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CROSSBOW FIBULA AS A REFLECTION
OF SOCIAL STATUS AND RELATIONS

Mari-Liis Rohtla

Crossbow fibulae are discussed as one of the widespread categories of adornments in Roman
and Middle Iron Age stone-graves. [ will use the term fibula in the sense of a brooch with
bow-like construction that was commonly used around the Baltic during the period. While
the crossbow fibulae are mostly grave-goods, their placement in graves does not provide direct
information of their other functions. Nevertheless, after analysing the distribution and origin
of the different types of crossbow fibulae in Estonia and examining their different production
techniques, the author arrives at the conclusion that crossbow fibulae were adornments that in-
dicated status. The possible functions of the fibulae include their use for fastening clothing, their
presentation as prestige goods and their placement in graves. Contacts with other areas around
the Baltic are traceable via solitary artefacts marking direct import or the ideas of production.

The majority of crossbow fibulae are considered to be local specialities.

Key words: crossbow fibula, Roman Iron Age, Migration Period, grave-goods, social status

marker, production techniques of adornments.
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Introduction

The most widespread adornments found
in graves of the Roman and Middle Iron
Ages are brooches (fibulae), among which
crossbow fibulae form one of the most dis-
tinctive groups. They are numerous and
were used for along time. Unlike other fib-
ulae, many subtypes can be distinguished
among the crossbow fibulae (table). The
form and function of some of the subtypes
have changed considerably over time. Their
use on the eastern coast of the Baltic Sea
exceeds the borders of archaeological peri-
ods, starting in the middle of the 2" centu-
ry in the Roman Iron Age and continuing
in the Middle Iron Age. It should be men-
tioned that no crossbow fibulae that could
be dated to the Roman Iron Age have been
found in western Estonia. At this point it
should be mentioned that crossbow fibu-
lae have been found in several hoards and
buried treasures, but the topic is left out of
the present article due to the lack of thor-
ough research in the area.

Until now there has been a lack of com-
prehensive analysis on crossbow fibulae.
Therefore my main task in this work will
be to try to give an overview of problems
concerning the above-mentioned fibulae.
Although relatively thorough research
into Roman Iron Age fibulae have been
published, including the ones of crossbow
fibulae (e.g. Almgren 1923; Moora 1938),
new directions and starting points have
arisen in artefact research during the last
decade. The attempt to interpret the as-
pects of past society that are not reflected
in the archaeological remains - for exam-
ple commercial relations, social hierarchy
in prehistoric society etc. - have become
the main directions (Bitner-Wrdblewska
2001; Wason 1994),

The primary problem with the investiga-
tion of Estonian crossbow fibulae is their
exclusive appearance in Roman Iron Age
graves (fig. 1). At the same time, it sets the
limits for the investigation of their possi-
ble use, as we only know of them as grave-
goods. On the other hand, these sites where
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8 - grave
@ - hoard or buried treasure
Y - stray find

Fig. 1. The distribution of crossbow fibulae in Estonia.

crossbow fibulae are found, the tarand-
graves, are themselves also problematic,
since the graves were used for a very long
time and single burials are mixed, and
therefore it is practically impossible to
discern certain artefact complexes (Lang
1996, 313), and it is difficult to determine
the age, sex and status of the dead.

In order to open new aspects in the study
of crossbow fibulae around the Baltic Sea,
one should know how other researchers
have discussed the problem. The interpre-
tations south to Estonia are very impor-
tant, as the Estonian find material con-
cerning the Roman Iron Age adornments
is mostly related to Lithuania and Poland.
Studies from neighbouring countries - by
Latvian, Finnish and Scandinavian au-
thors — are also relevant. But as concerns
Latvia and Finland, the assessment of the
current situation in research is hardly pos-
itive, and only treatments that are decades
old - in Estonia and Latvia the work of
Moora and in Finland the monograph of
Keslkitalo — can be used (Moora 1938; Kes-
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kitalo 1979). Next to scarce research of the
Roman Iron Age, more thorough analy-
ses are carried out on Middle fron Age
crossbow fibulae. At this point one should
mention Anna Bitner-Wréblewska, who
has studied the types of crossbow fibulae
and the moving and change of the ways
of ornamentation, the influence of local
“fashions” At the same time, she tried to
observe how the oversea contacts between
workshops took place, which adornments
spread via ideas and which ones via arte-
facts (Bitner-Wréblewska 2001, 122).

My research mostly concentrates on
Estonian material. Parallels from other
countries, mostly Lithuania and Poland,
were only sought for while discussing cer-
tain subjects. One article cannot contain
all the topics connected with an entire area
of research, and thus I mention only some
of the aspects that are linked to crossbow
fibulae. I will try to understand the people
who have owned the fibulae by discuss-
ing the possible ways of making and using
them, and the importance of the fibula as
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Fig. 2. Basic details of
crossbow fibulae (Al 2604:
17 3172: 77).
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an ornament. The main purpose of the ar-
ticle is to give a comprehensive analysis of
the Roman and Middle Iron Age find ma-
terial via a single type of ornament.

Crossbow fibulae in the
Roman Iron Age and
Migration Period

The crossbow fibula with a simple ten-
dril foot (fig. 2)' is the earliest and sim-
plest type of crossbow fibulae (fig. 3: 1). I
have counted 21 items that belong to this
type, but determination is difficult, be-
cause many have only been preserved in
fragments that might also belong to the
other types with tendril feet. Crossbow
fibulae with tendril feet appear mostly on
the northern coast of Estonia, but the type
is remarkably less common in central and
southern Estonia (fig. 4). They vary in size,
but the tendency in the eastern coastal

area of the Baltic is that the smallest ones
were the earliest, occurring in the first part
of the 2 century AD (with Roman coins)
(Moora 1938, 121). In Estonia that kind of
fibulae are not dated to the 2* century, but
here it has been suggested that their use
started in the 3" century (Schmiedehelm
1955, 95; fig. 22: 9). But the majority - the
largest ones in terms of size - are dated to
the 4"-5" century (Laul 2001, 116).

