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Utilitarian, Artistic, Ritual or Prestige Articles?
The Possible Function of an Enigmatic Artefact

Hungarian Academy of Sciences
Research Centre for the Humanities
Institute of Archaeology

H-1014 Budapest, Uri utca 49.
bondar.maria@btk.mta.hu

Maria Bondar

The find material of the Late Copper Age Baden culture includes a small, cylindrical artefact, terminatings in
two flat discs (H. 4-6 cm). Artefacts of this type, known mainly from settlements and cemeteries of the early
Baden period from the culture’s entire distribution, are generally interpreted as spools or spindle whorls, i.e.
as accessories of spinning and weaving. Were they indeed used as such?

This brief study offers an overview of the possible functions previously suggested for these artefacts (Figs
1-3), ranging from spools used in spinning and weaving, pestles for crushing salt, scale weights, grinders and
polishers used by metalsmiths, to the headrest of Cycladic figurines, stands for vessels and hair braid clamps,
alongside new possible interpretations (Figs 4-6). While the actual meaning attached to these artefacts re-
mains enigmatic, the contexts in which these spools have been found (wagon model, vessel modelled in the
shape of a female body, Bratislava type bowls, etc.) certainly support an interpretation as a ritual object. The
Anatolian and Mesopotamian examples would rather reflect a special usage, perhaps as a symbolic artefact
expressing prestige or as a ritual object. It therefore seems likely that these artefacts had a non-domestic,
unusual meaning during the Late Copper Age.

A késé rézkori badeni kultiira leletanyagaban létezik egy kis méretii, hengeres testti, a két végén lapitott ko-
ronggal lezdrt, dltaldban 4-6 cm hosszu eszkioz. A nagy teriileten megtaldlhato, telepen és temetében egya-
rant eléforduld, elsésorban a kultiira korai idészakdra jellemzé tdrgyat a kutaték dontd tobbsége spulninak
vagy orségombnak tartja, azaz a szovés-fonds egyik kellékeként értékeli. Vajon tényleg az volt?

E rovid tanulmdnyban bemutatom az ismert tdrgyak (Figs 1-3) funkciojara vonatkozo elképzeléseket
(szovés-fonds eszkoze, sokészités kelléke, mérlegsiily, mozsdrtord, dorzsoloko, polirozo eszkoz, kiikladikus
idolok fejtamasza, edénytarto eszkozok, hajfonat rogzits) és ujabb lehetséges haszndlati médokra hivom fel
a figyelmet (Figs 4-6). Tobb lel6helyen is olyan kiilonleges funkcioju leletekkel fordul eld (pl. kocsimodell,
kebles edény, bratislavai tipusi tdl, stb.), amelyeknek szakrdlis tartalma nem vitathaté. Torétt dllapotaban
is sirba keriilhetett, ami ugyancsak ezt tdmasztja ald. Az anatéliai és kozel-keleti példdk is a kiilonleges
tartalmat vagy a kultikus funkciot bizonyitjék, a ,,spulni”/guriga tehdt nem hétkoznapi eszkoz volt, hanem
kiilonleges tartalom/statusz kifejezésére szolgalt a késé rézkorban.

MoMENTS IN TIME — Bupapest 2013 605



Madria Bondar

The find material of the Late Copper Age Baden
culture includes a fairly neglected artefact type,
whose function is rather enigmatic; these cylin-
drical artefacts terminating in two flat discs are
variously described as spools, spindle-whorls or
simply as cylindrical artefacts. Although occur-
ring over an extensive area from the Late Copper
Age to the Late Bronze Age, very few have been
recovered from well-documented contexts.

Most of these small ceramic artefacts came to
light on settlements. Finds of this type have been
reported from Bulgaria (Fig. 2. 4),' Romania (Fig.
1. 22-24),* the former Yugoslavia (Fig. 1. 18, Fig. 2.
2, Fig. 1. 19-21),* Austria (Fig. 1. 25-27),* Slovakia
(Fig. 2. 3, 5, 7-9),° Moravia (Fig. 2. 10-19),° and Bo-
hemia (Fig. 2. 6),” as well as from several Hungar-
ian sites (Fig. 1. 1-17),® from the Aegean, Anatolia
and Mesopotamia (RAHMSTORF 2006, 73-81, Abb.
11, Anhang 5).

