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Creolising Textiles 
Some new light on textile production  
and consumption in Roman Age Free Germania

Zofia Kaczmarek

Abstract

Creolisation is a  concept of multicultural adjustment through which new societies are born, which can be  
successfully applied to the romanisation of the Roman provinces. This paper shows that it is applicable to the 
Roman period textiles found in Free Germania, especially those found in the territory of modern Poland. Creoli-
sation assumes that the ‘barbarians’ were not passive in adopting Roman influence, but blended it with their own 
cultures sometimes for aesthetic but often for pragmatic reasons. In Germania Libera, new textiles were produced 
which were an amalgamation of not only Roman and local traditions but also of those of the neighbouring bar-
barian cultures. A common simplification assumes that the Germanic people were only interested in accepting 
Roman influence. However, this assumption is questionable. Archaeological material shows that the Germanic 
tribes stayed in contact with each other. This means that they also influenced each other’s fashion and weaving 
technology. That is why, when Roman influences reached Free Germania, they met an established mixture of 
different Germanic traditions. This suggests that new patterns of spin direction and different qualities of textiles, 
which can be observed in textiles of the Roman period, were not influenced by the Romans alone. The concept 
of creolisation helps to explain how complicated the contacts were between the Romans and Germans, and how 
difficult it is to determine Roman influence in textile production and consumption.

Keywords: Romanisation, creolisation, Free Germania, Wielbark culture, textile production, textile consumption

1. INTRODUCTION

Ever since Francis John Haverfield used the word ‘romanisation’ (1905) to describe the spread 
of the Roman civilisation beyond its original borders, the concept became one of the most dis-
cussed in Roman history and archaeology (Woolf 1996, 5-6). Although the results of a more than 
century-long discussion have shown that romanisation is a much more complicated process than 
the creator of the term had imagined and, even though different meanings have been proposed, 
the concept of romanisation as a  kind of acculturation is still being used to describe cultural 
change in the Roman provinces and even in Free Germania. The entire period between the first 
and the fifth century in central and northern Europe is referred to as the Roman period, implying 
that all Europe remained under domination of Rome’s culture. 
 Acculturation is not a  mutual exchange. It suggests that one group adopts the patterns of 
another not only by choice but also by force. The question of power is crucial for the concept of 
romanisation. Without the power that Romans had over their neighbours or which they could 
give to those who followed their rules, romanisation could not have proceeded. However, accul-
turation also implies that the group embracing the new model does not possess a culture of its 
own; in order to become ‘civilised’ it has to accept the culture of another community (Webster 
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2001, 210; Woolf 1996, 4-5). For this reason, Romans used the designation ‘barbarians’ with pejo-
rative overtones and this Roman view of the Germanic tribes is still prevalent today.
 Earlier studies had a tendency to see romanisation as a process of cultural homogenisation: 
Roman culture spread unchanged from the Romans to the provincial communities, or Germani, 
encompassing ever larger parts of the known world with unification under one power, language 
and culture. It was inevitable, since it brought values which were considered to be European in 
a modern sense. It was accepted passively and it was always welcome. The most interested in 
accepting the Roman way of life were the elites, who saw romanisation as the only way of sustain-
ing and reinforcing their power. The lower social strata cultivated their own traditions, unless 
they wanted to advance to the elite or were interested in contacts with the Romans for other 
reasons (Webster 2001, 211-214).
 Later on, scholars gradually modified this vision as they began to appreciate how much more 
complicated the process was (Collingwood 1932; Millett 1990a; 1990b; Reece 1988; Woolf 1996, 
5, 10). In his study on the romanisation of Gaul, Greg Woolf (1996) came closest to the concept 
which is applied here. He observed that romanisation itself has no explanatory potential as it 
cannot be measured by any indices (Woolf 1996, 7) and could be viewed as a  strategic choice 
of provincial elites and would-be elites as a status indicator (Woolf 1998, 239). However, it was 
still believed that Roman culture created a ‘coherent pattern’ (Woolf 1998, 7) and that under the 
superficial layer of Roman culture both the elites and the lower strata of society concealed their 
own, unspoiled local folklore, and pure unsullied ethnicity (Webster 2001, 215). 
 Romanisation understood as acculturation does not presuppose a two-way but a linear trans-
fer of ideas from the centre (Rome) to the provinces (Webster 2001, 210) and beyond. If it is 
accepted that the only available mode of economic and cultural interchange between the Romans 
and barbarians was importing and exporting material culture, this denies those ancient societies 
an active role in creating their own identities. Accepting the perspective of romanisation is also 
the shortest route to ignoring the fact that both cultures were heterogeneous, formed not only by 
Roman and Germanic but also by other cultures.
 When Romans embarked on their conquest of northern Europe, their culture was a conglom-
erate of what had originally been Roman, Etruscan, Greek, or even eastern (including Egyptian)  
and Celtic cultures. Therefore, there was no ‘standard’ Roman civilisation (Woolf 1996, 7). 
The same applies to Free Germania, which is best exemplified by the distinctions between 
so-called archaeological cultures. Even over a relatively small territory, such as that of modern 
Poland, one can observe different patterns of consumption of material culture (for interesting 
remarks in that respect see Godłowski 1976, 20-21; Okulicz 1976, 197-198, 201-202). Moreover, 
production and consumption of textiles also corroborates the existence of different archaeo- 
logical cultures (Bender Jørgensen 1992, 121).
 That is why a need for a new model for studying cultural relations between the Roman empire 
and the Roman provinces arose. The model in question was introduced by Jane Webster, who 
opted for the term creolisation. This may be applied, with some changes, in an analysis of cultural 
relations between Free Germania and the Roman empire.

