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Curonian bead sets with bronze spacer
plates and their Scandinavian parallels

by Audrone Bliujiene

From the tenth century onward and into the thirteenth, Curonian women wore
bead sets with bronze spacer plates. Bead sets with multicolour glass and opaque
paste, cast bronze and bronze spiral beads are only found in the territory inha

bited by the Curonians, Some bead sets had no spacer plates. In Lithuanian a

chaological literature, there is a tendency to interpret bead sets with spacer pla-
tes as headbands, but such were not worn by Curonian women. They covered
their hair with a head-dress ||r|-\i|)|\ similar to that worn in other parts of Eur pe
in the \'il-ili_'-; Period. This head-dress also reminds of Lithuaman nuometas, a
cloth of linen, wrapped in folds over the head and around the neck, similar to a
nun’s wimple, well known from ethnographic sources. Caps fastened with pins
were also common among Curoman women. The Curonian fashion of bead sets
with bronze spacer plates were probably originally a result of Gotland's cultural

influence.

\idrone Blivjiene,
Vilnius, Lithuania.

From the sixth century onward, the Baltic tribe
of the Curonians lived in a narrow strip of the
Baltic coastline of Lithuania and Latvia. In the
eighth and ninth centuries, the Curonians in-
habited northwestern Lithuania and southwes-
tern Curonia. The southern boundary of the
Curonians’ territory reached the environs ol
Klaipéda and remained there for centuries. In
the north, their lands bordered on the river
Tebra. Not even in the tenth century did they
expand past the Tebra valley (Mugurevié 1970,
p. 24, fig. 1). In Latvia, Curonian sites are con-
centrated in the vicinity of Lake Pape and the
environs of Gruobinia. Around Gruobinia, Cu-
ronian cemeteries are intermingled with buri-
settlers from central
(Petrenko &
1995, p. 17—-18). With time, Curonian territory

al mounds built by

Sweden and Gotland Urtans,
expanded northward. In the eleventh century
the Curonians settled to the north of the river

Abava and to the northeast of the river Venta

Lithuanian Art Museum, Boksto st./DidZioji st. 1y LT 2001,

(Mugurevic 1970, p. 21—306; Asaris 1977, p. 200~
201 ). Curonian sites from the eighth through the
twelfth century are found in the districts of Pil-
sotas, Mcguva, Keklis, Duvzaré, Piemaré, Ban-
duva, Vindava, Vredecuronia, in the area bet-
ween Skrunda and Semigallia and on the Curo-
nian spit (Zulkus 1995. p. 3. hig. 1).

I'he Curonians are one of the best-known
Baltic wribes. They entered the written sources
at an early date and were known as warlike and
wealthy people. However, while they are always
mentioned in connection with armed conflict
and piracy in the Baltic Sea, they also appear in
accounts of the Christian missionary efforts on
the eastern coast of the Balue Sea. Vita S. Ans-
kari mentions this restless tribe already about
874. This source describes live Curonian terri-
tories and two of their “towns”, Apuole and
Seeburg, Henry of Livonia describes the Swe-
dish attack of 854 and the siege of Apoule, an

event well known in historiography. He also
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Fig. 1. Necklace from the Palanga grave 57 (draw-
ings by Audroné Ruziené, LNM AR). - Halsband

fran Palanga grav 57.

mentions that the Curonians had previously
paid tribute to the Danes. The Curonians ap-

parently had close contacts with Scandinavia.

Function
During the Viking Period the dress of the Baltic
tribes, especially the Curonians, abounded in
ornaments. Besides their decorative function,
Curonian women used bronze jewellery all
over their outfits to button, attach and fasten
their clothing. Curonian jewelry, including bead
sets and jewellery erroneously attributed to
headbands, has been extensively published
(LAA 1987; Tautavicius 19g6; Bliujiene 199g).
However, the function of some ornaments still
needs clarification. For one thing, the assumed
remains of headbands appear to belong to qui-
te a different category ol ornaments.
Curonian women wore two types of bead
sets. The first type was made up of several rows

of multicolour glass and opaque beads, cast
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Fig. 2. Bead set from the Plungé region, unknown
find circumstances (after LAB. 1961, p. 326). = Pirl
uppsatining fran Plungeomradet, okand fyndort

bronze and bronze spiral spirals (fig. 1). Such
ornaments are known in the Lithuanian litera
ture as necklaces. Curonian graves also yield
another type of bead sets, very similar to neck-
laces, but with bronze spacer plates (fig. 2—4).
I'hese bead sets with spacer plates are only
found in the graves of Curonian women. They
were among the most impressive Curonian
pectoral jewellery. Women of other Baltic tribes
wore only necklaces, i.e. sets without spacers.
his paper focuses on the bead sets with bronze
spacer plates.

