their production details—tabbies 
of many sorts, and warp and weft shapes, some with yarn that created “shadow patterns” 
of spliced twill weaves. These subtle variations touch on their history and provide import-
ant clues to the variety of northern Mediterranean techniques and the mental templates 
known throughout the first millennium bce. 

In view of their similarities, was the cloth exchanged and copied, or did weavers travel 
to distant places? As Gleba observed, a finished textile woven by a knowledgeable weav-
er provided the necessary information (the different technological traditions in Greece 
following a Near Eastern pattern, Italian in the eastern Hallstatt culture, and Spain with 
eastern Hallstatt trends) with which to reproduce a woven cloth exchanged from one local 
region to another. Alternatively, weavers—most likely women, who have been associated 
with weaving from the earliest textile production—may have traveled, possibly through 
migration or exchange in diplomatic marriages, carrying along mental templates from past 
lives. In either event, their widespread distribution conferred value, status, and prestige 
to their end products, as Gleba noted, and equally to the producers themselves. When we 
think in technological terms, it is these messages that reveal the hidden producers and 
internal significance of color, pattern, pigments, raw materials, and thread counts that 
were exchanged and valued in the textile history of this region. Also worth considering is 
whether their production techniques represent mental templates that reveal not only the 
hidden producers but also the internal symbolic meanings of pattern and variation across 
a broad area.24 

24 See, e.g., Arnold 2018 (on the south-central Andes) for shared mental templates in disparate cultures.
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HIDDEN PRODUCERS—DIVINELY INSPIRED IDENTITIES

Lechtman’s research on Andean metalworking showed that metal production embraced 
the same mental template described earlier for textiles, in which the appearance of finished 
objects, though essential, reflected a complex technique in the underlying structure of the 
production process. Along with silver and gold, metals were the most precious objects in 
the Andean world, and when Lechtman probed the composition of precious objects, she 
found they were produced from alloys of copper, silver, and gold, and sometimes a com-
bination of all three. It was the golden color of the exterior of the objects that conveyed 
spiritual power, “no less important than their use in the secular realm.”25 Her examination 
of metal objects throughout the Andes over time and space showed they were produced 
using a mental template and system of values throughout the region. In that sense, techno-
logical traditions—the repeated gestures, the creation of structures behind the production 
of objects—included materials as varied as boats or luxury objects, as shown in Lemonnier’s 
ethnographic studies.

While it is a long way from the Andes to Iran, the lion pins discovered in the excavated 
areas of Hasanlu may be the result of a mental template that stretched over time and space. 
The study of large quantities of pins found in a burned building there has been subject to a 
variety of interpretations. Megan Cifarelli reviewed earlier claims that they functioned as 
elite dress items and counterclaims that they did not. To get to the bottom of their use and 
social significance, she returned to the excavation notebooks to reevaluate the contexts of 
the pins’ deposition and to the University of Pennsylvania Museum collections to reexam-
ine the metal pins’ stylistic features and production processes. Her research is innovative 
and thorough, and it offers a totally believable interpretation. 

Using technical studies that differed from those undertaken by Gleba and by Barnard, 
Boytner, and Cassman on textiles, Cifarelli’s analysis of the outward and inward signifi-
cance of the lion pins involved close examination of the production processes that lay hid-
den beneath the surface features of the metal. Based on her detailed studies, she concluded 
that the pins were locally made and part of a “divinely inflected communal identity” called 
into service during the site’s disaster and its final days. 

Her convincing conclusion is based principally on the reconstructed technology of the 
lion pins and comparative analysis of a statuette from a later period. Her study considered 
the range of measurements of the pins’ hefty iron spike (12 to 25 cm); the loop or chain 
fastener on some examples; the use and reuse of stone molds for shaping the lions; and 
the intentional manipulation of the proportions of alloys (antimony) to create a range of 
hues and surface colors, materialized as silver and gold. Finally, Cifarelli compared a small 
Urartian bronze figurine from the ninth century, produced many years after Hasanlu was 
no longer occupied, which “wears” a lion pin between its breasts and may be linked to a 
Urartian deity “whose iconography features lions.” 

Bringing the origins and significance of the lion pins back to Hasanlu, Cifarelli re-
flected on analogies based on Near Eastern conceptions of deities and cult statues of 
goddesses thought to be agents of transformation. Years ago, in The Treasures of Darkness, 

25 Lechtman 1984, 12.
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Thorkhild Jacobsen described the power of cult objects (drawing on Rudolph Otto’s idea 
of the numinous, a Wholly Other) as a “human psychological reaction by means of anal-
ogy” when confronted with a wholly other, in which the objects’ immanence evokes 
worldly experiences.26 Cifarelli updates our understanding of this phenomenon with ref-
erence to Alfred Gell’s “entanglement of sensory inputs” in social experiences and Alex-
ander Baumgarten’s aesthetics. Donald Hoffman, a psychologist, and Gabrielle Starr, a 
neuroscientist, believe such “encounters are mediated through a network of memories, 
associations and emotions” that can be long-lasting, again on analogy with Lechtman’s 
ability to trace the Andean mental templates from the earliest metal and textile produc-
tion in the Andes to later times. For the residents of Hasanlu, the aesthetic impact of the 
lion pins was inextricable from an awareness of their awe-inspiring divinity and their 
magical role in the temple.

INDIVIDUALITIES OF IDENTITY

Allison Thomason’s essay on the phenomenology and sensory experience of dress offered 
a perfect segue from Cifarelli’s interpretation of the Iranian lion pins. Thomason reflected 
on Mesopotamian dress and, citing human psychological reactions, sensory inputs, and 
networks of memories at Hasanlu, embarked on a broader inquiry into the significance of 
the cultural factors she addressed. These factors are the specifics of bodily experiences in 
Mesopotamia and the types of dress objects known from the material record that speak to 
lived experiences and embodied moments. Her example of the possible effects of shroud 
pins at Hasanlu and the practicality of what could be worn during a lifetime as opposed 
to on one’s deathbed made their point, though they might not be less cumbersome than 
Puabi’s lavish jewelry. In distinction, Thomason spoke of the sensory awareness offered 
by cloth as it lay close to the body, offering comfort, and its relationship to status, class, 
life, and death. 

CONCLUSIONS

The contributors to this volume have brought to life important moments in history, visu-
alizations of the significance of textiles (both in and of themselves and as represented on 
other media), taking the framework developed by Hallmann toward new ways of think-
ing. The wide-ranging ideas in their presentations and written contributions are stunning 
demonstrations of the ways in which we can connect with the ancient world and human 
behavior. I put in more than two cents’ worth of anthropological ideas that I found useful, 
offered in the spirit of our mutual interests in blending past and present.27 

The contributors were given the task of addressing an age-old question in the ancient 
world. Commenting on this book’s chapters, I addressed the social and cultural impli-
cations of the outward appearance and inward significance of “attire.” Most often, this 
led to investigating the impact of weaving, dress, and meaning on social organization as 

26 Jacobsen 1976, 3.
27 Readers also should consult the rich theoretical and methodological literature contributed by art his-
torians in the study of ancient societies, cited elsewhere (e.g., Cifarelli 2011; Wright 2013). 
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evidenced by visible remains. Two recent books led me back to outward/inward things 
of a different nature. One of them, Tangible Things: Making History through Objects,28 was 
based on issues that arose in the process of creating an exhibition of collections held at 
Harvard University. The inclusion of both luxury and mundane objects raised questions 
about the selection of categories, including whether to categorize the objects by timelines 
or to create displays of mixed media. In the context of the seminar and contributions to 
this volume, this question becomes one of whether to focus on outward appearances or 
uncover their inward significance. At the seminar, both strategies were at play: on-the-
ground identities and the root causes of the symbolism and social organization associated 
with them, or the inward mental templates invoked to reveal physical structure and tech-
nical knowledge. What can mundane fragments of cloth reveal about history? Are certain 
objects (such as the weavers’ tools sitting in museums ready for study) a hidden dimension 
of the textile worth pursuing? Several of the essays identified a clothing style or fabric 
that was thought to be “out of place.” For others, the overlap of styles among high-ranking 
persons hampered interpretation. 