2. WHAT IS CREOLISATION?

Creolisation is a linguistic term denoting the combination of different languages which together 
form a new dialect. It is also used to refer to a process of multicultural adjustment through which 
new Creole (African-American and African Caribbean) societies emerged as a result of interaction  



85

between Europeans, Native Americans, and displaced Africans (Webster 2001, 217). J. Webster 
demonstrates that it can be successfully applied to the Roman provinces (2001). Although her 
concept has sparked some debate (Matz 2005), there are some key points in her theory which 
bring a new perspective to studies of material culture and thus into ancient textiles research.
 The concept of creolisation assumes that pure Roman culture can be found in the provinces 
only in the official context. Otherwise, the empire’s products of material culture were creatively 
transformed into new forms or sometimes used in a different way than in the original context. 
Creolisation is a  process of ‘resistant adaptation’ (Webster 2001, 218): not all traits of foreign 
culture are accepted, but mainly those which are absent in local culture (such as vocabulary 
concerning slave-master relations in a Creole language). Creolised culture is a part of everyday 
life and thus opposes the foreign culture, which was a part of public life. As a result, the process 
does not yield a single normative colonial culture, but mixed cultures (Webster 2001, 218). That 
means that in the territory of central and northern Europe there were no two Romanised or 
non-Romanised Germanic cultures but many different cultures, adopting (or not) the Roman 
influences to their own liking and/or need. Even when an object of material culture was emulated 
or imported, different practices could emerge from this process, depending on the users and 
their social background – especially in those territories which did not have direct contact with 
Rome and its provinces, such as the territory of present-day Poland. 
 Previous romanisation studies sought to explain why some communities remained unromani- 
sed, since anyone would have submitted to the influence when given the chance. The same rule 
applied to Free Germania: Roman imports were always welcome, since anyone – given the oppor-
tunity – would have chosen Roman products over local ones. It appears that there is a widely 
accepted tendency to call every original and fine object a ‘Roman’ one, denying the ‘barbarian’ 
societies the skills and knowledge to produce such an artefact on their own. 
 The lack or the small number of objects of certain Roman provenance in a given territory 
was explained differently; it was attributed to the persistence of local customs, the resistance to 
new traditions, the superficial impact of romanisation or the distance from the Roman empire 
(Webster 2001, 216). That led to the black and white view of romanisation, in which there were 
only Romans on the one hand and those romanised or unromanised natives/barbarians on the 
other, with no grey areas in between. Before Greg Woolf no one had considered the contribution 
of the Germanic tribes to defining what Roman products were nor the fact that accepting Roman 
products was not tantamount to accepting the bulk of Roman culture or admitting its superiority 
(1996, 11). 
 The creolisation model is worthy of consideration in textile research, given that the roman-
isation model in which Romans are the holders of more advanced techniques and knowledge 
than Germanic peoples seems to prevail in previous studies. This is splendidly exemplified by the 
assumption that the very fine textiles found in the territory of Free Germania could only have 
been imported or, at best, be emulated products from the Roman provinces without considering 
any other possibility. In these circumstances, one should attempt to revise notions regarding the 
place of the Germani in textile history.