Crossbow fibulae with tendril feet and
head-knobs are the most numerous and
most common of all of the types of cross-
bow fibulae. The notable characteristics of
this type are knobs at the head and also at
the end of the axis. Most researchers have
divided them into subtypes in accordance
with Moora (1938, 125) ~ fibulae with
profiled head-knobs and others with wire-
wrapped knobs (fig. 3: 2) (see also Schmie-
dehelm 1931, 401-402). 1 have counted
137 single items of this type, and most of

' Fig. 2 exolaing . X
ig. 2 explains the basic vocabulary of crossbow fibulae
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Fig. 3. The types of cross-
bow fibulae with tendril
feet: 1- simple crossbow
fibula with a tendril foot,
2- crossbow fibula with
a tendril foot and head
knob, 3- 1" group of ring
decoration, 4- 2™ group
of ring decoration (Al
4408:400; 2834:8; 2012:
11:20; 2012:11:19).

them have wire-wrapped knobs (table).
Half of crossbow fibulae with head-knobs
have been found in north-eastern Esto-
nia {fig. 4) and a little more than % from
north-western Estonia. Thus it can be
said that northern Estonia predominates
among the other regions in association
with this particular type of fibulae.

In general the fibulae with wire-wrapped
head-knobs are quite small and thin. Al-
though they have the same main character-
istic features, they vary from region to re-
gion in certain details. Profiled head-knobs
are more common in the northern parts of
Estonia. The most unique feature is the fac-
eted head and foot-wrapping that is found
only in north-eastern Estonia (fig. 3: 2).
The decoration of fibulae (at the head and
foot-wrapping) with transverse grooves,
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notches or diagonal grooves or the head-
knob with small tubes seems to be more
common to north-western Estonia, but
these elements also occur in north-eastern
and central Estonia. The same observation
applies to double-tension - north-western
Estonia predominates over neighbouring
areas, but they do not occur in south-east-
ern or eastern Estonia.

Fibulae with head-knobs are almost
contemporaneous with simple crossbow
fibulae with tendril feet. In Latvia the fib-
ulae with profiled head-knobs have been
dated to the third century on the basis of
East-Prussian analogues (Moora 1938,
126). The fibulae with wire-wrapped
head-knobs are somewhat younger, and
are considered to be a local form - occur-
ring in north-eastern Estonia at the end of

B - with tendril foot
# - with tendril foot and head-knoh
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Fig. 4. The distribution of crossbow fibulae with tendril feet, and with tendril feet and head

knobs.

the 3" and the beginning of the 4 century
(Schmiedehelm 1955, 87). Fibulae found
in north-western Estonia are mainly dat-
ed to the 4" century (Lang 1996, 179), and
this also applies to other regions that fol-
low Latvian dates. At the same time there
is a tendency to date bigger items as being
younger {Moora 1938, 130).

Crossbow fibulae with ring decorations
are decorated with rings around the bow,
head or foot, and sometimes also at the
end of the spiral. On the basis of the posi-
tion of the rings, Harry Moora has divided
the fibulae into three groups (Moora 1938,
132, 136, 138). As Mooras division was
based on local material (mostly northern
Latvian and Estonian), I will use this in
my introduction.

For the 1* group of ring decorations,
the main characteristic features are three
grooved rings in a group, while the middle
one is very often higher than the others
(see Almgren 1923, type 167). The same
rings are at the end of the spiral, and most
of those fibulae also have a head-knob

(fig. 3: 3). Only five items of this group
have been found in Estonia - and all were
found in north-eastern and north-western
Estonia (table; fig. 5). Categorising these
fibulae under the tendril foot types is a bit
tendentious, because three of the items
have a cast needlecase. All other groups
of the fibulae with ring decorations have
tendril feet and therefore I considered the
position of the rings to be a more impor-
tant decoration element than the needle-
construction.

In East Prussia, fibulae with ring decora-
tions that look similar to the 1* group have
been dated to the end of the 2% and the
beginning of the 3% century (Nowakowski
1998, fig. 4) on the basis of Roman coins.
They remained in use until the 4" cen-
tury in Samland (ibid). Fibulae with flat-
tened rings were mainly used in Estonia,
and were thus considered to be somewhat
younget than in Samland ~ their main pe-
riod of use was the 4" century, and a few
items were also dated to the 5" century
(Moora 1938, 134-135; Lang 1996, 179).

The number of the fibulae of the 2™
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¢ - st group of ringdecorntion
© - 2nd group of ringdecoration
@ -3rd group of ringdecoration

Fig. 5. The distribution of types of crossbow fibulae with ring decorations.

group of ring decoration is five times
greater than that of the 1" group (26
items). The grouping by three rings was
phased out, and the rings appear indi-
vidually. There can also be three or four
flatter and smaller rings placed between
two grooved rings (fig. 3: 4). Similarly to
the fibulae of the former group, these also
emerge only in the northern part of Esto-
nia, and only two fibulae are found in cen-
tral Estonia (fig. 5), one of which is quite
exceptional because of its cast needlecase
(Vassar 1943, 131) (Al 2481: 58a). In Sam-
land the fibulae that are similar to Moo-
ras 2" group of ring decoration, together
with the simple crossbow fibulae with ten-
dril feet, have been dated to the 3 century
(Nowakowsky 1996, 57). Also in Estonia,
the older items are dated to the 3 century
(Schmiedehelm 1955, 95; fig. 22: 10), but
the main period of use was still the tran-
sition from the 4" to the 5 century and
the 5" century (Vassar 1943, 132; Moora
1938, 137).
Crossbow fibulae of the 3% group of
ring decoration belong to the transition
period from the Roman Iron Age to the
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Fig. 6. The 3" group of crossbow fibulae with
ring decorations: 1- example of closed neec;lle-
construction (silver), 2- the bow and the foot
(made of silver with gold inlay) (Al 3235: 239,
240).

Migration Period. These precious fibulae
are also decorated with grooved rings, but
the space between the two rings is usu-
ally filled with bronze-, silver- or gold in-
lay with imprinted latticework (fig. 6 2).
Bronze fibulae very often have silver inlay,

and silver fibulae have silver or gold inlay.
I have counted 45 individual items of this
type. Unlike the two former groups, the 3%
group was also distributed in south-east-
ern and even in western Estonia (fig. 5).
The crossbow fibulae with ring decora-
tions from the tarand-grave region form
an autonomous north-eastern branch of
such fibulae (Moora 1938, 140).