An unresolved problem in Lithuanian ar-
cheological literature is the attribution of some
bead sets with spacer plates to headbands, whi
le others are considered to have been pectoral
jewellery. They all have the same kind of spacer
plates (hig. 2—5).

For centuries, both married women and
young girls of the Baluc tribes covered their

hair. In the Roman Iron Age, caps decorated
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Fig. 9. Bead set from BanduZiai

cremation 43A, Klaipeda region
(photo by Mindaugas Brazaus-
kas). = Piarluppsatning fran Ban-
duziai brandgrav 43A, Klaipéda-

omradet

Fig. 4. Bead set and dress pins from Palanga town cremation 198 (reconstruction, drawings by Audrone

Ruziene, LNM AR). - Piarluppsattning och drakumilar fran Palanga stad brandgrav 198 (rekonstruktion).

with tiny bronze work were common (Kackute
1995). Fragments of such caps decorated with
bronze acorns and loop-shaped pendants with
spiral terminals are found in the areas inhabi-
ted by the Curonians from the sixth century
(Kurmaiciai, Kretinga region, graves 5, 8, 22;
Palanga town; Rudaiciai I, Kretinga
In the early fifth century, some of the

Baltic tribes adopted metal headbands (Vaske-

Palanga,
region).
viciuie 1992, p. 129). These were especially po-
pular with the women of Samogitia, Semigallia
and upland Lithuania bordering on Samogitia
(Tautavicius Kazakevicius

1996, p. 165-171;

1903, p- 84—57). In the Viking Period, headbands

were particulary common in Letigallia (Radins

1099, fig.
(Vaskeviciute

j0—42), Semigallia and Samogitia
1992; LPA 1974 tab.

However, there is no indication that Curonian

59:1—4).

women wore metal headbands during the Vi-
king Period.
T'his is not to say that Curonian women did

not cover their hair. They did wear caps

(Gencai I, Kretinga region, graves 11, 21, 46,

16, bo, 67, 76, g3, 250; Gintaliské, Plungé re-

gion, grave 7; Kiauleikiai, Kretinga region, gra-
ve 1; Palanga, grave 11, 104), kerchiefs (Tauta-
vicius 1970, p. 112) and other textile head-
dresses. Neither head-dress nor other clothing
can at present be reconstructed from the small
fragments known from Curonian graves. It is
probable that the head-dress of Curonian wo-
men was similar o that worn by other Euro-
pean women of the period (Hook & Macgregon
1997. P-
logical literature is dominated by the view that

50—51, fig. 67). Lithuanian archeo
Curonian head-dress was closely similar to the

Lithuanian wimple of later centuries (Lith.
nuometas), which was t'\|]l'l'i;l”\ I\i:il.l] of the
castern part of Lithuania and is known from
ethnographic sources (Volkaite-Kulikauskiene
However, nuomelas are

1059, 1964, 1970).

mentioned in ethnographic sources only from

Fornwdnnen o6 (2001)




,
]

-

-]

LW W B N Y

A o = i

LY A b L o s

T C;r;r" a7y

s

N TN
/RN |

Z¥N

0

of

the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries onward
(LEB 1964, p. 363—365: Bernotiene 1974, p.
VII). There is no earlier evidence of such fol-
ded linen head-dress either from written, ico-
nographic or archeological sources. In the
eighth through the twelfth centuries, Curo-
nian, Scalvian and Lamatian women dressed
differently from those of other Baltic tribes.
I'hey used a variety of pins to fasten caps or ot
her head-dress, including crossbow fibulae
(fig. 6=7). The female attire of other Baltic tri-
bes does not seem to have included pins in
such a function.