The dilemma is not new. The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt’s New World 29 
traced the development of Humboldt’s theories. In his Cosmos, Humboldt’s interests lay not 
in the material world but in natural phenomena.30 Based on years of exploration of natural 
phenomena, though his work may appear outside the questions posed at the seminar and 
the contributions to this volume, it is his quest to understand “the hidden nature of things” 
that I find most relevant. Humboldt ultimately believed that in nature there is an external 
and internal world in which the external is “the thing in itself” and the internal “how things 
appeared to individuals.”31 He tried, as well, to understand the universal qualities of land-
scape and natural phenomena in general. Though Humboldt’s primary interests were in 
geography and plants, his classifying of plants was the beginning of a true understanding 
of the hidden nature of things. Not surprisingly, his ideas influenced Charles Darwin, John 
Muir, and Henry David Thoreau, who believed that “everything was interwoven,” a thought 
touched on throughout this volume.32 

28 Ulrich et al. 2015.
29 Wulf 2015 (which received the Royal Geographical Society’s Ness Award in 2016).
30 See Helferich 2004.
31 Wulf 2015, 38.
32 Shortly before this volume was sent to press, a broad-ranging review of identity studies in anthropol-
ogy appeared; see Blake 2024.
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Athena, 290, 292, 320, 323, 325
Athens, 282, 292nn77–78, 319n4, 320, 322–23, 

325, 327, 329–30, 423 
Attica, 323, 326, 328n35
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10, 349

detribalization, 269
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321n10, 322–23, 329, 330–31, 387, 398, 520, 
539; prohibitions/regulations, 3, 11–12, 
14, 43–44, 56, 101, 203, 280, 284, 289, 307, 
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18, 385, 400–401, 517, 520; women’s, 19, 
55, 263, 265, 267–70, 272, 306n180, 463–64, 
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dressing, as a process, 339, 341
dress study, as a discipline, 2, 5–6, 7n29, 8–11, 

13, 16, 20, 511, 512n6, 523–24. See also 
fashion study, as a discipline

durán, diego, 43–44, 50
dye/dyeing, 10, 19, 52n120, 101–3, 110, 

114–16, 119–20, 126, 138, 146, 148, 279, 
285, 287, 289, 303, 305, 346, 387–88, 393, 
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537, 538; Libyan dynasties, 253; Middle 
Kingdom, 211, 213, 227, 236, 239–40, 385, 
388, 392, 395, 401n124, 448; new King-
dom, 14, 16, 80, 82, 212, 213n53, 221n82, 
226, 237, 240, 243, 386, 387, 388–89, 393, 
395, 401–2, 404, 408, 449, 451; nineteenth 
dynasty, 240, 389, 393–94, 398–99, 450; 
Old Kingdom, 16, 236n8, 240, 254, 385, 
387, 397, 400, 401n124, 402n139, 445–48, 
450–51; Predynastic period, 235–36, 444; 
Protodynastic period, 237; Ramesside 
period, 14, 72, 79, 82, 519; Saite dynasty/
period, 16, 254, 532; Second dynasty, 
445; Second Intermediate Period, 80–81, 
448–49; Sixteenth dynasty, 449; Sixth 
dynasty, 237, 392, 397, 402, 447–48; Third 
dynasty, 399, 446–47; Third Intermedi-
ate Period, 212, 235, 249, 251, 386, 389, 
393, 395, 397, 451; Thirteenth dynasty, 
213n52; Thirtieth dynasty, 226, 254–55; 
Twelfth dynasty, 393n53, 448; Twentieth 
dynasty, 16, 251, 450, 452; Twenty-Fifth 
dynasty, 224, 236–37; Twenty-First 
dynasty, 251, 451–52; Twenty-Second 
dynasty, 253, 386, 389; Twenty-Sixth 
dynasty, 207–9, 212, 213n54, 215n56, 227, 
254 

Egyptianization, 224, 235, 249, 253–54

Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   553Outward_Appearance_versus_Inward_Significance.indd   553 4/28/25   9:48 AM4/28/25   9:48 AM

isac.uchicago.edu



554 IndEx 

Egyptian Museum (Cairo), 83, 214, 218–19, 
399

Eicher, Joanne B., 2, 357
Elam/Elamite, 158, 163, 218, 285, 306, 307, 

339n31, 514
Eleusis/Eleusian, 291, 292n78, 293, 320n5, 322, 

329, 330, 539
Elis, 282
elite, 3, 14–15, 17, 28, 31–32, 36–37, 94–95, 

98–99, 102–4, 109, 116, 119–21, 159, 171, 
187–89, 191, 194, 209, 221n84, 284, 286, 
289, 302, 305, 308, 329n38, 330–31, 337–40, 
342, 344–45, 347, 357–59, 363, 369–70, 378, 
419, 429, 444–46, 448, 485, 499–500, 515, 
517–18, 521, 537, 542–43. See also dress/
clothing: elite

embalming process, 391
embodiment and dress, 52–53, 89, 282, 336, 

350, 358, 524
embroidery, 43, 95–96, 98, 117, 126, 140, 289, 

303, 308n191, 341, 423, 461–62, 465–66, 
470, 541–42

emmer wheat, 451–52
emotions, archaeology of, 345, 363, 377
Enheduanna, 193, 196
ependytes, 293, 320, 329n40
Ephesus, 291–92, 305
Esarhaddon, 338, 517, 523
ethnicity, 3, 14, 27–28, 30–32, 39, 41–42, 47–

50, 55–56, 157, 160, 166, 175–77, 222, 264, 
483, 514–15, 534–37; ethnic affiliation/
ascription, 157–58, 166n35; ethnic associ-
ation of dress, 160, 166; ethnic diversity, 
41; ethnic editing, 166; ethnic signifier, 
514; ethnic traditions, 264; guardians of, 
264; linkage to dress, 28, 160, 163–64, 167, 
221n84; meta-ethnicity, 41; microethnicity, 
42; multiethnicity, 43, 483–84, 493, 534–36; 
performance of, 39, 41, 47–51, 53, 55, 235, 
330, 531. See also dress/clothing: ethnic; 
foreign/foreigner

ethnogenesis, 55
ethnography, 55, 177, 281, 343, 486, 491, 543
ethnohistory, 13, 483, 533, 536
Etruscan, 427, 432
Europe/European, vii, 1, 9, 13, 30, 39n64, 260, 

347, 421, 429, 431–35; Mediterranean, 9, 
18, 419–20, 434n93, 435

exchange, of cloth/clothing, 14, 56n135, 78, 
80, 300, 401, 434, 443–53, 484–85, 500, 519, 
538, 542. See also bride-price/bride-wealth; 
wealth/money, clothing/textiles as; gifts of 
clothing/textiles

eye movement, tracking of, 308

false sleeve. See tunic: false sleeve
Faras, 87, 104–10, 117
fashion study, as a discipline, 5–6, 308. See 

also dress study, as a discipline
feather, 16, 32, 35, 42–43, 235, 237, 240–43, 

245–46, 250, 252–55, 303–4; as tribal affili-
ation, 235, 253–54

festival, 18, 48, 50–51, 240, 282n15, 322, 
323, 328, 375–76, 386–87, 391, 399, 448; 
dionysian, 293, 329; of jdmj-linen, 397, 
400, 406–7; jubilee of Amenhotep III, 240; 
Katagogia, 328; new Year’s, 408; of Och-
paniztli, 48, 50–51; Pan-Ionic, 329n39; of 
Sakhmet, 398; Sed, 391, 400, 401n124, 405; 
of Tabernacles, 297; of Thoth, 400; WAg, 
400, 404 

Fezzan province (Libya), 249
fiber, 3, 7, 8, 11, 17, 30, 43–44, 80, 89, 95, 102–

3, 113–15, 119, 124, 126, 128, 130, 132, 134, 
136, 138, 140, 142, 144, 146, 148, 260, 307, 
346, 421, 425, 429, 431, 433, 487, 491–92, 
522. See also cotton; flax; silk; wool

fibula, 304, 419
figurative art, 8, 9, 206, 226
flax, 80, 102, 119, 138, 140, 146, 283, 299, 

303n161, 346, 420–21, 425, 443, 449, 453
Florentine Codex, 46, 48–49
fluted dress/garment, 189, 191–93
footgear, 189
foreign/foreigner, 3, 9, 14, 15, 32n27, 43, 49, 50, 

53, 55, 81, 159, 160, 176, 188, 203, 208, 210, 
216–17, 220, 221, 223–25, 226, 235, 240–41, 
254–55, 288, 305–6, 484–85, 486, 494, 500, 
512, 515, 517, 518, 519, 520, 532, 537–38

fossilized fashion, 8, 306
Foster, Benjamin, 3, 15, 187–201
frieze, 103, 134, 176–77, 323, 388, 393, 395, 402, 

432, 536 
fringe, 17, 95–96, 98, 117, 124, 132, 140, 161, 

163, 191–92, 211n41, 218, 221–22, 285, 294, 
339, 344, 346, 373, 445, 518. See also tassel
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fulling, 346
furniture, 73–76, 78

Gagnepain, Jean, 90
galium, 490–91
gallabiya/gallabiyah, 110, 207
Gallia/Gallic/Gaul(s), 16, 175, 259, 261, 264–72, 

516, 520, 535
Gapoiapa, 112–19, 121, 146
Garcilaso de la Vega, 31, 35n41
Gawlinski, Laura, 3, 12, 16–17, 282, 294, 306, 

319–34 
Gebel Adda, 14, 87–88, 90–100, 102–3, 111–12, 

116–18, 120–21
Gebelein, 240–41, 446–48
Gell, Alfred, 375, 544
gender/gendered, 3, 19, 27, 70, 101, 259, 306, 