Moora has suggested that simple items
of the 3" group of ring decoration fol-
lowed the 2™ group in sequence, and he
dated the former to between 450 and 550
AD (Moora 1938, 142). In Samland, fibu-
lae with that kind of decorations originate
from the 4"-5" centuries (Moora 1938,
141). The same date applies to incurved-
tension fibulae from Estonia (Vassar 1943,
131-132).

Crossbow fibulae of the 3 group of ring
decoration with rare bow-ornamentation
have only been found in western Estonia:
approximately 10-12 items from Saare-
maa (Lepna and Paju graves); | fragment
of the bow from Kirimée flat-cemetery
(fig. 5). These fibulae are characterised by
three strong grooves along the bow (fig. 7).
In Samland, such features often appear on
items with so-called incurved pseudo-ten-
sion (Nowakowsky 1998, 53, fig. 16: 638).
In Estonia, simplified incurved tension

Fig. 7. So-called Memel-style crossbow fibulae
(A14868: 238).
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appears on only four other items found in
Lidtsa, Sandimdrdi and Nurmsi (2) graves
in central and south-eastern Estonia
(figs. 8: 1; 9). However, only one of these
has rings, and three items lack almost any
connection with types of ring decoration,
and might be more closely connected with
the type with a simple tendtril foot. In the
material from Samland, however, the in-
curved tension is connected with the ring
decoration. It is not certain whether these
four exceptional items may have been cop-
ies of Samland fibulae. They seem to have
one feature in common - the coexistence
of several separate and yet popular deco-
rative elements like a head-knob, a certain
shape of tension, grooves or rings. Such
hybrids are considered to be characteristic
of Estonia (Schmiedehelm 1923, 86), and
thus of local heritance.

The fibulae of the next group are charac-
terised by the cast needlecase joined with
the foot. Among the finds of Samland,
simple crossbow fibulae with cast nee-
dlecases (fig. 8: 2) are divided into two
main groups according to the length of
the needlecase - long or short (Bitner-
Wroblewska 2001, 34, 41). The fibulae
with short needlecases are slightly older
and were used for a shorter period (Bit-
ner-Wroblewska 2001, 34, 51, 52). In the
Estonian material, however, such a divi-
sion is not reasonable, and the groups are
more simultaneous (Moora 1938, 149).
It is difficult to show genetic succession
from the tendril foot to the cast needle-
case, Several other types of fibulae and
items among crossbow fibulae (like the 1+
group of ring decoration) were made with
cast needlecases. Crossbow fibulae with
cast needlecases have been found almost
all over Estonia (55 fibulae). Their distri-
bution is most dense in north-eastern,
north-western and western Estonia (fig.
10). As concerns the ornamentation, the
most widespread elements are transverse
grooves. They also occur in types of ten-
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dril foot, but it seems that this motif be-
gan to dominate over other elements dur-
ing the Migration Period, as grooves are
an additional element in almost all types
of fibulae with cast needlecases.

Fibulae with high cast needlecases are
very rare in our region. Only one has been
found in the Saha D grave (in North-West
Estonia); it is made of silver and decorat-
ed with rings and a rounded plate (Lang
1996, fig. 83). It is unusual for the Baltic
countries but similar to those found in
Gotland and Denmark, from where the
Saha fibula was probably imported to-
gether with a neck-ring (dated to 300 AD)
(Lang 1996, 242).

The earliest crossbow fibulae with cast
needlecases emerged in Samiand at the
end of the 3 century (Nowakowsky 1998,
fig. 4), but their main period of use was
the 4™ and 5" centuries, and some have
also been used later (Bitner-Wréblews-
ka 2001, 39, 51, pl. LIX). In the region of
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Fig. 8. Types of cross-
bow fibulae: 1- fibula
with incurvated ten-
sion (needlecase re-
paired with rivet), 2-
simple crossbow fibula
with cast needlecase,
3-  crossbow fibula
with star-shaped foot
(the bow has been re-
paired with a rivet), 4-
crossbow fibula  with
star-shaped foot and
so-called fish-scale or-
namentation (Al 2533:
109b; 2509: 5; 3172: 774
4262:1029).

tarand-graves they were introduced at the
end of the 4" century, and they remained
in active use until the 6" century (Moora
1938, 148, 149).

So far, researchers have handled fibulae
with star- and spade-shaped feet togeth-
er, in one group (Moora 1938, 151; Bitner-
Wréblewska 2001, 59), and the following
introduction conforms to this tradition.
The star-shaped foot has been considered
to precede the spade-shaped foot (Moora
1938, 154-155). They both have a similar
bow construction ~ a squared plate on the
middle of the bow; the same squared sur-
faces are often present in the transitional
part between the bow and the foot (actu-
ally, some fibulae of simple cast needlecase
already have these features). The two types
also have similar plates at the end of the
foot. The differences occur in the decora-
tion of the edge of the foot-plate. Some
fibulae have silver inlay on the bow- and/

Y - incurvated tension
A - trigngular foot
D -single-inked
B - exceptional casted needlcense
B -iron fibulae

©Q - dise-shaped foot

@ - simple casted vecdlecnse
Hr - star-shaped foot

w -spude-shaped (oot

8 - zoomorphic
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Fig. 10. The distribution of types of crossbow fibulae with cast needlecases.

or foot-plate. The fibulae with star-shaped
feet have rounded notches at the edge of
the flattened foot-plate (fig. 8: 3). The next
stage of development is when the holes at
the rim move more to the centre of the
plate (the so-called transmission variant)

(Schmiedehelm 1934, 220; Moora 1938,
154) and eventually form closed holes in
the foot-plate. There are, however, also
examples of fibulae with spade-shaped
feet that have no holes at all. 18 examples
of fibulae with star- and spade-shaped feet
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have been found in Estonia, most of them
in north-eastern, south-eastern and west-
ern Estonia (fig. 10). Proportionally, more
have been found with spade-shaped feet,
but these are mostly the transmission vari-
ants,

The most original Estonian items among
these fibulae are two examples found in
south-eastern Estonia, the bow of which
is decorated with notches — this motif is
called the fish-scale ornament (Bitner-
Wréblewska 2001, 61), (fig. 8: 4). Direct
parallels to these can be seen in two ex-
amples from Samland, which may indi-
cate that the items from southern Estonia
are the oldest fibulae with star-shaped feet
found in Estonia. In Samland, fibulae with
that motif have been dated to the late 4"
century (Bitner-Wrdblewska 2001, 61, pl.
LIX). All other types of fibulae with star-
shaped feet have been dated to the 5% cen-
tury in Samland (Nowakowsky 1996, 53;
Bitner-Wréblewska 2001, 64), and in the
area of tarand-graves they have been dated
to the 5" and also 6" centuries (Schmiede-
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Fig. 11. Crossbow fibu-
lae: 1- crossbow fiby-
la with a triangular foot
(cast needlecase repaired
with rivet), 2- exception-
al fibula with disc-shape
extensions, 3- exception-
al fibula with trapezoid
cross-section, 4- single-
linked crossbow fibula
with upper tension (Al
3975: 4; 4408: 331; 2488:
51; 4262: 965).

helm 1955, 88). The production of fibulae
with spade-shaped feet began in Samland
and in Estonia as of the 5% century, (Bit-
ner-Wréblewska 2001, pl. LIX; Schmiede-
helm 1924, 34).