Very few comparable finds are known from the
Baden distribution, and it is quite possible that
some were not published owing to their seem-
ing insignificance. Artefacts of this type, known
mainly from settlements and cemeteries of the
early Baden period from the culture’s entire distri-

! Slatino: CocHADZIEV 1986, Abb. 2. X1, cylindrical artefacts
decorated with black, red or white encrustation from the Early
Copper Age.

2 Cilnik: RomaN 1977a, PL. 52. 27; 1977b, Taf. 39. 10; Bocsa
Montand: RoMAN 1977a, PL. 52. 30; Dubova-Cuina-Turcului:
ROMAN 1977a, P. 52. 36, all finds of the Cotofeni culture.

* Brza Vrba: MEDOVIC 19764, Taf. 5. 19, Taf. 11. 14; 1976b, Taf.
V1. 5, finds of the Cernavoda culture; Sarvas: BALEN 2006, Tab.
58.220-222, from the Copper Age.

* Médling-Jennyberg: RUTTKAY 1995, Abb. 16. 8; Pleissing:
RUTTKAY 2000, Taf. 6. 66; Schwechat: RuTTkAY 1971, Taf. A. 11,
all finds of the Bolerdz group.

> Mala nad Hronom/Kicsind: NEMEJCOVA-PAVUKOVA 1974,
Abb. 54. 22-23; Nevidzany/Néved: NEMEJCOVA-PAVUKOVA
1974, Abb. 42. 22; Bratislava/Pozsony: BAXA-KAMINSKA 1984,
Tab. 2. 2; Muzla/Muzsla: Kuzma 1995, Obr. 80. 2; Nizny Zipov/
Magyarizsép: DANO-JuHAS-MUSIL 1996, Obr. 20. 3, all finds of
the Boleraz group and the Baden culture.

¢ Finds from Layers C, C1 and C2 of the Jevi$ovice settlement:
MEDUNOVA-BENESOVA 1981, Taf. 48. 1, 3, Taf. 49. 9, 11-13, Taf.
113. 6-7, Taf. 146. 7-9. Layer Cl is contemporaneous with the
Baden period.

7 Cimburk: ZApoTOCKY 2000, Taf. 4. 20.

8 Pilismarét-Basaharc (Istvan Torma, personal communica-
tion); Nagykanizsa-Billa: P. BARNA 2003, Fig. 23. 13; Nagyut-
Gobolyjaras: BoNDAR 2002, Fig. 6. 3; Balatonészod-Temetdi-
diilé: HorvATH 2006, 105, note 38 and Fig. 12, all sites of the
Bolerdz group and the Baden culture. Grave 403 of the Budaka-
lasz cemetery yielded one broken and four intact spools; how-
ever, only two of these were later inventoried and nothing is
known about what happened to the other pieces.
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bution, are generally interpreted as spindle whorls,
i.e. as accessories of spinning and weaving.

However, an alternative interpretation is also
possible. While studying the wagon model from
Szigetszentmarton, on which the axle and the
wheel are combined in one, it occurred to me that
these small objects had perhaps been parts of sim-
ilar wagon models (BoNDAR 2004, 15-16, Fig. 1.
3b). Assuming that the axle was not fixed through
the wagon box, several rectangular objects, which
can perhaps be interpreted as wagon boxes, can be
added to the corpus of currently known Late Cop-
per Age wagon models (BONDAR 2004, Fig. 2. 1-3,
Fig. 3, Fig. 4. 1-2). In this case, the combination
of the axle and the wheels meant the creation of
rollers onto which the rectangular wagon box was
placed. While a technical solution of this kind
would hardly have been too practical in the case of
real-life wagons, it may have been used in the case
of their clay replicas. Most scholars agree that wag-
on models were part of the paraphernalia of rituals
and in this context, a separate wagon box placed
on top of an axle-with-wheels element would have
been a simple and ingenious combination.

One case in point is the wagon model from
Szigetszentmarton (Fig. 3. 2), which instead of
individual solid wheels, clearly has two rollers on
a longish axle on which the rectangular wagon
box was placed (BONDAR 2004, Fig. 1. 3b). Simi-
lar wheels can be seen on a Mesopotamian wagon
model too (Fig. 3. 1) (BONDAR 2004, Fig. 13. 4),
which has a covered wagon box placed on a clay
axle with two wheels, and on a bronze model from
Anatolia, which has the wagon box likewise placed
on the axles fitted with a pair of wheels (Fig. 3. 3)
(BONDAR 2004, Fig. 14. 2b). The underside of an-
other bronze wagon model from Anatolia (Fig. 3. 4)
provides an excellent illustration of this technical
solution (BONDAR 2004, Fig. 14. 3b). The creation
of wagon models from their two main components
(a separate wagon box and the wheels fixed to it to-
gether with axles) would explain why the axles are
not marked on the vessel-like, rectangular wagon
models without wheels. It would also provide an
explanation for the enigmatic spool-like artefacts
coming in various sizes found on Boleraz sites,
which have generally been regarded as a relic of
household crafts (spinning and weaving). Accept-
ing the above interpretation of the wagon models
from Szigetszentmarton and Anatolia, the possible
function of these hitherto neglected spools can be
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Kl Xz 3 4 5 6