320, 325, 327, 331, 336, 337, 340, 345, 348, 
357, 359, 369–70, 461–65, 467, 470, 486–87, 
495–97, 512n6, 513, 518, 520, 523–24, 531, 
535, 539 

genos-cult/priesthood, 320, 325, 329–30 
Georgios (archbishop), 110, 118
Georgios III, 105–6
Germania Superior, 259, 261
Getty (Malibu, California), 34, 173, 487
Gezer, 78
gifts of clothing/textiles, 10, 41, 370, 434, 511; 

burial, 425; diplomatic, 14, 18, 71–82, 103, 
519, 538; inventory, 71, 74, 76–78; from 
ruler, 16, 28–29, 32, 38, 44–48, 55, 189–91, 
209, 224, 286–87, 288, 290, 297, 450, 495, 
516–17, 518; to ruler, 31, 164, 194, 515–16, 
518

Giza, 446
Gleba, Margarita, 9, 18, 419–41
glyptic, 15, 160–61, 163, 187, 189, 195, 225. See 

also seal/sealing impression
goethite film, 522
gold, 43, 44, 73–78, 80–81, 89, 110–11, 113–15, 

117–19, 138, 144, 161n18, 171n51, 191, 193, 
196n30, 224, 285–86, 287n49, 289, 293, 297, 
298–99, 300n145, 303n162, 321, 328–29, 
341, 349, 372–75, 423, 429, 443, 453, 517, 
519, 521–23, 543; brocade, 43, 114–15; as 
commodity, 448–50, 538; thread, 43, 77, 
113–14, 117–19, 144, 186, 299; weight of, 
74–78, 80, 448–49, 538 

Gordion (Yassıhöyük), 285, 424, 512n5, 522
grain, 443–44, 447–49, 451–53
grave monument/gravestone/tombstone, 16, 

111, 260–69, 271–72, 287, 322, 516, 520, 535
Great Cameo of France, 175
Greco-Roman, 5, 11, 18, 101, 299, 386–89, 391, 

396–97, 399, 401–3, 408
Greece/Greek(s), 3, 5, 8, 10, 11–12, 13n70, 15, 

16–17, 18, 100, 111, 157n1, 157n4, 161n19, 
162–63, 167, 171–74, 177, 215n58, 220n73, 
223n91, 224, 279–94, 300, 301, 303–4, 305–8, 
319–31, 338, 419–25, 432, 433–34, 461, 462, 
463, 511, 512n2, 513, 516, 521n44, 539, 542

Greece (chronology): Archaic period, 323, 421, 
423, 432; Classical period, 10, 279, 285, 291, 
305, 320, 325, 330, 338, 421, 423–24, 432, 
513; Hellenistic period, 287, 291–92, 305, 
307, 320, 325–27, 330n44, 331, 340, 424; 
Mycenaean period, 279, 283–84, 305, 432

green, 102, 110, 116–17, 119, 138, 360, 385, 387, 
389, 395–96, 399, 403–8, 421, 462, 464, 466, 
490

Gregorian Egyptian Museum, Vatican (Rome), 
206, 208, 224, 225

Guamán Poma de Ayala, Felipe, 34–35, 39–40, 
495

Gujurat, 270
Gunter, Ann C., 13, 19, 511–29

hair/hairdressing, 16, 27n1, 29–32, 36, 38–39, 
44, 47–52, 80, 165, 170, 187, 189, 191, 235– 
37, 239, 240, 245–46, 248–49, 253, 262, 265, 
269, 293, 345, 464, 515, 517, 519, 537

hairlock, 16, 235–37, 241, 246, 250–51
hairpiece, 39
hairpin, 345
Hallmann, Aleksandra, viii, 1–24, 58, 203–33, 

279n*, 319n2, 511n1, 513, 523n51, 532–34, 
537–38, 540, 544

Hallstatt, 429, 431, 542
Hanya (army stablemaster), 78
Hapuseneb (TT 67), 82n66
ḫarimtu, 12, 342
Harsetitef, 452
Hasanlu (Iran), 17–18, 343–45, 357–78, 424, 

521–22, 543–44; Burned Building II, 17, 
360, 378, 522; lion pins, 17–18, 344–45, 
357–78, 521–22, 543–44
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Hasmonean dynasty, 296, 298, 300
hat, 169, 171, 174, 191, 263, 294; boat-shaped, 

266; coiled (mitra), 167, 169–70; cone-
shaped, 48; four-cornered, 487–88, 494, 
500; Lydian, 173–74; petasos, 167; pointed, 
161–62; turban-like, 171

Hathor, 211n42, 243, 245, 386, 392, 394, 396, 
398, 403–5, 407–8

Hatshepsut, 82, 243, 246, 386, 388–89, 
400n113, 402

Hatti/Ḫatti, 14, 82, 519
Ḫattusha, 79
Hattušili III, 519
headband, 17, 42, 99, 191, 293, 295, 321, 329, 466
headcloth, 385n1, 464
headgear, 39, 166, 189, 265, 294–95, 302, 

308n192, 343, 349, 514
Hecatomnus, 160
Hegeso, 326–27
Hekanakht, 448–49
Hekataefankh (statue), 208, 225
Heliopolis, 450
Hellenistic, 10, 17, 98, 99, 120, 134, 279–80, 

287, 289, 290, 291–92, 293, 295, 296, 297, 
298, 303, 305, 307, 320, 325–27, 330, 331, 
340, 424

helmet, 15, 53–54, 108, 159, 161–63, 288
Helwan, 444, 446
Hendrickson, Carol, 533
Herodotus, 11, 161n15, 170n44, 173–74, 222, 

282–83, 285–86, 287n52, 305, 307n183 
Hibis, 217–18
Hierakonpolis, 236–37
hierokeryx, 329
hierophant, 293, 320n5, 329–31, 539
himation, 10, 167n39, 171, 174, 176, 293, 301, 

302n151, 322, 325n21, 326
Hindu, 270, 517
History Museum of Armenia (Yerevan), 17, 

372
Hittite(s), 77, 79–80, 82, 170n44, 220n73, 249, 

302n158, 338, 370, 432, 519; in Libyan 
costume, 249, 251

Hoffman, donald, 375, 544
honey, 450, 462
honor, 44–47, 52, 189, 194, 260, 286, 290, 

292n78, 297, 301, 320n5, 321, 325, 327–29, 
330nn46–47, 331

Horemheb, 241
Horus, 217n65, 242, 386, 390, 393, 394, 396, 

400–401, 403–5, 407–8
huaca, 31
Huaxteca/Huaxtec(s), 41, 45, 48, 50–51, 53
Huejotzingo, 42, 45
Huitzilopochtli, 52–54
Ḫuriya, 80
Hurrian, 76–77, 189

Ibi, tomb of (TT 36), 212
Iceman Otzi, 9
iconography, 14, 16, 71, 94, 99, 105–6,  

116, 118, 120–21, 126, 217, 221, 226,  
237, 242, 287n53, 294, 305–6, 325n21, 
327n32, 373–74, 393, 399, 432, 486, 538, 
543

identity, vii, 1, 2–3, 5, 9n39, 13, 14–15, 18, 
19–20, 27–28, 34, 39, 42, 52–53, 55, 89–90, 
93, 118, 121, 160, 165, 166, 169, 175, 187, 
192, 203, 206, 218, 221, 222, 223, 225, 
235–55, 259, 260, 262, 263, 266, 268–69, 
270, 271, 272, 281, 295, 306, 319, 320, 321, 
322, 324–25, 327, 330, 335, 337, 344, 345, 
350, 357–58, 359, 362, 370, 378, 385–409, 
419, 443, 470, 494, 511, 513, 515, 516, 518, 
519–20, 524, 531–32, 534–45; Akkadian, 
187, 518; Aztec, 53; collective, 2, 14n73, 
177, 259, 281, 345, 357–59, 374, 376, 419, 
513, 515–16, 531, 536, 543; cultural, 19, 
93, 267, 272, 518, 542; divine/divinely 
inspired, 374, 376, 378, 543; ethnic, 
15–16, 29–30, 38–39, 51, 55, 157–60, 176, 
218, 235–55, 259, 270, 486, 494, 514, 531, 
534; Gallic, 16, 268–69, 516, 520; hybrid, 
266–67; imperial, 14, 224; imposed, 14, 
166, 175, 534–35, 536; Inca, 38–39, 41, 540; 
legal 263, 520; Libyan, 16; negotiated, 220, 
532; nubian, 104; Persian, 210, 218, 220, 
221; role of dress, 1–2, 5, 13, 18, 27, 41, 
56, 157, 104, 203, 260, 262, 337, 357–59, 
369–70, 376, 378, 385–86, 513, 516–18, 
532, 534–35; Roman, 269, 516; self-/
self-ascribed, 166, 337, 375, 534, 536, 539; 
shifting, 87, 90, 105, 400, 457, 513, 516, 
532; social, 15, 160, 358, 369, 376, 378, 518, 
524, 534, 537, 539; subjective, 157, 160, 
175, 531, 535; transformative, 52, 401
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ideology, imperial/royal, 14, 33, 160–61, 197, 
217, 294, 347, 405, 514