A group of crossbow fibulae with tri-
angular feet (extended feet) consists of
several unique examples that do not have
exact equivalents in the Estonian or even
foreign material. They mostly have a rib-
bon-shaped bow, a small triangular foot-
plate and a cast needlecase (fig. 11: 1). I
have divided the material into two: direct
imports from other regions and specimens
made locally, which form the majority of
fibulae with triangular feet. Most of these
fibulae (17) are distributed in the northern
part of Estonia (fig. 9). Their most charac-
teristic feature is the flattened foot-plate
that expands towards the end, although I
have also counted a few examples that are
decorated with rounded plates at the foot
or even at the bow as belonging to this
type (fig. 11: 2), all of them were found in
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Fig. 12. Crossbow fibula with a triangular
foot and so-called caterpillar-like ornamenta-
tion (needlecase repaired with rivet) (AM A
111: 54).

north-western Estonia (the graves of Rae
I, Lehmja-Loo I and Proosa), (Lang 1996).
Fibulae that might have been of local or-
igin very often have rivets at the bow or
foot (fig. 11: 15 12). Almost no examples of
this type have exact matches among other
items and, at the same time, each of them
carries some features that refer to other
types (head-knob, rings, grooves, etc.),
sometimes imitating, for example, fibulae
with tendril feet (Lang 2000, fig. 47: 2).

There are a few examples that can be
considered imported goods from Lithua-
nia. One of them is a fibula found in Jirve
(AM A 111: 54) (Hausmann 1896, pl. [:
54), the bow of which is decorated with
deep transverse grooves (fig. 12). This
kind of motif is called a caterpillar-like or-
nament (germ Raupenfibeln) in Lithua-
nia and in Samland (Bitner-Wrdblews-
ka 2001, 43). Another foreign fibula was
found from the Piilse hoard in south-east-
ern Estonia - it is made of silver, and it has
a zig-zag pattern at the sides of the bow
and at the foot-plate (fig. 13). An identi-
cal item has been found in Latvia (Moora
1938, fig. 23: 1), and similar fibulae can be
found in Lithuania (Bliujiené 2002, figs. 2:
2, 3; Tautavicius 1996, fig. 86).

Fibulae of local origin are dated to the 4®
and 5" centuries (Vassar 1943, 129). The
fibulae that I considered to have been im-
ported (with caterpillar-like ornament or
Raupenfibeln) are also dated to the 4" and

Fig. 13. Crossbow fibula with a triangular foot
(silver) (AI 3235: 241).

5" centuries in Samland and in Lithuania
(Bliujiené 2002, 149). However, the three
items with rounded plates all have differ-
ent dates - the fibula from Lehmja-Loo is
dated to the 3" century (Lang 1996, 242),
as is the fibula with high needlecase from
Saha D; the fibula from the Rae grave
more closely resembles the fibulae with
ring decorations, and might thus belong
to the 4"-5" centuries; the fibula of Proo-
sa has parallels in Denmark from the 5*
century (Lang 1996, 180).

Zoomorphic fibulae or crossbow fibulae
with animal-shaped feet have the fewest
examples in Estonia. All of them are con-
nected to the specimens from Lithuania,
although the ornament is considered to be
more Scandinavian-like (Laul 2001, 120).
The fibulae in question have the shape of
a crossbow, a casted needlecase and styl-
ised animal-head, mostly at the end of the
foot, and sometimes on the surface of the
bow, while the tension and foot are deco-
rated with grooves. Five fibulae have been
found in Estonia: from a tarand-grave in
Pikkjirve (compare, for example, Bitner-
Wrdblewska 2001, pl. LIIT) and from a
hoard in Palukiila (e.g. Bliujiené 2002, fig.
8: 3; Spirgis 2002, fig. 2: d), (table; fig. 10).
Since zoomorphic fibulae have been clas-
sified in many different subtypes, those
found in Estonia also hardly look similar,
they have a different style of production,
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but they all have parallels in southern re-
gions. They came into use at the end of
the 4% century in Lithuania and remained
in production until the 5%-6" centuries
(Blivjiené 2002, 151), although some ex-
amples remained in use for a longer period
- until the 910" centuries (Tautavicius
1996, 213, fig. 98).

The general tendency shows that the fib-
ulae found in Estonia have been dated to
half a century or even a century later than
those of Lithuania or Samland, which
are the origin of most of the parallels to
our material. The tendency to date bigger
items or those with simpler ornamenta-
tion as younger is noticeable. If we consid-
er Nowakowski’s statement (Nowakowski
1996, 107) that despite the different burial
traditions or different ethnic groups, there
are great similarities in the material cul-
ture around the Baltic Sea, which points
to close contacts with different regions, it
is hard to believe that the distribution of
ideas or means of manufacturing of one or
another type of artefact is as slow as indi-
cated by the dates that have applied so far.

The spread of
crosshow fibulae

While looking at the spread of Roman
Iron Age crossbow fibulae, certain areas of
concentration appear — north-eastern Es-
tonia, the surroundings of Tallinn, south-
eastern Estonia and central Estonia (fig.
1). At the same time, in the case of their
distribution in the interior of Estonia, one
should also take into consideration the
under-representation of several regions,
as no thorough investigations have been
carried out in Jirvamaa, Pdrnumaa and
Viljandimaa counties, and as a result, the
representation of crossbow fibulae there is
scarce. Surely this circumstance cannot be
directly taken to represent the concentra-
tion of the use of crossbow fibulae in only
certain centres, although their presence
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cannot be excluded either. In the case of
western Estonia it has been determined
that crossbow fibulae appear in the find
assemblage no earlier than the Migration
Period (Mandel 2003, 127).