12 ‘ 13 l 14 ‘ 15

18

Fig. 1. 1-5: Budakaldsz — Grave 403, 6: Nagykanizsa (after P. BARNA 2003, Fig. 23. 13), 7-12: Pilismar6t-Basaharc - Grave
401, 13-16: Pilismaro6t-Basaharc - Grave 411, 17: Nagyut (after BONDAR 2002, Fig. 6. 3), 18: Brza Vrba (after MEDOVIC
19764, Taf. 5. 19), 19-21: Sarvas$ (after BALEN 2006, Tab. 58. 220-222), 22: Dubova (after RomAN 1977a, PL. 52. 36), 23: Bocsa
Montana (after RoMAN 1977a, PL. 52. 30), 24: Cilnik (after RoMAN 1977a, Pl. 52. 27), 25: Schwechat (after RuTTKAY 1971,
Taf. A. 11), 26: Modling (after RUTTKAY 1995, Abb. 16. 8), 27: Pleissing (after RutTTKAY 2000, Taf. 6. 66)
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13

17

19

Fig. 2. 1: Muzla/Muzsla (after Kuzma 1995, Obr. 80. 2), 2: Brza Vrba (after MEDOVIC 1976b, Taf. VI. 5), 3: Nevidzany/Néved
(after NEMEJCOVA-PAVUKOVA 1974, Abb. 42. 22), 4: Slatino (after CocHADZIEV 1986, Abb. 2. XI), 5: Bratislava/Pozsony (after
BaxA-KAMINSKA 1984, Tab. 2. 2), 6: Cimburk (after ZApoTOCKY 2000, Taf. 4. 20), 7: Nizny Zipov/Magyarizsép (after DaNO-
JurAs-MusIL 1996, Obr. 20. 3), 8-9: Mala nad Hronom/Kicsind (after NEMEJCOVA-PAVUKOVA 1974, Abb. 54. 22-23), 10-19:
JeviSovice C (after MEDUNOVA-BENESOVA 1981, Taf. 113. 6-7, Taf. 146. 7-9, Taf. 48. 1, Taf. 49. 3,9, 11-13)
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Fig. 3. 1: Tepe Gavra (after BONDAR 2004, Fig. 13. 4), 2: Szigetszentmarton (after BONDAR 2004, Fig. 1. 3a-b), 3: Anatolia (after
BONDAR 2004, Fig. 14. 2b), 4: Anatolia (after BONDAR 2004, Fig. 14. 3b)

set in a new perspective. Obviously, the currently
known spool finds must be rigorously examined in
order to determine whether they had indeed func-
tioned as roller-like wheels based on their form,
size and traces of use-wear.

Spool-like artefacts of this type have been
found together with wagon models on the Baden
sites at Pilismarét-Basaharc and Budakaldsz. The
finds from Modling-Jennyberg too include both
spools and a wagon model, again providing ad-

ditional evidence in favour of the interpretation
proposed in the above.

The grooved cylinders on house models from
Azor (Fig. 4. 1) suggest another possible function,
namely a decorative use as gable ornaments on
houses of the Late Copper Age. Spool-like decora-
tive elements of this type occur on various depic-
tions from the Ancient Near East, for example on
house shaped urns (PERROT 1979, Fig. 73; SEIPEL
1998, cat. no. 31). Several buildings of the Late
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Fig. 4. 1: Azor (after PERROT 1979, Fig. 73), 2-3: Uruk (after SEIPEL-WIECZOREK 1999, cat. nos 239-240)

Uruk period in Mesopotamia, contemporaneous
with the Baden period, were decorated with col-
ourful mosaics created from black, red and white
painted stone cones driven into the wall of temples
(Fig. 4. 2-3), distinguishing thereby sacred build-
ings from profane ones (SEIPEL-WIECZOREK 1999,
cat. nos 239-240). Temples of this type are called
stone-cone temples.