Igel Pillar, 266–67
Ikeni, 452 
imperial vs. local elements, 15–16, 159–77, 

259–72
Inana/Inanna, 10, 193–94, 349
Incas, 14, 28–29, 33, 35n41, 36, 38, 41, 56, 536, 

540
incense, 300, 339, 391, 400–401, 450
India/Indian, 270, 287n51, 302n158, 516, 517
Indian(s) (ancient Americas), 30, 37–38, 56, 

115, 264n8, 270, 287n51
indigenous, 14, 16, 27, 28, 30, 33, 36, 41, 46, 

49, 56, 259, 262, 271, 434, 483–85, 536; 
clothing/costume/dress/fashion, 15, 16, 
27, 99, 206, 208, 213, 226, 227, 262, 270–71; 
clothing system/dress practices, 516, 520, 
536

indigo, 489–91, 541
insignia, 17, 28, 30, 33, 38, 43, 292n78, 294n101, 

308, 385, 399, 403, 521
interculturation, 159
internationalism, 71, 533, 538
investiture, 280, 284–85, 294
inward significance, 1, 2, 13, 32, 320, 542–45
Ipy, tomb of, 448
Iran/Iranian(s), 15, 17, 157–60, 166, 169, 175, 

187, 188, 215, 217, 224, 302, 343–45, 358, 
372, 424, 512n5, 514, 516–18, 521, 537, 543. 
See also Hasanlu (Iran) 

Iranian riding dress. See rider/riding dress: 
Iranian/Median/Persian

Iraq, 1, 195–96, 424, 458
iron, 288, 357–58, 362–64, 366n28, 371, 374, 

489, 521, 543
Iron Age, 267, 269, 329, 343, 345, 420, 424–25, 

427, 429, 432, 433–34, 519, 535; Early, 344, 
421, 432, 521

ISAC Museum (Chicago), vii, 1, 249–50, 256, 395
Ishtar, 193, 196n28, 349
Isis, 97, 99, 289n25, 392, 397, 405, 408
Islam/Islamic, 89n2, 90, 113–15, 118, 119, 121, 

457, 460
Israel, 10, 299, 301, 424
Israel Stela, 240
Issyk kurgan, 9 
Italic, 323, 329, 432, 434, 542

Italy/Italian(s), 6, 259, 262, 270, 281n11, 419– 
20, 423, 425–29, 431, 433, 435, 520

ivory, 73–76, 82

jacket, 113–14, 161, 170, 215; “Persian,” 
205–10, 225; straitjacket, 188

Jeme, 464. See also Medinet Habu
Jesus of nazareth, 118, 301
jewelry, 16–17, 19, 27n1, 75, 77, 82, 109, 165, 

187, 189, 191, 195, 209–10, 223–24, 262, 
270, 279, 294, 296, 308, 337, 340, 343, 345–
46, 366, 370, 409, 512, 517–19, 523, 544. See 
also amulet; anklet; appliqué; armband/
armlet; beaded neck pendant; bracelet; 
brooch; earring; fibula; medallion; neck-
lace; pectoral; pendant; pin; ring; torque

Jewish/Jews, 286, 296–303, 307–8
Joel, king, 112
Josephus, 297nn121–22, 297n125, 298–300, 

303, 307

Kadašman-Enlil I, 73, 76
Kalaki, 190–91
kalásiris, 222
Kallias, 293, 330
kandys, 159, 513
Kanesh, 346
kanga, 7, 215
Kapiec, Katarzyna, 13, 18, 385–416
Karaburun, 159, 163n22
Karnak, 217n65, 386, 388, 389n27, 390–92, 399, 

405, 408, 449, 451
kausia, 172, 287, 289–90, 307
Kawa, 236–37
Kazakhstan, 9, 161n17
kerchief, 110n80, 113–14, 117, 451, 469, 

493–94, 500
key, 283, 294, 321–24, 325n21, 327
Kha, tomb of (TT 8), 10, 211n41, 222n89
Kharga Oasis, 217–18
Khentika, tomb of, 447
Khnumhotep I, tomb of, 240
Khonsu, 395, 451–52
kilt, 56, 212, 222, 224–25, 240, 245, 250n38, 

254n47, 343, 348, 451; high-waisted, 203, 
206–10, 213–15, 216, 222–23, 226–27, 532; 
regular-waisted, 206; Libyan, 245, 248

kingship, 280–83, 285, 396, 403, 405–6, 521
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knife, 294, 322–23
Knossos, 78n51, 283, 423
koine, 104, 372; sartorial, 208–9, 226
Komar, 112, 114–15, 117–18, 121
Kore, 322, 326–27, 329, 539
kothurnos, 167, 171
Kush/Kushite(s), 87, 93, 95, 97, 98–99, 101, 103, 

120, 224, 254
kypassis/kapyris, 306

lapis lazuli, 73–74, 79, 80–81, 349, 385n1, 402, 
521

Late Antique/Antiquity, 19, 87, 89, 93, 98, 100, 
102, 103, 268, 320n8, 457–60, 464, 467, 468, 
470, 516, 532

La Tène, 259
Latin, 262, 301, 461–62
laundry, 8, 339, 346
lead, 450, 462
legal status (Roman citizenship), 263, 272
Levant, 14, 72, 78–79, 82, 220n73, 246, 279, 

343, 345, 519
Liballi-sharrat, 341
Libu/Ribu, 235, 248, 254–55
Libya/Libyan(s), 16, 175, 235–55
Libyan family scene, 236–39; as “Libyan vic-

tory” pattern-book image, 236, 240
linen, 11, 18, 73, 75–76, 77–79, 80–82, 110, 

112–15, 117–19, 138, 146, 189, 286, 288, 
295–96, 298–99, 303, 307nn183–84, 
307n186, 339, 346–47, 385–409, 421, 
425, 429, 443, 447, 458, 460, 464, 468–69, 
519, 522, 540; lists (Egypt), 400, 447–48, 
450–51; quality designations, 75–76, 403, 
445, 446–47, 450–51

linen terms (Egyptian): ḥbs (general term), 
402; ḥḏ.t (white/bright/natural), 388n17, 
389, 391–94, 404–5, 407–8; jnsj (red), 389, 
391, 397–99, 401–4, 407–8; jrtjw (red/
purple/bluish red), 389, 391, 397, 402–3, 
404n169, 405, 407–8; jdmj (red/reddish; 
sometimes green or white), 386–89, 391, 
393n49, 397–403, 404n169, 405, 407–8; 
mʿr.t (“divine”), 388; mnḫ.t (of unspecified 
colors), 388–89, 391, 399–400, 406; pAḳ.t 
(fine), 388n17, 393–94; sšr nswt (royal), 76, 
388n17, 393–94, 450; wAḏ.t (green), 387, 
389, 391, 395–96, 403–5, 407–8

loincloth, 14, 41, 47, 50, 96–97, 99, 101, 109, 
120, 126, 450–51, 452n80

loom, 27, 80, 101, 419, 433–34, 542
looted/looting, 36, 364, 366, 374, 458, 532 
luminosity of linen, 393, 396, 405, 407, 408
Lurie, Alison, 160
Luxor/Luxor Temple, 5, 246, 388
Lydia/Lydian(s), 159, 163, 165, 167–74, 176, 

292. See also Spardiya

Mainz/Mogontiacum (Germany), 261
Makuria/Makurian, 87, 89, 92, 104, 110–12, 

117, 121
Manco Capac, 30–31
Manisa Archaeological Museum (Turkey), 170 
Manishtusu, king, 188, 191, 518
mantle, 17, 43–44, 47, 49n109, 78, 94–95, 99– 

102, 116, 130, 215n57, 249, 280, 286–87, 
289–90, 295, 299, 301, 302n151, 302n153, 
303, 305, 308, 428, 433, 435, 495, 513, 
517n25, 519 

mappa, 110, 114, 117–18, 140
Mari, 340–41, 346n62, 348, 370
market scenes, 445–46
material culture, 6–7, 55, 90, 98, 187, 217, 281, 

336, 358, 372, 376, 419, 434, 457, 460, 484, 
523–24, 533, 535

materiality, 6–7, 280n5, 520
Maya, 27n4, 49, 55–56
McCracken, Grant, 2 
medallion: pattern, 106, 110, 116; portrait 

gravestone, 262–63; of rank/office, 189; 
Urartian royal, 373

Medes, 157–58n4, 514
Median dress, 157n4, 215, 287, 288n56, 306, 

307. See also rider/riding dress: Iranian/
Median/Persian

mediation, 90, 283
medieval, 9, 90, 104, 109, 111, 121, 457, 466–67, 

516–17; period, 14, 87, 91, 93, 109, 111–12, 
114, 116, 118–21 See also Middle Ages

Medinet Habu, 1, 246–50. See also Jeme
Mediterranean, vii, 1, 9, 10, 13, 14, 16, 18, 