A question of its own concerns the dif-
ferent types of crossbow fibulae, for ex-
ample the areas of exploitation within Es-
tonia of the fibulae with ring decorations
or those with head-knobs and faceting.
For example, the fibulae with head-knobs
on the northern coast appear to dominate
throughout the rest of Estonia (fig. 4).
While in Harjumaa the common feature
was decorating the fibulae with grooves,
then in Virumaa it was the profiling of
both sides of the foot-wrapping (Vassar
1943, 127), (figs. 3: 2; 11: 4). This kind of
faceting is not known to have been used in
other parts of Estonia. In further studying
the distribution map, it becomes apparent
that the find places of the first two groups
of the crossbow fibulae with ring decora-
tions are situated exclusively in northern
Estonia and the tradition of decorating
the fibulae with rings only spread into the
south with the third group, in the 5 cen-
tury (fig. 5). We know now that in Latvia
these fibulae were also represented by only
a few examples (Moora 1938, 132), which
would appear to confirm their absence in
south-eastern Estonia. At the same time,
there is a strong possibility that for some
reason (if the contacts existed only be-
tween northern Estonia and Samland, for
example) the production of these fibulae
did not reach further than the northern
coast, and as a result the rest of Estonia
is empty. Crossbow fibulae with extend-
ed feet have been used practically all over
Estonia. Their higher concentration in
northern Estonia can once again be con-
nected with the larger number of sites
excavated, The distributional picture be-
comes homogenous during the Migration

Period, while the mentioned fibulae with -

ring decorations of the 3 group are also
more widely used in central, eastern and

south-eastern Estonia. Western Estonia
and Saaremaa are also represented by soli-
tary fragments decorated with gold and
silver (Tamla & Jaanits 1977, 64; Lohmus
2003, 5; Magi 2004, 53). Simple crossbow
fibulae with cast needlecases have been
found all over Estonia, but more densely
in north-eastern, north-western, western
and south-eastern Estonia. One fibula is
also known from south-western Estonia,
but there are none from central Estonia
(fig. 10).

The given type of fibula was most pop-
ular during the Migration Period where-
as, for example, crossbow fibulae with
star- and spade-shaped feet were placed
in graves and hoards somewhat less often.
At the same time, the use of fibulae with
spade-shaped feet seems to be more wide-
spread than that of the star-shaped fibulae,
since the latter have not yet been found in
western and central Estonia (fig. 10).

Relatively few possible distribution
routes between Estonia and the more
southerly centres have been put forward
so far. Regarding the Roman Iron Age,
the support has mostly been with earlier
studies that state the existence of marine
contacts between north-eastern Estonia
and the lower reaches of the Vistula Riv-
er already at the time of the first fibulae
(eye fibulae, Germ. Augenfibel) (Moora
1938, 608, fig. 90). It has been suggested
that crossbow fibulae were transported to
Estonia via the Gauja River and its trib-
utaries. The latter is supported by Silvia
Laul: on the basis of burial customs, she
connects south-eastern Estonia with the
southern areas, rather than with the rest
of Estonia (Laul 2001, 191). In contrast to
the scant amount of research on the Ro-
man Iron Age, thorough analyses have
been performed on the crossbow fibulae
of the Migration Period. At this point we
should again mention Anna Bitner-Wro-
blewska, who has studied the moving and
change of the types and the ways of deco-
ration of the crossbow fibulae in local cir-
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cumstances, i.e. the effects of local “fash-
ions”. Thus the local special forms have
been suggested for simple crossbow fibu-
lae with cast needlecases and also for ones
with star-shaped feet, although the large
similarities of some of the examples may
indicate their direct import from Lithua-
nia or Poland. This pertains to all types
of crossbow fibulae distributed in Estonia
during the Migration Period (see below).

Despite the close communication in the
Baltic area (Bitner-Wréblewska 2001, 121;
Kriiska & Tvauri 2002, 136), one can sup-
pose that what moved were mostly the
methods of production and not the items
themselves, at least not en masse. This is
one of the possibilities to explain the con-
siderably great differences between, for
example, the contemporary groups of
crossbow fibulae with ring decorations in
Samland (Nowakowski 1998, fig. 16: 611)
and Estonia.

The production of
crosshow fibulae

Ethnographic parallels have revealed that
one of the main status items are clothing
elements and personal adornments that
are distinctive in terms of materials and
design or both (Wason 1994, 105). There-
fore I believe that it is necessary to de-
vote attention also to the question of the
production of crossbow fibulae. At this
point one of the most important aspects
is the place of manufacture of the fibulae
— whether they were made locally or out-
side the present-day territory of Estonia,
and in the latter case - via which routes
and possibilities they reached Estonia
Direct contacts can only be mentioned
in the case of some types of fibulae. For ex-
ample, according to external features, par-
allels can be found for the early crossbow
fibulae with simple tendril feet, the 1 type
of the fibulae with ring decorations, those
with long cast needlecases or the examples
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with animal-shaped feet from the find as-
semblages of Samland, Lithuania or Latvia
(see the illustrations of Nowakowski 1998
and Bitner-Wréblewska 2001). This proof
is definitely too scarce for it to be possible
to state that all of the other fibulae were
of local origin, however; in case of some
types at least — for instance, the crossbow
fibulae with wire-wrapped head-knobs -
one cannot rule out this possibility either.

The assumption that crossbow fibulae
were made locally refers to their rather
widespread use here, and to the possibility
that local craftsmen had acquired the rel-
evant manufacturing techniques, and thus
fibulae became more common. How can
one determine which kind of fibulae were
produced at a particular location? No
moulds, no direct evidence can be found
in the existing archaeological material in
Estonia. I have therefore made my specu-
lations via indirect measures, by observ-
ing different fibulae, searching for traces
of usage, wearing and repair, consider-
ing different ornament motifs, comparing
the similarities and dissimilarities of our
local material and the fibulae distributed
elsewhere. This basis has been the start-
ing point for the assumption that the ma-
jority of crossbow fibulae with tendril feet
were produced locally, according to local
fashions. The fibulae that do not fit within
the limits of “ordinary material” can be di-
vided into two groups: first, on the basis
of direct parallels, imported, and second,
produced locally, but intentionally as ex-
ceptional examples.