Another possible function is illustrated by a
clay figurine found in Gilat, dating from 4500-
3800 BC, portraying a woman sitting on a biconi-
cal stool, holding a two-handled vessel resembling
the pans of the Baden culture under her right
arm and a spool-like object under her left (Fig. 5)
(SEIPEL 1998, cat. no. 19). However, the possible
symbolic meaning of the joint occurrence of these
two artefacts remains elusive.

In his discussion of the distribution of vari-
ous commodities and innovations of the Early
Bronze Age (depas amphikypellon, Syrian flasks,
decorated bone cylinders, cylinder seals, weights,
spools, scales, etc.), Lorenz Rahmstorf noted that
the wares and innovations of Mesopotamia and
Anatolia rapidly spread to the eastern Aegean at
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the time of the so-called second urban revolution.
He suggested that the rapid spread of these com-
modities could be attributed to the fact that the
Aegean communities had reached a similar level
of civilisation and were therefore ready to absorb
new consumer goods. Spools represented one of
the many new innovations: one particular vari-
ant of spools perhaps functioned as scale weights,
reflecting an advanced mathematical knowledge
(RAHMSTORF 2006, 76). Spools made from mar-
ble and Spondylus were probably prestige items.
Discussing the functions of spools, L. Rahmstorf
raised the possibility that they were used as pes-
tles or rubbing stones, or that they functioned as
polishers used by metalsmiths, or as the headrest
of Cycladic figurines (RAHMSTORF 2006, 74).
Quoting comparable finds from Germany and
their reconstruction, Tiinde Horvath recently
proposed another possible interpretation of these
spool-like objects, suggesting that these small ar-
tefacts, made from either clay or stone, had been
used as pestles for crushing salt (HorvATH 2006,
105, note 38 and Fig. 12). In a more recent study,
she suggests six possible functions for these ar-
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tefacts. She quotes evidence that they may have
been thread spools used in spinning and weav-
ing (HorvATH 2008, Fig. 5), or stands for vessels
during cooking or pottery firing (HORVATH 2008,
Fig. 4). In her view, these cylindrical artefacts may
equally well have been used as hair braid clamps
(HorvATH 2008, Fig. 6), or as back-rests and
head-rests (HorvATH 2008, Fig. 7). It seems to me
that of the possible uses suggested by T. Horvath,
spools could hardly have been suitable for crush-
ing salt or for use as back-rests owing to their size
and fragility.

While spools and spool-like objects appear to be
artefacts occurring over an extensive area and dur-
ing many periods, the number of published finds is
surprisingly low. It is possible that these seemingly
insignificant objects were not published or, alter-
nately, that their number is indeed low. In the latter
case, they could hardly have been used for every-
day activities since in that case considerably more
pieces would be known. If the number of these
finds is indeed as low as it appears to be, it confirms
their rare, unusual function. While the function of
these small ceramic objects continues to elude us,
the above overview of their possible uses will per-
haps stimulate interest in these objects.

The examples quoted above tend to belie the
everyday utilitarian use of these artefacts. The
Anatolian and Mesopotamian examples would
rather reflect a special usage, perhaps as a sym-
bolic artefact expressing prestige or as a ritual ob-
ject. While the actual meaning attached to these
artefacts remains enigmatic, the contexts in which
these spools have been found (wagon model +
spools,” vessel modelled in the shape of a female
body + spools,"” Bratislava type bowl + spools,"
etc.) certainly support an interpretation as a rit-
ual object. It is certainly noteworthy that spools
were deposited in several graves of the Pilis-

° Pleissing, Pilismarot-Basaharc, Budakaldsz.

10 Balatondszod, Bratislava, Brza Vrba, JeviSovice, Pilismarot-
Basaharec.

1 Bratislava, Brza Vrba, JeviSovice.

Fig. 5. Gilat (after SEIPEL 1998, cat. no. 19)

maro6t-Basaharc and Budakaldsz cemeteries.’? At
Balaton6szod, one of the most remarkable sites of
the Baden culture, the features containing spools
yielded a number of other less than common
finds: a mask, a stamp, a footed goblet, a bipartite
bowl and the wheel of a wagon model (HorRVATH
2008, Tab. 1a). It therefore seems likely that these
artefacts had a non-domestic, unusual meaning
during the Late Copper Age.

12 Pilismarot-Basaharc: six spools from Grave 401 and four
spools from Grave 411; Budakaldsz: one broken and four intact
spools from Grave 403.
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