77–79, 82, 98–99, 101, 103, 104, 108, 120, 
203, 226, 285, 419–35, 512nn2–4, 513, 
514n15, 518–19, 520, 542

Megiddo booty list, 81
Meidum, 446
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Meir, 447
Menimane (Mainz grave stela), 261–62, 

267–68, 270
Menkheperre (high priest of Amun), 451–52
Menkheperreseneb, tomb of (TT 86), 82
Mentuhotep/Montuhotep II, 240–41, 399–
 400
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 336
Merneptah, 246, 251; victory stela (Israel 

Stela), 240
Meroe/Meroitic, 14, 87, 96–98, 103 ; garments/

textiles/traditions, 95–96, 98–99, 101
Meroitic period: Late, 14, 90–91, 93, 95, 97–

101, 103, 120, 124, 126, 128, 130, 134; Post-, 
87, 90, 92, 95, 98–99, 100–101, 102–3, 109, 
111, 120, 128, 130, 132, 134

Meryre II, tomb of, 241–42
Meseh, tomb of, 448
Meshwesh, 235, 240, 243, 248, 253–54
Mesoamerica, 27n4, 28, 41, 55, 56n135, 512n6, 

536. See also Americas, ancient
Mesopotamia/Mesopotamian(s), 10, 17–18, 

187–89, 192, 195, 197, 217, 294, 335, 337, 
338–41, 344, 346, 347, 349, 350, 511, 512n5, 
513, 518, 521–22, 537, 544

Mesopotamia (chronology): Achaemenid 
period, 295; Early dynastic period, 337; 
Hellenistic period, 295, 296; Middle 
As syrian period, 342; neo-Babylonian 
period, 188n6, 295, 296

metal, 73–75, 78, 80, 82, 117, 138, 144, 163, 
164n27, 189, 191, 260, 262, 267–68, 286, 
303, 343, 345, 363, 370, 372, 419, 443–46, 
452–53, 516, 541, 543–44

metallurgy (manipulation of alloys in lion 
pins at Hasanlu), 372, 374, 543

Metropolitan Museum of Art (new York), 37, 
81, 321, 371, 448, 458–60, 465–67, 488

Mexica, 41n75, 49–50, 52–54, 520
Midas, 285
Middle Ages, 112, 119. See also medieval
Middle Assyrian Laws, 12, 188, 342
military attire. See uniform/gear: army/

military/warrior
Milkilu, ruler of Gezer, 78
millennium (bce): first, 10, 19, 188n6, 203, 

220n75, 296, 305, 338, 346, 419–21, 425, 
443–44, 451–53, 522, 542; second, 19, 71, 

294, 296, 443, 445n24, 448–49, 453; third, 
11, 19, 337, 443–45, 453, 537

Miller, Margaret C., 3, 9, 14–15, 56, 157–83, 
209–10, 221n81, 221nn83–84, 221n87, 226, 
320, 321n10, 329n40, 513, 515–16, 531–33, 
535–36

Minmose, 81
mirror, 17, 54, 75n36, 77, 337–39, 511, 519
mitmaqkuna (displaced community in Inca 

Empire), 32–34, 41, 515
mitra, 170n44, 308
Mittani/Mittanian, 74, 76–80
Moche, 55
models of ethnic history in Arica region 

(Chile): circuit mobility, 484–85, 493, 499; 
multiethnic, 483–84; vertical archipelago, 
483–84

Molina, Cristóbal de, 31
monarchy, 285, 292, 298, 301
money, cloth/clothing as. See wealth/money, 

clothing/textiles as; exchange, of cloth/
clothing

monk, 111, 461, 464, 466–67, 469; monks’ 
clothing/textiles, 110, 461, 464, 466–67, 
469

Montagno-Leahy, Lisa, 208
Montuemhat, tomb of (TT 34), 213n53 
Montuhotep/Mentuhotep II, 240–41, 399–400
Motecuhzoma I, 43–44, 52–53
Muhs, Brian, 10–11, 13, 15, 18–20, 443–56, 

531–32
mummers, 235, 245
mummification/mummy, 7, 9–10, 38–39, 

211n41, 220–21, 391, 400–401, 443, 447, 
465, 469

Musée archéologique d’Arlon (France), 264
Musée du Louvre (Paris), 171–72, 188–89, 192, 

194, 207–8, 225
Musée Saint-Remi (France), 267
Musées de la ville de Strasbourg, 268
Museo nacional de Antropología (Mexico 

City), 53–54
Museo nacional del Virreinato (Tepotzotlán), 

57
Museo San Miguel de Azapa / Museo de Arque-

ología, San Miguel de Azapa, 486, 488
Museum of Fine Arts (Boston), 249
Museum of Islamic Art (Cairo), 114–15
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560 IndEx 

Museum of natural History (Vienna), 435
Muslim, 111, 121, 457, 517
Mut, 386n3, 389n27 
Mycenae/Mycenaean. See Greece (chronology)
Mylasa, 159
Mynářová, Jana, 10, 14, 71–86, 517, 519, 533, 

538
myrrh, 450

nakedness/nudity, 16, 94, 101, 161, 163, 169, 
194–97, 235, 240, 246, 250, 252, 290n65, 
322, 339, 343, 348–50, 420, 537

napata, 87
naqš-i Rustam, 158, 164–66, 221
naram-Sin, 189, 191–92, 194, 196–97, 348 
national Museum of denmark (Copenhagen), 

174
national Museum of Scotland, 218
near East/near Eastern, vii, 1, 5, 10, 12, 13, 

14, 15, 16–17, 71–73, 77, 78, 79, 82, 100, 
170n44, 172, 197, 208, 210, 226, 284, 294, 
305, 336, 338, 343, 345, 375, 376n68, 421, 
424–25, 433–34, 449, 512nn2–4, 519, 520, 
522, 538, 542, 543

necklace, 189–91, 193, 223, 224n94, 237, 
287n49, 373, 386, 517, 521

nectanebo II, 254–55
neferefre, 448. See also Raneferef
neferirkara/neferirkare I, 387, 448
neferrenpet, tomb of (TT 133), 81n60 
neo-Assyrian, 294–95, 302, 305, 338, 340, 342, 

343, 346, 347, 350, 375n57, 512n6, 513n11, 
515, 517, 520, 521n44, 522

neo-Babylonian, 188n6, 295, 296, 302, 305, 
346, 521–22

nephthys, 392, 397
neska, tomb of, 444
niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep, tomb of, 446
nike, 292, 325, 328–29
nimrud, 170n44, 338, 339, 340–41, 343, 346, 

347, 350, 517, 521n44, 522
nineveh, 191, 340–41, 343, 515, 517, 521n44
nippur, 161n20, 163
niuserre, 237, 239
nobadia/kingdom of nobadia, 87, 89, 91–92, 

98, 104 
nomad/nomadic, 9, 15, 41, 52, 87, 159, 161–62, 

240

nonverbal communication marker/meaning/
signifier/tool, dress as, 2–3, 7, 12, 203, 205, 
218, 222

noricum, 259, 262–63, 269
nosch, Marie-Louise, 3, 5n21, 10, 12, 16–17, 

188n4, 279–318, 328n36, 520, 533, 539–40 
nubia/nubian(s), 1, 9, 14, 87–122, 237, 242, 

248–50, 458, 461
nubianization, 105–6
nubian Museum (Aswan), 1, 92–93, 114–16, 

119, 144

objective assignation/objective ethnicity, 158, 
160, 166, 175. See also ethnicity; identity

Ochpaniztli, 48, 50
oil, 73, 75, 77–78, 346, 397, 398n97, 400–401, 

448–50
ostracon/ostraca, 11, 394, 409, 470
Otomí, 41, 45, 48–49, 53, 534–35
Ottoman period, 90, 111
outward appearance, vii, 1, 2, 13, 30, 32, 52, 55, 

320, 335, 511, 531, 533, 537, 544–45

Pachacuti, 32
painted representation of dress/clothed body: 

on canvas, 4–5; 56–57; on sculptures/
stelae/reliefs, 31, 96, 166, 218; on textiles, 
399, 464, 467, 489, 492; in tombs, 159, 161, 
209, 393; on vases, 293, 323; on wall, 96, 
104, 108, 116, 117, 120–21, 209, 254n47, 
464, 467

palla/pallium, 10, 100, 265, 269
Pannonia, 259, 262, 266, 269, 271, 432n79, 535
pants/trousers, 11, 14, 27, 56, 110, 115–16, 

118, 119–21, 136, 157n4, 159, 161, 166, 170, 
215–16, 287, 288n57, 304, 464, 469, 514

papyrus/papyri, 11, 241, 386, 389, 396, 401, 
404, 445, 448, 461, 462; Abusir, 387, 400, 
447–48; Arabic, 464; Brooklyn, 213n54, 
451–52; Cairo Museum, 450; Carlsberg IA, 
404; Gebelein, 446–48; Greek, 462; Harris I, 
11, 450; Hekanakht, 448; Latin, 462; mag-
ical, 398–99, 401; Ryerson, 463; Salt, 401; 
Vienna, 404

pastoralist Libyans, 235, 251
pattern book, 236, 240
Pausanias, 282n16
pectoral, 224, 343, 349, 521
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Pediese, 253
pendant, 109, 161n18, 194–95, 237, 240, 242, 