One of the dissimilarities of the Estonian
material, noticed quite early by research-
ers (Hackmann 1905, 150; Vassar 1943,
131), is the “open needle” (Germ. Einge-
hiingte) of the fibulae found in the area of
tarand-graves, which is distinct from the
fibulae produced in Lithuania and Poland.
The needle and spiral of the double-linked
Lithuanian and Polish crossbow fibulae
have been made from a single wire (figs.
6: 1; 13) (Nowakowski 1998, pl. 12: 201),
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mostly of bronze. The majority of needles
of our crossbow fibulae have been made
of iron (figs. 2: 15 3: 1, 4; 8: 1), and thus
are believed to have been manufactured
locally. This has been explained by the
scarcity of material, suggesting that using
local iron helped the craftsmen to econo-
mize on expensive bronze (Schmiedehelm
1955, 85). The same kind of thrift was also
applied to other adornments from the 3%~
5% centuries, which were made very thin
(for example, eye fibula and neck-rings
from the Jabara E grave). This has an addi-
tional meaning - namely, a needle that is
separate from a spiral has to be differently
connected by the tension than in the case
of those fibulae whose needles emanate
directly from the spiral wire.

The separate needle may point to differ-
ent traditions of manufacture than those
that existed in Lithuania and Poland. At
the same time, the crossbow fibulae with
“closed needles” are quite scarce among
the Estonian material, compared to the
fibulae with the other fastening method.
This may refer to a certain change in the
production tradition, where the tension
functions as previously, but still in a slight-
ly different manner. Of course, this alone
does not necessarily mean that the fibulae
were produced locally, since this kind of
tension is also familiar among the Sam-
land material (Nowakowski 1998, figs. 17,
18). In some examples it is difficult to de-
cide over the needle-construction, as the
loose elements of the fibulae have often
been corroded together or spoiled, where-
as one can even suggest that the fibula was
already intentionally broken when placed
in the grave.

The survey is also complicated when
one of the details of the needle-construc-
tion is missing.

There are several ornament elements
that could help to decide upon the origins
of the fibulae. According to some research-
ers (Vassar 1943, 129; Schmiedehelm 1923,
84) the wide use of the head-knob with lo-

Fig. 14. 1-2- examples
of repairs, 3-4- iron
crossbow fibulae (Al
2604: 38; 2817: 202;
4262: 1404; 4866: 199).

&

cal types of crossbow fibulae is a sign of
local origin. For example, the presence of
the head-knob with the fibulae with ex-
tended feet refers to local origin, since
elsewhere the fibulae of this type did not
have head-knobs. Similarly, the spread of
the motif of ring decoration to other types
of crossbow fibulae can be regarded as a
local speciality.

The third thing that may include infor-
mation on production and use is the pres-
ence of rivets. Rivets are very numerous
in the above-mentioned type of crossbow
fibulae with extended feet, which on one
hand could indicate certain repair works,
or on the other hand the remains of some
destroyed decoration (Vassar 1943, 129).
In the case of some of the fibulae men-
tioned above, one could indeed suppose
that the rivet was not used for repair, but
instead to fix something that has not been
preserved: for example the fibula from
the Saha D grave (Lang 1996, fig. 83) or
that from Lehmija-Loo I grave (fig. 11: 2).
Most of the crossbow fibulae with rivets
were nevertheless broken and repaired af-
terwards (figs. 8: 3; 14: 1, 2). At the same
time, one should notice that the rivet is
not the only method of repair. A great deal
of the fibulae have broken around the nee-
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dlecase, and thus another way of repair-
ing them was to reattach the broken part
with a new wire wrapping (fig. 14: 1). The
repair was mostly detectable in the case of
fibulae with tendril feet and head-knobs.
If the fibula was somehow repaired dur-
ing its “life”, this could be an indication
of their everyday use. Thus, in the case of
the crossbow fibulae with tendril feet and
head-knobs, it can be stated that these fib-
ulae were already used as ornaments or
clothing elements during the lifetime of
their carrier. At the same time, the repair
may refer to the persons’ wish to repair the
broken item in order to use it longer, in-
stead melting them together and produc-
ing new adornments, although in the case
of local craftsmen the latter would not
have been complicated either.

Direct or indirect parallels between dif-
ferent areas do not have to confirm the
existence of import or local production,
however. For example, as concerns the 1*
type of the fibulae with ring decorations,
they all vary in details of needlecase, head-
knob and the presence of numerous orna-
mental elements. It has not yet been ascer-
tained exactly how they reached Estonia,
but it is generally supposed that they were
imported from parts of East Prussia and
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West Lithuania (Moora 1938, 134 1), and
not at all using local production. It is dif-
ficult, only judging by five examples, to
guess whether there really existed five dif-
ferent independent mercantile communi-
cation routes with the production areas of
crossbow fibulae. At the same time, how-
ever, [ would not dare to state that one and
the same craftsman manufactured all fib-
ulae of the 1" type with ring decorations.
The ring decoration of Estonian fibulae is
somewhat simpler than in the case of the
West-Lithuanian examples. If it were a
question of fibulae produced in Lithuania
or Poland, then their more modest orna-
mentation could be explained by the ori-
entation of some workshops to make the
fibulae for export to the north or by cer-
tain orders of the “clients” of northern Es-
tonia according to their taste and wealth,
whether they were for example merchants
who mediated the fibulae or ordinary peo-
ple who wanted their own fibulae made.

In the case of some types of fibulae, it
has been supposed that the fashions and
production ideas moved instead of direct
import. For example, the fibulae with star-
shaped feet found in Estonia have been
considered to be modifications of south-
ern specimens (Bitner-Wréblewska 2001,
63). This kind of transfer of solitary fash-
ions appears especially strongly with the
zoomorphic fibulae of the Middle Iron
Age in Lithuania, where almost every re-
gion is characterized by a subtype inside
a corresponding type of fibula (Bliujiené
2002, 153). Great typological variations
among the adornments may have been the
result of modifications of the motifs that
reflected either direct or indirect contacts
between workshops (Bitner-Wroblewska
2001, 121).
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Emphasising status via
crosshow fibulae

The majority of crossbow fibulae are found
in graves, in Estonia in tarand-graves,
which is a typical grave-type of the Roman
[ron Age, except for West Estonia and the
islands, where no tarand-graves were used
during the 2 and 3* centuries (Mandel
2003, 127). It is probable that some oth-
er burial custom that is unfortunately un-
known to us predominated there. Since
the Migration Period, crossbow fibulae
have also been placed in hoards (Kriiska
& Tvauri 2002, 158).