3. CREOLISATION AS A THEORETICAL MODEL

In view of the fact the original concept of creolisation was applied solely to the Roman provinces, 
this paper proposes a new theoretical model, which would reflect creolisation processes in the 
territories of Free Germania. Since one of the objectives of the project reported here is defining 
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romanisation anew, the model proposed below should be considered a preliminary framework. 
The model relies on five premises.
 The first premise acknowledges that the Roman empire was not homogenous, but consisted 
of different cultures: African, Egyptian, Asian and European. That is why a definition of ‘Roman’ 
culture is never uniform and may vary depending on what part of Roman empire is under con-
sideration. One must also remember the high mobility of the inhabitants of the Roman empire 
(Kolendo 1998a, 233), which resulted in an even more thorough intertwining of different tradi-
tions. The second recognises that Free Germania is a conglomerate of different cultures, although 
the Romans might have seen it differently. Consequently, these cultures might have made different  
allowances for Roman influence in their territories and had distinctive patterns of use for Roman 
material culture in their everyday lives. The third premise is that Germanic peoples were not only 
interested in what Roman culture had to offer, but they could have considered the contacts and 
cultures of their closest neighbours more important or inspiring. In the Roman period, different 
people with different cultures and consumption patterns lived in central Europe. Their mutual 
contacts lead to the establishment of a mixture of various Germanic traditions. In this light, new 
patterns of spin direction and more advanced techniques of textile production could not have 
been influenced by Romans alone.
 The fourth premise is that the Germani were not passive in accepting Roman culture, but they 
picked and actively reused those elements which they considered useful. One must also remem-
ber that some novelties might have been a  result of internal evolution rather than revolution, 
that is, through imitation of the traits of a foreign culture. The fifth premise is that the Germanic 
tribes dealt with an already creolised material culture, since the creolisation process started in the 
provinces. This is particularly important for northern Europe, as the only way a Roman product  
could arrive in those territories was via Roman provinces (Wielowiejski 1965, 17-18). 
 Moreover, it is equally important to consider a number of questions which have always been 
crucial for archaeological textile research: 1) What did the textile industry looked like in a given 
territory in the earlier and later periods? 2) What did it look like in the neighbouring territories? 
3) What changed in the Roman period; were there any new textile techniques and types? 4) If yes, 
did these new traditions disappear in the post-Roman period or did they persist? 5) Is it possible 
that these new traditions were the result of internal development?