349, 373
Penn Museum (Philadelphia), 163, 193, 207, 

338, 345, 360–62, 366–69, 371
Pepi I, 237, 240
Pepi II, 237, 240, 392
peplos, 294, 306
periphery, 93, 161, 495
Persepolis, 3, 9, 14–15, 157–58, 161n17, 162, 

164–68, 170, 174–77, 215–16, 221–22, 
286n42, 344, 514–17, 536

Persia/Persian(s), 9, 14–16, 17, 108, 157–77, 
203–33, 285–88, 304, 306, 307, 308, 513, 
514–16, 518, 532, 536, 538. See also Achae-
menid(s); court dress/robe: Achaemenid/
Persian; Iran/Iranian(s)

Petrie, W. M. Flinders, 235–37
phallus sheath, 16, 235, 237, 240, 242, 245–46, 

248
phenomenology, 2, 13, 17, 282, 335–37, 

339–40, 342–43, 345, 350, 512n6, 544
Philae, 97
philoi, 280, 297, 307
pin, 77, 189, 191, 340–41, 419; lion pins 

(Hasanlu), 17–18, 344–45, 357–78, 521–22, 
543–44

Plato, 281
Plutarch, 163n22, 286, 288–89, 291, 293, 305, 

309, 330
pochteca (merchants), 49
porphyra, 292–93, 297, 301 
portrait/portraiture, 104–8, 116–18, 292, 304, 

517, 520, 533; of deceased, 260–66, 268–69, 
271; dedicatory/honorary, 322, 325–27, 539

power dressing, 176, 193, 284, 294, 309, 539
priest/priesthood, 10–11, 16–17, 30, 31, 50, 

110n80, 117, 253, 280–84, 290, 292–305, 
308, 319–31, 375n57, 400, 533, 539; high 
priest, 253, 295–96, 297, 298, 299, 300, 
303–4, 320n8, 451–52; priest-king, 194, 
281, 308n192

priestess, 192, 283, 292–94, 306, 319–28, 539
priestly attire. See dress/clothing: priestly/

sacerdotal
prisoner, 1, 48, 196, 236, 246, 300n145, 537
private vs. public context/sphere, 56, 264, 284, 

342, 395, 399, 402

province, 166n34, 269, 272, 287; Anatolian, 
14, 221n84; Canadian, 164; Incan/Indian, 
30–31, 33–36, 38–39, 41, 42, 44, 48; Fezzan 
(Libya), 249; Roman, 16, 99–100, 259–60, 
261, 262, 263, 264, 265, 266, 268–70, 269, 
271–72, 516, 520, 535

Psamtek I, 213n54 
Psamtek III, 208n24
Psamteksaneith (statue), 213n55, 214
pseudomorphs, of textiles, 363–64
Psusennes I, 452, 523n51
Ptahhotep (statue), 15–16, 204–10, 213, 

213–15n55, 216, 222–26
Puabi, queen, 519n34, 544
purple, 17, 101, 103, 110, 134, 280–81, 284–93, 

295, 297–303, 305–6, 309, 321, 328–29, 
385n1, 402, 406–7, 423, 429, 435, 462–63, 
465, 490–91, 517n26, 539, 541

Pylos, 78n51, 283, 338
Pyramid Texts, 385, 397, 410

Qasr Ibrim, 92–93, 97, 99, 109, 116, 120–21, 
469

qompi (fine textile), 32
quilt, 111, 113–15, 118–19, 146, 148
Qustul, 100, 102–3, 120

Ramesses/Ramses II, 246, 450, 519
Ramesses/Ramses III, 11, 212n46, 243–44, 246, 

251, 450
Ramesside, 14, 72, 79, 80, 82, 246, 251, 519. See 

also Egypt (chronology)
Ramose, tomb of (TT 55), 240
Raneferef, 387, 399–400. See also neferefre 
rank: distinctions in, 32, 42; insignia of, 28; 

military, 41, 44–45, 48–49, 536; religious, 
292, 298, 357, 359; secular, 357, 359; social/
political, 3, 43–44, 118, 189, 191, 251, 253, 
309, 432, 434–35, 537, 539–40

Ravenna (Italy), 462 
red, 30, 36–38, 42, 47, 101–5, 110, 112–15, 

117–19, 126, 130, 132, 134, 138, 144, 146, 
148, 240, 285, 287n51, 295, 302–3, 360, 385, 
387, 389, 397–99, 401–8, 428, 462, 465, 466, 
489, 490–99, 541

red-figured Greek pottery, 171–72, 174, 293, 321
regalia, 52n120, 54, 117, 280n5, 296, 302, 386, 

409, 520
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562 IndEx 

relbunium, 489–98, 500
Renenutet, 389, 392–93, 401
resistance, 203, 262
Rhineland, 267, 269
Ribeiro, Aileen, 8 
Rib-Ḫadda, 78
Ribu/Libu, 235
rider/riding dress, 164, 287; Anatolian, 167; 

Iranian/Median/Persian, 15, 157–59, 161, 
170, 215–16, 218, 514

Riello, Giorgio, 6 
ring, 94, 97, 191, 293, 328, 343, 366, 517
Ritner, Robert K., viii, 16, 235–58, 517, 532
ritual, 7, 17–18, 28, 34, 35n41, 36, 41, 43, 50, 

51, 52, 118, 192, 235, 240, 245, 280, 281, 
282, 284, 292, 295–96, 297, 302, 303, 305, 
306, 319, 320n5, 322–23, 325, 327, 329, 
331, 339, 340, 346–47, 374, 376, 377n72, 
385–89, 397, 398, 399, 400, 401, 402, 403, 
404, 406–8, 494, 515, 518, 521, 536, 539; of 
Amenhotep I, 386; of ancestors, 386; con-
secrating the mr.t-chests, 386, 401, 406–8; 
daily temple, 18, 386–91, 393, 395–96, 
398, 400–402, 404, 406n190, 407; dressing 
a statue, 17–18, 51–52, 96, 339, 346–48, 
374–75, 385–87, 402–3, 521; embalming, 
401n123; funerary, 18, 52, 94, 118, 369, 386; 
Karnak liturgy/liturgies for Amun and 
Mut, 386n3, 389n27, 390; mīs pî (opening/
washing of the mouth), 374; opening of 
the mouth, 386, 391, 401; Prayer of the 
Linen Garments, 118; renewal of power 
for the new Year, 386, 391, 401

Roach-Higgins, Mary Ellen, 2, 357
robe, 15, 77, 106, 108, 111, 116, 121, 157–58, 

162–63, 167, 208, 209n29, 210, 215, 217n65, 
218, 223, 225–26, 236, 285–86, 290, 294, 
297nn121–23, 298, 299n136, 301–4, 
308n191, 391, 394, 399, 464, 514, 517. See 
also court dress/robe: Achaemenid/Persian

rock art, 16, 235, 249–50, 492
Rome/Roman(s), 8, 16, 18, 98, 100, 102–3, 159, 

259–72, 281, 287n52, 290n65, 299n140, 300, 
301, 307, 309, 325n24, 327–28, 330, 331, 
429, 431, 434, 457, 460, 465, 511, 513, 515, 
516, 520, 535, 539; clothing/dress, 3, 10, 12, 
16, 99, 100, 175, 260, 262–69, 271–72, 301, 
435, 516, 520. See also Greco-Roman

Romanesque, 467
Romanization, 434
Rothe, Ursula, 16, 210, 259–76, 513, 516–17, 

520, 531, 533, 535 
royal clothing/dress. See dress/clothing: royal
 
sacerdotal dress. See dress/clothing: priestly/

sacerdotal 
sackcloth, 523
Sahagún, Bernardino de, 41, 46, 48–49
Sahura/Sahure, 236–38, 250, 387, 395
Saite, 16, 207n14, 254, 532. See also Egypt 

(chronology)
Saka(s), 9, 161 
Sakhmet, 392, 398
Santacruz Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua, 

Joan de, 30, 31n17
Sapa Inca, 29, 32, 34–35, 39–40, 41
Saqqara, 218, 225, 241, 444, 446–47
Sardis, 157n1, 159, 167, 170, 208–9
Sargon, 192–94, 350, 517n26, 522
sari, 270 
sarong, 215 
sartorial, 10, 11, 14, 16, 30, 41, 47, 55, 56, 98, 