The last decades of research in Esto-
nia brought a new approach, considering
that the tarand-graves were burial plac-
es for only certain members of the soci-
ety. Some researchers have performed de-
mographic studies based on find material
from tarand-graves (Lang & Ligi 1991;
Lang 1995). Priit Ligi has proposed that
not all members of society were buried in
tarand graves, only the wealthy landown-
ers (Ligi 1995, 266), members of families
who through their monumental graves
demonstrated their ideological power
over others.

Taking this point into account, it would
be easy to consider all grave finds as elite
material. As it has been suggested, how-
ever, that tarand-graves are not only elite
burial places, but also cult places for all of
the members of society (Jonuks 2003, 96),
and as we have no idea about the burial
tradition of the “common people” (Ligi
1995, 266), we cannot be certain of the
dress elements or adornments of either
ordinary people or the elite. Differences in
clothing between elite and common peo-
ple did not have to be evident. Those dif-
ferences could be revealed, for example,
by other kinds of ornamentation or even
by other types of adornments (Bitner-
Wroblewska 2001, 123).

In analysing of the material, T have grad-
ually come to believe that there might have

been a certain difference in the means of
production and use of the fibulae between
the (late) Roman Iron Age and Migration
Period. The fibulae with tendril feet of the
Roman Iron Age were simple and lacked
specific decoration. Their scarce process-
ing appears only in the faceting of the bow
and foot, the extensions of the head-knob
and spiral (elements that refer to local pro-
duction). One can also notice a certain de-
gree of wear; the fibulae are relatively fine
and small and often repaired, in compari-
son to the 3* group of the fibulae with cast
needlecases and ring decorations. Thus
these might be consumer goods, fibulae
that were made in large numbers for daily
wear, This may indicate the use of cross-
bow fibulae as ordinary elements for fas-
tening clothing or adornment, in addition
to their final “use” as grave-goods. At this
point it should be admitted that research
is still under way, because other types of
fibulae that were used alongside crossbow
fibulae during the Roman Iron Age should
also be analysed.

It is interesting that during the first half
of the Migration Period, the majority of
types of fibulae are no longer used, and
only crossbow fibulae and some remark-
ably huge eye fibulae remain (Lang 2000,
167; Kriiska & Tvauri 2002, 156). The
change of the form of the crossbow fibulae
during the Middle Iron Age is also note-
worthy. What changes is the production
technique (the crossbow fibulae are now
made with cast needlecases instead of ten-
dril feet), the decoration (new ornamenta-
tion methods and elements) and the mate-
rial (much more precious metal was used
in addition to bronze). Many richly dec-
orated fibulae also appear in graves (e.g.
Paali, Kardla, Palukiila, Kiriméie).

In Samland and Scandinavia, crossbow
fibulae with cast needlecases have been
considered to be the adornments of the
middle class (Bitner-Wréblewska 2001,
122). They were also widespread and com-
monly used in the Baltic (Bitner-Wro-
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blewska 2001, fig. 7). According to Bitner-
Wréblewska (2001, 121), the moving of
more common ornamentation elements
revealed the close contacts represented by
the middle class, for example the case of
the fibulae with cast needlecases. At the
same time, the fibulae with long cast nee-
dlecases (in Samland also known as the
Dollkeim/Kovrovo type) found outside
Samland are considered to be the work
of local craftsmen, whereas the speci-
mens of the fibulae with short needlecases
(in Samland accordingly Schonwarling/
Skowarcz type) represent import (Bitner-
Wréblewska 2001, 47). The elite probably
maintained these long-distance connec-
tions, which were probably not based on
the exchange of goods but rather on con-
tacts between workshops; mixed marriag-
es may also have played a certain role - in
the case of the crossbow fibulae with star-
shaped feet, for example (ibid). The fibulae
with star- and spade-shaped feet decorat-
ed with stamp-ornaments may also have
belonged to wealthier and higher-status
people (Bitner-Wréblewska 2001, 122).
Among the fibulae with cast needlecases,
the examples with long cast needlecases are
most numerous, and they are mostly sim-
ple and lack any specific decoration (ex-
cluding individual items from Proosa). In
addition, their prevalence among the ma-
terial of the Migration Period may refer to
them as consumer goods. Among the fib-
ulae with star- and spade-shaped feet, in
contrast, the use of silver as an additional
adornment, as well as distinctive and spe-
cificornamentation motifs, are much more
common. Moreover, they often appear in
graves together with other fancy adorn-
ments. The Kirimde fibulae with spade-
shaped feet are the most distinguished in
terms of ornamentation (Schmiedehelm
1924; see also Bitner-Wréblewska 2001,
pl. XXII: 1, 2). There are also many single
specimens that are distinctive due to their
material or shape. Such fibulae may have
been quite common elsewhere (in Scandi-
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navia and the Baltic region, for example),
but in our local context they are unique
and therefore carry a different function.
These items symbolized the relations with
the areas around the Baltic during both
the Roman [ron Age and the Migration
Period, for example the crossbow fibula
with high needlecases from the Saha D
tarand-grave (Lang 1996, fig. 83), fibulae
with disc-shaped extensions from Proosa
(Lang 1996, fig. 65) and Lehmja-Loo (fig.
11: 2) and the fibulae with extended feet
from the Paali 11 hoard complex (fig. 13)
and from Jirve grave (fig. 12). All of the
above-mentioned fibulae have analogies
in Scandinavia or Lithuania and Poland.
The situation is more complicated in
the case of crossbow fibulae with incurved
tensions (fig. 8: 1). One could suggest that
the motif of the tension originates from the
crossbow fibulae with ring decorations of
the Samland area (Nowakowski 1996, pl.
31), whereas the fibulae themselves were
made locally. There are some more exam-
ples that do not have any equivalent, such
as an exceptional specimen with head-
knob cast in one piece found at [lumie
Kovermigi (Lang 2000, fig. 74: 3) and the
fibula from Reinapi, which has a trapezoi-
dal cross-section and is of such unusual
shape that it is difficult to categorise it un-
der a certain type (fig. 11: 3). The absence
of direct analogies generally nurtures the
thought of local production, although
under the impression of the above-men-
tioned idea one cannot rule out the possi-
bility of import, but this is a case of items
produced only for certain people living in
a limited area. It is even more complicated
to decide who the owners of these adorn-
ments were. The same problem concerns
all of the crossbow fibulae that are made
of silver and decorated with gold - the
34 group of the fibulae with ring deco-
rations. It has so far been suggested that
these are a type of crossbow fibulae with
ring decorations that was distributed only
in the area of tarand-graves, but unfortu-
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nately we lack data that would confirm or
refute their production here. The majority
of the above-mentioned crossbow fibulae
are dated to the 4%-5" centuries. Based on
the assumption that the main commercial
routes during the Migration Period were
under control, it could be proposed that
only a small part of society could have
used or mediated these fibulae.