4. CREOLISATION IN PRACTICE

Since the romanisation model has become a classic approach to the study of Roman influence, 
it is necessary to consider the definition of an import, which is a key to the understanding of it 
(Eggers 1952; Majewski 1960). The simplest, although also the most comprehensive, definition 
was advanced by Jerzy Wielowiejski: an import is an object of material culture produced in vari- 
ous centres of the Roman empire, which by means of trade or in a different manner travelled 
beyond the frontiers of the Roman empire (1970, 29). Moreover, a textile import should be char-
acterised by foreign raw material and technology (Maik 1988, 168). The classical romanisation 
model assumes that Roman material culture could only have reached northern European territo-
ries by means of exchange between Romans and their neighbours. It does not take other possibi- 
lities into consideration, such as the agency of Germanic tribes living close to the limes (in which 
case the redistribution of spoils is one of the possibilities). Seen in this way, Roman objects could 
be interpreted as deprived of their original significance (Woolf 1998, 175, 177) and thus, at least 
to some extent, lose their romanisation-related impact. Roman material culture may have also 
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found its way to the north via Roman captives (Kolendo 1998b, 221, 223), although they could 
not have been numerous north of the Carpathian region (Kolendo 1998a, 231).
 To present how the creolisation model could function in practice, the focus here is on the  
territory of present-day Poland as an example of an area inhabited by the interiores (Tac. Germ. 5),  
who did not have direct contact with Rome and thus their territory offers a cogent example of 
outside romanisation/creolisation. In that territory, only Wielbark culture has yielded a number 
of archaeological textiles which is sufficient to draw conclusions (Maik 2012, 9).
 There are certain common features to Roman period textiles in Poland. The first one is that 
the archaeological textiles are very fine – finer than medieval examples (Maik 2007, 97). Sec-
ondly, the wool of the archaeological textiles of the period is of excellent quality (Maik 2007, 97). 
Thirdly, all of the textiles were woven on the warp-weighted loom (Maik 2007, 99). The fourth 
feature is that the most numerous weave is 2/2 twill (Maik 2007, 97). And, last but not least, none 
of the Roman period archaeological textiles known today were fulled (Maik 2012, 17), which 
is important because fulling seems to have been a significant stage of textile production in the 
Roman empire (Flohr 2011, 209), but also an appropriate finishing technique for the colder, 
northern climate.
 A relatively small number of textile remains demonstrates Roman provenance: Polish finds 
include knotted pile rugs, silk (both found in Pielgrzymowo near Nidzica, Warmian-Masurian 
province, another rug was found in Zakrzów, modern Wrocław; Fuhrmann 1939-1940, 322-327; 
Sage 1934, 278; Maik 2012, 117-118) and probably textiles which Jerzy Maik designates as the 
Mogontiacum type (variants of 2/2 diamond twills, shifted along the warp and symmetrically 
broken along the weft, found in Lędeczek near Piła, Greater Polish, Nowy Łowicz near Drawsko 
Pomorskie, West Pomeranian province, Odry near Chojnice, Pomeranian province; Maik 2010, 
716-717; 2012, 116-117), and possibly textiles Lise Bender Jørgensen defined as the Virring type 
(z/s spun 2/2 twill or 2/2 diamond twill, 20/18 repeat, thread count 16 per cm, found in Gronowo, 
near Drawsko Pomorskie, West Pomeranian province; 1986, 346; Maik 2012, 24-27). Therefore 
it is impossible to employ J. Wielowiejski’s definition of an import. J. Maik’s definition is better 
suited to a discussion of archaeological textiles, namely that an import is characterised by foreign 
technology and raw material. 
 Identification of foreign technology in any archaeological textile is problematic. The Romans 
introduced few technological improvements in their provinces and in many respects, their 
inhabitants were permitted to continue their own traditions, especially those of minor strategic 
importance for the Roman economy (Bender Jørgensen – Wild 1988, 74). In most northern prov-
inces, weaving was one of these such traditions. 
 The techniques of textile production were similar across Europe in the Roman period, irrespec- 
tive of which side of the limes it was. Even though a tubular loom had been used in pre-Roman 
Iron Age Scandinavia, it was eventually replaced by warp-weighted loom after circa 200 AD 
(Bender Jørgensen 1992, 122). It is difficult to attribute this or any of the other technological 
changes to Romans, since some of them could have been a result of internal and independent 
development. The textile craft of the Wielbark culture was highly developed and kept developing 
throughout the Roman period, becoming increasingly standardised (Maik 2012, 106-110, 112). 
The same can be said about, for example, Scandinavian textile production (Bender Jørgensen 
1986, 325).
 The aforementioned change in Scandinavia may have also been due to interaction with their 