157n4, 166, 172–73, 177, 208–9, 218, 225, 
226, 284, 342, 357, 514, 515, 517, 518; bicul-
turalism, 14–15, 159–60, 203, 209, 221, 223, 
226, 515

sash, 78, 193–94, 197, 213–14, 218, 249, 
299n136, 304, 340, 487, 519, 538

satrap, 159
Satuna, 246, 248
scepter, 17, 99, 108, 280n5, 292n78, 294, 

302n153, 305, 308, 385n1, 521, 539 
Scorpion, king, 237
seal/sealing impression, 159n7, 160–62, 163, 

190–91, 193, 217, 220n78, 291, 294, 341, 
344, 350, 518, 533. See also glyptic

Sekhemkhet, pyramid of, 446
selectivity: in dress, 176, 330; in representa-

tion, 157–58, 221n84
self-care (toilet and cosmetic practices), 17, 

337–39
self-identification/self-identity. See identity: 

self-/self-ascribed
self-presentation/self-representation, 27n1, 

171, 176, 461, 520
Sematawytaefnakht (statue), 207–8, 225 
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semiology of dress, 90
Sennacherib, 196n30, 515, 517
senses, 336–37, 339, 342, 349–50 
sensory experience of dress, 10, 17, 335–50, 

544
sensory studies, 336, 340 
Serket, 392, 396, 403
Serra East, 102
Seti I, 242–44, 246, 249, 386, 389–90, 408n195
sewing, 101, 116, 119, 126, 134, 146, 429, 464
Seyitömer Höyük, 161, 161–62n20, 163
shawl, 77, 215, 222, 291, 295, 340, 451–52, 538; 

Lower Egyptian, 226
sheet, of cloth, 19, 443–47, 449–51, 453
Sheshonq I, 253, 405
shroud, 92, 94, 109–15, 118–19, 121, 425, 450, 

459, 465–66, 469, 544
sidelock. See hairlock
silk, 103, 110–19, 121, 138, 140, 144, 148, 463
silver, 14, 19, 71, 73–77, 78–79, 80, 81, 102, 191, 

196n30, 286, 288n56, 338, 372, 374, 375, 
443, 444, 445, 449–53, 517, 518, 519, 521, 
538, 543

Sippar/Sippar stone, 188, 194, 522
Siwa Oasis, 254
skeletons, 17, 94, 111, 113, 360, 362, 364, 366, 

369; sexed/sexing, 338, 345, 359
skirt, 41, 56n135, 95–96, 99, 101, 218n70, 

249–50, 261, 270, 446n29, 450–51, 452n80
Skudra, 167, 170, 173–75
sleeve, 99–100, 104, 108, 116–17, 159, 166, 170, 

205–7, 211–13, 215, 216n63, 218, 225–26, 
261, 264–68, 287, 288n57, 294, 295n110, 
299, 304, 306, 320, 340–41, 464–65, 513–14, 
538. See also tunic: false sleeve

Smith, W. S. (William Stevenson), 237, 239, 
246

Sonqi Tino, 105–6
South America, 489, 491–92
Spain, 419, 420n4, 429–31, 433, 542
Spanish, 14, 27–29, 31, 32, 37, 41, 42n81, 44, 

46, 49, 56–57, 433, 536 
Spardiya, 167, 169, 172, 174, 515. See also 

Lydia/Lydian(s) 
Sparta/Spartans, 282–83, 285, 291, 293 
spin/shadow pattern, 427, 429, 542
spinning, 119, 126, 421, 433; S direction 

(S-spun), 95–96, 119, 124, 126, 128, 130, 

132, 134, 138, 140, 146, 148; Z direction 
(Z-spun), 115, 119, 124, 136, 138, 140, 142, 
146, 148

splicing, 420–22, 425–26, 429–30, 542
Staatliche Museen (Berlin), 323, 390
staff, 17, 237, 240, 290n65, 292n78, 302n153, 

305, 321–22 
Starr, Gabrielle, 375, 544
statue, 1, 8, 10, 15, 52, 73, 75, 80, 167, 171, 172, 

188, 189, 190, 192, 194, 204–10, 213–17, 
222, 224–25, 260, 266, 325–26, 339, 398, 
521; ba-, 96–97; cult/divine, 17–18, 295, 
323, 339, 346–48, 358, 372–76, 385–87, 391, 
400, 407, 522, 543; royal, 3, 5, 167, 169–70, 
172, 188, 191, 217, 221–22, 225, 306, 448, 
523

stola/stole, 10, 116, 293, 295n109, 297–98,  
328

strophion, 293, 321, 329–30
Šubria, 523
Sudan, 9, 87, 89–90, 95, 97–98, 103, 106, 122 
Sudan national Museum, 106
Sumer/Sumerian, 1, 187, 340, 349
sumptuary regulations, 41, 43, 342
Šuppiluliuma, 80 
Susa, 157, 163–64, 166, 167–70, 172, 177, 

192n20, 194, 217–18, 221, 225, 286
Syria/Syrian(s), 15, 81, 169n42, 170n44, 174, 

187, 189, 246, 249, 271, 424, 432, 458, 
519n35, 537

Szymborska, Wisława, 1

tabby/tabby technique, 95, 98, 101, 110, 
115, 118–19, 126, 128, 130, 132, 134, 136, 
138, 140, 142, 146, 148, 420, 421–22, 424, 
425–26, 429–30, 432, 434, 468, 542; bal-
anced, 95–96, 126, 421–26, 429–30; basket, 
95, 124, 126; half-basket, 95, 126; warp-
faced, 119, 148, 425; weft-faced, 96, 132, 
144, 421–26, 432–34, 469. See also weave/
weaving

tablet weave, 132, 306, 427, 429, 433–34 
Tadrart Acacus cliffs, 249
Tadu-Ḫepa, 76–77
Tagi of Gintikirmil, 78
tags attached to grave goods, 444
Taharqa, 236–37 
Taḫmaya, 78
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tailored garments, 8, 27, 101, 115–17, 119–21, 
138, 210, 335, 339, 419

Tanis, 251, 523n51
tapestry, 38, 95–96, 98, 100–101, 103, 110–11, 

113–14, 124, 128, 130, 134, 287n49, 303, 
341, 424, 432, 458, 468–69

tassel, 17, 95, 98, 126, 132, 171, 188–92, 294, 
339, 346–47, 519, 540. See also fringe

Tatarlı, 159, 161, 163n22
tattoo, 191, 235, 237, 241–42, 246, 248, 250n38, 

253
Tawantinsuyu (Inca Empire), 34–35
Tayet, 392, 402, 405
Tebtunis, 459, 466
technology. See textile/cloth: production/

technology
Tehenu, 235
Tehran Museum (Iran), 169
teixiptla (god-embodier), 50–51
Tell el-Yahudiya, 246
Temet, 392, 398
Tenochtitlan, 41, 43–44, 50
terminology, textile/dress, 10–11, 19, 78, 89, 

209n29, 210, 296, 298–99, 307–8, 446–48, 
450–51, 452, 457–71, 514n14; loanwords, 
76, 82, 461

textile/cloth: dating, 19, 95, 420–21, 429, 431, 
458–60; funerary, 92, 94, 96, 99, 103, 109, 
113, 117–18, 211n41, 340–42, 369, 388, 420, 
434, 444–45, 448, 486–87, 496, 521; fur-
nishing, 103, 115, 119, 286, 420, 468, 470, 
514; imported, 14, 102–3, 112, 119–21, 134, 
427, 434, 458, 494–95, 519n35; patterns on, 
27n4, 32, 35–41, 52n120, 95, 97–98, 101–3, 
105–6, 110, 114, 117–21, 126, 134, 138, 140, 
144, 146, 148, 157, 240, 242, 248–49, 270, 
279, 293, 303, 305–6, 346, 427–29, 432–34, 
462, 486, 497, 499–500, 513, 541–42; 
preservation, 9, 19, 28, 89, 92, 110, 116, 
457, 470; production/technology, 3, 9–10, 
18–19, 36–37, 80–81, 90, 93, 95, 98, 101–3, 
110, 112n87, 120, 188n4, 189, 283–84, 
287, 419–23, 429, 431, 433–34, 486, 491, 
496–97, 516, 519n35, 522, 533, 540–42, 544; 
provenience, 18, 458–59, 462, 470; repair, 
94, 103, 130, 134, 300n145, 497; reuse, 7, 
10, 18, 92, 94, 109, 459, 466; trade/traders, 
10, 18–19, 53, 224, 266, 269, 346, 434, 485, 

495, 497, 500, 513, 541. See also color; dye/
dyeing; exchange, of cloth/clothing; fiber; 
gifts of clothing/textiles; painted represen-
tation of dress/clothed body; textile-size 
notation; textile tools; wealth/money, 
clothing/textiles as 

textile cultures, Mediterranean Europe, 
419–35

Textile Museum (Cairo), 119
Textile Museum (Washington, dC), 40
textile-size notation, 444–48
textile tools, 18, 98, 433–34, 545
Thebes, 81, 211n44, 251, 449–50, 452
Theodosian Code, 11
Thomason, Allison, 10, 12–13, 17, 196n30, 