Some single-linked crossbow fibulae
from south-eastern and north-eastern
Estonia, i.e. from the graves of Virunuka
(fig. 11: 4) and Jdrve (Hausmann 1896,
29) form a separate group. They refer to
earlier types of crossbow fibulae that were
not distributed as mass-production here,
while at the same time their connection
to social position is unclear. This is much
more complicated to determine in the
case of iron crossbow fibulae, since usual-
ly nothing but the bow has been preserved
(fig. 14: 3, 4). Thus their needle-construc-
tion, type and date remain uncertain.

The same applies to the origin of the
crossbow fibulae with extended, most-
ly triangular feet. To date, the dominant
standpoint is that except for a few speci-
mens, most of them have been produced
locally (Vassar 1943, 129). Where did the
idea of depicting the foot of the fibulae in
this manner come from? One possibil-
ity is the copying of the examples spread
elsewhere. Another imitated motif could
be the above-mentioned incurved ten-
sion. Both types have become certain hy-
brid forms that absorb the features (rivets,
wire-wrapping, head-knob, ring decora-
tion, groove ornamentation) of several
other kinds of fibulae. The imitation of lo-
cal craftsmen is most probable in the case
of the fibulae with extended feet. This is
referred to by the needlecase that has been
fastened with rivets (figs. 11: 1, 2; 12), a
sign of either the lack of the skills of mak-
ing a tender foot or cast needlecase, or

the lack of access to these skills. Copying
is also possible in the case of fibulae with
star- and spade-shaped feet, since these

are considered local specialities (Bitner-
Wrdblewska 2001, 61 ).
Determining copies could be the means
to decide upon what exactly possessed
special significance in the society. Cop-
ies made from less costly material indi-
cate that originals were desired in the so-
ciety because of their symbolic value, and
therefore were status symbols regardless
of their practical or aesthetic function
(Wason 1994, 106). Thus even the posses-
sion of an imitation offers the possibility
to demonstrate status, referring to a cer-
tain competition. At the same time, the
social meaning of artefacts can change,
and emulation of any kind indicates the
instability of the status symbols. Access
to imitations may dilute the value of the
originals, and this increases the appear-
ance of new status items in subsequent pe-
riods (Wason 1994, 107). It remains un-
clear, however, why some lmitations have
been manufactured in a technologically
modest manner, for example the fbulae
with extended feet? Was it enough to give
the adornment a certain external similar-
ity (in the present case the extended foot)
for it to be considered a prestige item that
distinguished it from tuxury goods in the
respect that the latter may also demon-
strate the owners’ wealth, while the former
do not necessarily possess nominal, but
instead symbolic value (Wason 1994, 96).
Perhaps the local hybrids, of whatever
quality, were made in order to counterbal-
ance the people who controlled and owned
the production technologies? The wish to
distinguish oneself from the other mem-
bers of the society may have been a sign
of social climbing. Luxury items might in
this case be the richly decorated 3™ group
of the fibulae with ring decoration, or the
fibulae with star- and spade-shaped feet.
Rich grave-goods and luxury items may
also stand for some less distinguished so-
ciety member’s desire to make his mark on
the social ladder.
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Summary

While trying to guess the status function
in the case of some crossbow fibulae, the
material from the Migration Period seems
a bit more informative. We know several
types of crossbow fibulae from this period
that have been considered items belonging
to the elite around the Baltic, such as the
oft-mentioned fibulae with star-shaped
feet, or ones with zoomorphic ends. Nev-
ertheless, the research into the fibulae of
the Roman Iron Age cannot be under-es-
timated, because they also include speci-
mens that allow one to discern whether
they were common and in daily use for
fastening clothes or carried more signifi-
cant value (luxury items), like the fibulae
of the ' group with ring decorations and
single specific adornments. The majority
of fibulae were probably of local origin,
and this characteristic also passed on to
the crossbow fibulae of the Migration Pe-
riod - the middle-class fibulae with long
cast needlecases, the elite-marking fibulae
with star- and spade-shaped feet, as well
as the 3" group of fibulae with ring deco-
rations (the status marker of which is yet
to be ascertained, but they are probably
also luxury items, if not prestige goods)
have all been considered to be of local ori-
gin. Direct import or the original areas of
the motifs of the fibulae can only be sug-
gested in the case of solitary examples and
the zoomorphic crossbow fibulae.

During the Migration Period, the mark-
ing of status via fibulae and the adding of
symbolic value to them probably became
more general, of which boastful crossbow
fibulae or their fragments in hoards or
conspicuously rich fibulae in graves offer
evidence.

It seems that there was no limited pre-
dominating area in the Roman or Mid-
dle Iron Age trom where all of the “cul-
tural impulses” and fashions would have
originated. There was probably a consid-
erably equal society whose members were
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in close contact and exchanged ideas and
styles, but every one of them had their
own resources and workshops. Contacts
existed between fixed “partners”, and from
time to time relations may have been con-
firmed by presents, as indicated by rare
iterns found in Estonia.

In accordance with the above com-
ments, it appears that for the time being
no common denominator can be found
for the crossbow fibulae as a category of
adornments. On the contrary, I believe
that prehistoric man did not care at all if
he owned an eye fibula, a cross-bar fibula
(Germ. Sprossenfibel) or a crossbow fibu-
la. An adornment might have acquired its
meaning through material, origin, deco-
ration or some much more subjective fac-
tor that cannot be measured on a material
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