closest neighbours, who had woven on the warp-weighted loom long before Roman influences 
reached so far north. The best proof that such contacts existed are finds of textiles of the Huldre-
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mose type (s/s spun tabbies or 2/2 twills), as reported by L. B. Jørgensen (1986, 343), which were 
probably of Scandinavian production, in the territories of the Wielbark culture (Kowalewko near 
Oborniki, Greater Polish province, Nowy Łowicz near Pomorskie, West Pomeranian province; 
Maik 1977, 123-132; 2012, 83, 113; Sikorski 2001, 451-466).
 Another technological aspect of textile production – spin direction – cannot be a determinant 
of Roman provenance of archaeological textiles either, since the weavers of the Wielbark culture 
used threads spun in both directions in order to obtain textiles with a shimmering texture (Maik 
2012, 72, 112). 
 The principal raw material of the Roman period in northern Europe was wool (Bender  
Jørgensen – Wild 1988, 75). A relatively high proportion of Wielbark culture textiles was made 
of high quality wool, comparable to the product obtained from Roman sheep (Maik 2001, 314; 
Maik 2007, 103-105). Wool of the same quality can also be observed in other textiles of the 
Roman period found in northern Europe. It may be noted the fleece of the Roman period is finer 
than the material originating from earlier and later periods, as well as superior to wool known 
today (Maik 2012, 66-69). 
 The best method of producing high quality wool is careful and skillful sheep breeding (Maik 
2001, 313), and Roman expertise in sheep husbandry ensured that they obtained such fleece. The 
breed whose fleece they valued the most was the so-called Tarentine or Greek (Attican) sheep, 
whose name indicates the territories from whence it came. Romans took extra care of the animal, 
making sure its wool would not be spoiled when the sheep was grazing, for example. The details 
of breeding Tarentine sheep were laid out by Collumela (Collumela, Rust. 7, 4, 1-6), whose trac-
tate is the best proof of the Romans’ profound knowledge of farming. Unfortunately, there are no 
analyses of Roman wool from Italy to compare it with Roman period wool from Free Germania 
(Maik 2012, 69). The only available information, apart from the aforesaid advice of Collumela’s, 
can be found in the ancient literary sources, which address the provenance of the most valued 
fleeces (Plin. NH 8, 73, 190; Collumela, Rust. 7, 2, 3).  Somehow, the knowledge of sheep breeding 
must have been transferred to the provinces, since, in the later period, Gaul became famous for 
its textile production and Gallic wool was imported even to Italy (Maik 2001, 315-318) as well as 
to the northern provinces (Maik 2012, 69). 
 The superb wool quality identified in the archaeological textiles discovered beyond the  
German limes, raises questions about the possible routes and means by which it reached these 
territories. One possibility is that it was imported as ready-made textiles, though it is rather 
doubtful since the wool of this quality was ascertained in various textile products (Maik 2012, 
118). It is also likely that wool was imported as a raw material, given that wool transportation is 
attested in literary (Strab. 3, 2, 6) and iconographic sources (Drinkwater 1982, 117). Yet another 
possibility is that it was brought along with livestock from the provinces, maybe as spoils – literary  
sources offer accounts of Romans hijacking flocks from Germania Libera (SHA Max. 12, 6; SHA 
Prob. 14, 3; Cass. Dio. 72, 11, 2). The Germani probably did the same – a conjecture which can 
also be verified on the basis of other archaeological evidence (Jaworski 1953). If that was the case, 
the Germanic peoples would have noticed the advantages of wool from Roman sheep and learnt 
how to breed the animals and process the fleece, so that it did not lose its quality; they may even 
have been taught how to do it by Roman captives (Sen. Ep. 47, 10; Kolendo 1998b, 221). 
 The creolisation model does not provide clear answers to the crucial problem of imported 
textiles, but it does shed some new light on the issue of the advanced development of the tex-
tile industry in Free Germania. First, it follows from the model that the Roman empire was not 
homogenous – even the Romans took advantage of the knowledge of other peoples. For instance, 
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to improve their textile industry, the Romans probably adopted Greek sheep. They learnt how to 
take care of them and perfected the method of husbandry. The sheep were then transported to 
the provinces, from where they (or their wool) could have found its way beyond the limes. This 
is not the only evidence of heterogeneity of textile production in the Roman empire. The varied 
traditions of spinning and weaving in the Roman provinces are well documented in archaeologi- 
cal material (Bender Jørgensen – Wild 1988, 75-76). 
 Secondly, the creolisation model emphasises the fact that Free Germania was also heteroge-
neous; different archaeological cultures with different consumption patterns and traditions (such 
as the Przeworsk and Wielbark cultures in the territory of present-day Poland) allowed foreign 