208n18, 335–56, 512n6, 520, 523n53, 534, 
544

throne bearers, 158, 165–67, 169, 170n46, 
171–74, 221

Thutmose III, 81–82, 388, 393–94
tiara, 159, 288n57, 294, 303, 308
tiles depicting ethnic prisoners, Egyptian, 1, 

246, 248–50
Tilley, Christopher, 336
Timotheos, 109–10, 116, 469
Tiwanaku, 485, 494–95, 498–500
Tjemehu, 235
tlahtoani, 44
toga: Akkadian, 189, 197; Roman, 10, 12, 100, 

262–63, 265–67, 272, 520, 535
toilet instruments/practices, 337–39
Toltec(s), 41, 52–54
toqapu, 40
torque, 16, 206, 209, 223–24, 518, 532
traje, 27–28, 34, 55
Treveri, 261, 269
tribe/tribesmen, 16, 30–31, 235, 240, 248, 251, 

253, 254, 259, 260, 261, 263, 267, 268–69, 
270, 271, 299, 516, 531, 535

tribute, 42, 47–48, 241, 287, 517–18, 537; trib-
ute bearers, 164–65, 174, 222, 344, 517

Trier (Germany), 264–66, 269
tunic, 10, 14, 94, 99–101, 103, 110, 120, 128, 

130, 205–13, 215, 216, 218, 221–22, 223, 
225–27, 267, 269, 287, 298, 299n136, 
300n145, 303n162, 308, 340, 433, 450–51, 
458–59, 461, 462n40, 464–67, 469, 487, 494, 
497, 514, 538; bag-tunic, 99, 212; checked, 
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36, 37–39, 40, 299n136; false sleeve, 206, 
211; Gallic, 264, 266–68; hooded, 466–67; 
Inca, 31, 35–41, 56; long-sleeved, 99, 
205, 264, 266–67, 304; overtunic, 261–62, 
266, 535; purple/purple-edged, 286, 288, 
302; Roman, 265–66, 268; short-sleeved, 
265–66, 294, 340

tunica, 100, 286n43
Tupa Inca Yupanqui, 39
turban, 56, 169, 171, 299n136, 307n186, 

308n191, 349 
Turkey, 159n8, 336, 424, 522
Tušratta, 76
Tutankhamun, viii, 3, 5, 10, 388n17, 393, 

523n51
Tuttanabshum, 192
twill, 111, 420, 427–34, 542
twist/twisted, 24, 293, 420–21, 423, 425, 427, 

431, 538 

Udjahorresnet (statue), 206, 208–10, 216, 222, 
224–26

Ugarit, 79, 519
Ugaritic correspondence/documents, 79, 82
Umm ʿUbaydah, 254–55
Umma, 265–66
Unas, 237, 240
undergarment, 215, 288, 293, 299n136, 337 
underwear, 347–48
undressing, as an act/process, 10, 284, 305, 

335, 337, 342, 347, 349–50
uniform/gear 
—army/military/warrior, 308; Achaemenid/

Persian, 158n4, 165; Akkadian, 192, 197, 
537; Aztec, 14, 28, 42–47, 49n109, 53, 536; 
British, 56; Carian, 163; Chichimec, 52–53; 
French, 28; Greek, 161–63, 288, 293n89, 
302n158, 304, 308, 330; Huaxtec, 45, 48, 53; 
Inca, 14, 28, 36–39, 41, 536; Indo-European, 
302n158; Libyan, 241, 246; Lycian, 163; 
Lydian, 159, 163; neo-Assyrian, 513n11; 
nubian, 97; Roman, 266–67; Thracian, 513; 
Toltec, 53; West Phrygian, 163

—elite (king/priest), 103, 280, 284, 293, 301–2, 
330

—Meroitic official, 96–97
units of measure (Egyptian): cloth-cubit, 

445–46, 447n36; deben, 78, 448–52; kite, 

449; oipe, 451–52; sack, 451–52; shati, 
445–46, 449

Upper Retjenu, 81
Ur, 337–38, 424, 519n34
Urartu/Urartian, 17, 360, 370, 372–74, 518, 522, 

543
Uruk, 194, 295, 303, 521–22

veil, 12, 105–6, 300, 302, 303n161, 342, 463–64, 
469

Verucchio, 428, 433, 435
victory stela: from Lagash, 191; Merneptah, 

240; from nasiriyyah, 191–92, 197; 
naram-Sin, 191, 194, 197, 348; Rimush(?), 
192; Sargon, 194; from Telloh, 196

viewer/viewership, 3, 8, 12, 90, 157, 157–58n4, 
221, 284, 322, 327, 342–43, 345, 374, 376, 
512, 515–16, 537

Vindolanda, 260
Viracocha, 31
Vogelsang-Eastwood, Gillian, 93, 122, 126, 138, 

148, 210n39, 211n40, 211n44, 387n13
Vorderstrasse, Tasha, 11, 19, 457–81, 531–32 

Wadjet, 394, 396–97, 405
Walters Art Gallery/Museum (Baltimore), 

206–7, 212, 225
warrior costume. See uniform/gear: army/

military/warrior 
Warsaw national Museum, 105–7
wealth/money, clothing/textiles as, 10, 14, 17, 

19, 79, 109, 119, 121, 187, 268, 286, 339, 
346, 419, 443–53. See also bride-price/
bride-wealth; exchange, of cloth/clothing

weave/weaving, 14–15, 18, 26n4, 28, 37n52, 38, 
95–96, 98, 100–103, 115, 124, 126, 128, 130, 
132, 134, 136, 138, 140, 142, 144, 146, 148, 
260, 289, 338, 346, 420–21, 424–25, 427, 
429, 433–34, 453, 458, 460, 468–69, 496–97, 
533–34, 542, 544. See also tabby/tabby 
technique

weaver, 18, 37, 96, 101–3, 120, 288, 541–42, 545
Wels (Austria), 262–63
Wenamun, 254–55
Weninger, Johannes, viii, 3n13, 5
white, 37, 96, 102, 116, 119, 132, 146, 173, 280, 

286, 288, 292–93, 298, 302, 305, 328, 385, 389, 
391–94, 399, 403–8, 428, 462, 464–66, 469
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wild madder (Rubia peregrina), 428–29
woad (Isatis tinctoria), 428–29
wood, 75, 81
wool, 11, 30, 32, 79n52, 80, 82, 96, 100–103, 

110–11, 119–20, 128, 130, 132, 134, 148, 
189, 191, 266, 283, 293, 303, 307n184, 
307n186, 346, 420–21, 425, 427, 431, 433, 
458, 460, 466, 468–69, 517n26, 522, 539–40

Wozniak, Magdalena, 9, 13–14, 18, 87–156
wrap/wrapping, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9–10, 27, 30, 38, 

52, 56n135, 92, 94–96, 101, 108–13, 118, 
120–21, 189, 211n41, 215, 294, 295n109, 
322, 326–27, 341, 344, 365n23, 371, 373, 
391, 397, 399–400, 425, 443, 459, 465–66, 
468–69; wraparound garment/dress, 6, 
207–8. See also drape/draping

wreath, 293, 322, 328–30, 464
Wright, Rita P., 13, 18–19, 533–47

xenophon, 221n81, 224n94, 283, 287n52
xerez, Francisco de, 37
xerxes, 166n36, 170n46, 174, 177, 286

Yauna, 15, 167–77, 515, 518
yellow/golden-yellow, 47, 50, 102, 113, 116, 

132, 240, 428, 462, 490, 522
Yvanez, Elsa, 9, 13–14, 18, 87–156, 279n*

Zacharias III, 104–5
zeira, 513
Zinacatan (Chiapas, Mexico), 56
Zit/da, 80
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Outward  
Appearance

versus 
Inward 

Significance

Clothes are often considered mundane, yet they play a crucial role in people’s 
lives beyond mere bodily protection. The meaning of a piece of clothing changes 
the moment it is worn, as it becomes associated with its wearer. Because attire can 
demonstrate affiliation with a particular religious, ethnic, or political group, it 
serves as an important means of constructing self-identity and plays a vital role in 
social acculturation and assimilation. To understand what clothing reveals about 
the ethnicity, beliefs, social rank, profession, gender, or age of the wearer, one 
must examine its sociocultural context and the nonverbal language it conveys.

This volume takes a multidisciplinary and comparative approach to dress 
studies in the ancient world. Spanning a wide geographic spectrum, from the 
Near East and North Africa to the Mediterranean world and the Americas, it 
explores the cultural, social, and political significance of attire and engages the 
reader in a debate about the cross-culturally developed role of dress in construing 
and projecting various identities. Essays by experts from a range of disciplines, 
including art history, anthropology, archaeology, classics, Near Eastern studies, 
and conservation, approach the subject from different perspectives, apply varied 
methodologies, and draw on a diverse array of primary sources, including 
artifacts, iconography, and texts, to offer a nuanced understanding of the clothed 
self in ancient societies. This book will be of interest not only to experts in 
dress studies but to everyone interested in the cultural anthropology of dress 
and fashion.
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