influences to penetrate their everyday lives to various degrees (Godłowski 1976, 20-21; Okulicz 
1976, 197-198, 201-202). Moreover, they must have in touch with their closest neighbours, since 
the imports found in the territory of the Wielbark culture do not originate solely from the Roman 
Empire. That is why it is equally probable that every technological change in Free Germania was 
inspired either by Romans or by another Germanic tribe. 
 The most important characteristic of the creolisation model is that it grants more self- 
determination to the Germanic peoples. There should be no doubt that they were skilful artisans. 
They produced rather complicated weaves such as Odry (2/2 twills, most frequent pattern unit 
of 4z/4s, 10 to 16 threads per cm; Bender Jørgensen 1992, 126; Maik 2012, 114) and perhaps the 
Donbæk types (spin patterned twills, a standard patterned unit of 4z, 4s/4z, 4s or the dog’s tooth 
pattern 16 to 20 threads per cm; Bender Jørgensen 1992, 126, 135). Why then deny them the skill 
to produce more complicated twills such as Virring and Mogontiacum types? This question is 
all the more legitimate because of the fact that research into textile industry demonstrates its 
continual evolution throughout the Roman period (Maik 2012, 105-112; Bender Jørgensen 1986, 
325). Therefore, the emergence of new textile types and techniques accompanied by the decline 
of others may be a result of internal processes which took place regardless of all the influences. 
Another piece of evidence which undermines the notion that the Germani imported woollen 
textiles from the Roman empire is the lack of fulled fabrics in the territory of northern Europe, 
including the territories of the Wielbark culture. If fulled clothes were an important part of the 
Roman dress code, the absence of such garments among the imports is surprising. 
 Finally, creolisation highlights the human factor: contacts between different peoples and 
tribes was the main reason why certain ideas, techniques and objects were accepted, rejected, 
emulated or changed in different cultures. People’s beliefs and tastes which influenced their sub-
sequent choices are difficult to reconstruct, which is why a full understanding will always prove 
problematic. A number of these questions are unlikely to be resolved.
 The work on the creolisation model has only just begun. Therefore, textiles which underwent 
creolisation cannot be named with any substantial degree of certainty at this point. However, 
two textile types may be presumed to have been creolised, namely the Odry and the Virring type. 
Both are woven with wool of a very high quality, which could be through Roman influence. Both 
are new types in the north during the Roman period, but have predecessors in the earlier period 
(Bender Jørgensen 1992, 124-125, 133-136). The forerunners of those types are not found in 
Italy, the original Roman territory, but in central Europe, which might suggest a Germanic influ-
ence. Moreover, the technology of production of those textiles was not strange to the Germani.  
They were demonstrably capable of weaving these products. However, the matter requires fur-
ther in-depth studies.
 Application of the creolisation model does not mean that one has to reject the potential 
importation of textiles by the Germani, as silk and tapestry certainly reached northern Europe 
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via the Romans. The crucial difference is that creolisation makes one consider other possibilities 
before naming every fine textile or other object a Roman import. 

5. PROBLEMS

Although creolisation seems to be a promising framework of inquiry into relations between the 
Romans and the Germanic tribes, it does create some problems. The most important one is that 
little, if anything, is known about the actual function of the imported/creolised objects; Roman 
textiles tend to be discovered in a passive context, therefore envisaging their active use is virtu-
ally impossible. Function is particularly relevant in textile research, since clothing is an import-
ant component of one’s cultural, ethnic or gender identity (Sommer 2012, 257-259). Creolisation 
enables us to allow for the viable alternative that Roman material culture, which naturally com-
prised Roman textiles as well, could have been integrated into the German context and thus used, 
which effectively nullified its original Roman essence and connotation. 
 Another problem is the fairly limited number of textiles dated to the pre-Roman period and 
to the Migration period (Bender Jørgensen 1986, 294; 1992, 120), which – for the time being – 
makes it very difficult to apply the creolisation model as suggested above. 
 The concept of creolisation is still being developed in its application to Free Germania; further 
work is required with respect to archaeological material, especially the characteristics of textile 
types, their chronology and distribution. However, as a theoretical model, it captures the com-
plexity of interactions between the Romans and the Germans and demonstrates how difficult it 
is to determine Roman influence on textile production and consumption. 
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