In the areas inhabited by the Curonians, bead
sets with bronze spacer plates are found in
cremation graves from the tenth through the
twelfth century. Only very few of the presumed
headbands have been found in inhumation

graves. In these cases they were found on the
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Fig. 5. Bronze spacer plates of Cu
ronians bead sets. 1—2: Laivai cre-
mation 198, 4: Pry3manciai I, KrM
without inventory no. 4: Palanga
LNM AR 3g6:2764. 5: Lazdininkai
179 (excavation of 1976). 6: Prys
mandiai 1, KrM without inventory
no. 7: Palanga LNM AR ggb:2762.
8: Prvimanciai 1,
ventory no. ¢ Palanga town, LNM
AR 496:2839. 10

12: Palanga town 67, All ce

KrM without in-

Palanga town

meteries located in |\rl'1'n|;1“l re
gion. (1=2, 4, g—12 drawings by
Audrone Ruziene, LNM AR. 3, 5-8
drawings by Virgilijus Truklickas), -
Parlspridare fran kuriska parlupp

sattningar

chest (Gintaliskes, Plungé region, grave 5) o1
on the back of the deceased (Siraiciai, TelSiai
region, grave 18). Even with inhumation gra-
ves itis difficult to establish exactly how the pre-
sumed headbands were located on the bodies,
as in the coastal cemeteries bones and other or-
ganic materials have perished. Most of the
bead sets are found in a disintegrated state.
Therefore the position in the grave provides
few clues as to the original placement of the or-
naments.

In addition to one of these controversial bead
sets, grave 18 in the Siraiciai cemetery vielded
a cap decorated with bronze \Ilil';il\ and two
pins that were most [:luh.lhh cap lasteners. It
appears unlikely that the deceased would have
been wearing both a cap and a headband. Most
ol the ensembles called headbands (Banduziai,

Klaipéda region, grave 43A) or their constitu-
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ent spacer plates have been found in crema-
tions, in small piles together with the other gra-
ve goods, Find contexts like these cannot sup-
port a functional interpretation either as head
band or pe toral jewellery.

Most Lithuanian examples of the contro-
versial bead sets that have appeared after
World War I are stray finds. They have been at-
tributed to headbands even though their find
contexts are obscure. The problem of identifi-
cation and distinction between headbands and

pectoral jewellery is underlined by the fact that

plate from grave 219 in

a bronze spacel
Ramuciai, Klaipéda region, has been interpre-
ted as part of horse trappings by the German
excavator Joachim Hoffman (1941, p. 48, Abb.
7). This suggests that there is actually not suffi-
cient data to support the assumption that
Curonian women wore headbands. Instead, on
the basis of parallels from Gotland, all bead sets
with spacer plates should be considered as pec-

toral jewellery.

Distribution and chronology

I'he territory inhabited by the Curonians has

Curonian bead ... 239

Fig. 7. Crossbow fibula from Gencai | 221 (drawing
by Virgilijus Truklickas). = Armborstfibula

Fig. 6. Pins with triangular head for the fixing of head-

dresses. 1: Palanga 95

9r7. 2: Palanga 151. (Drawings

by Virgilijus Truklickas) — Nilar ant fasta huvaddu-
ken med

yielded only few intact examples of these bead
sets, They are from Banduziai grave 43A, Gin-
taliskes grave 5, Siraiciai grave 18 and one set
from an unknown location (fig. 2—g). Of other
sets, only fragments have survived: one or two
spacer plates, glass beads or bronze spirals.
This is the case with Banduziai grave 54;
Girkaliai i]\'l.ti[u"l{.l region) grave 29 and a
stray find (inventory no. 4412); Kiauleikiai
(Kretinga region) grave 10 (LNM AR 4:891);
13 & 198;

Laiviai (Kretinga region) graves 45
Lazdininkai (Kretinga region) graves 61, 73,
81, 126, 17g; Palanga graves 67, 198, 271, stray
LNM AR

Prvsmanciai | (KrM, stray [ind without invento-

finds ggb: 2762, 2764, 283q;
rv no.); Ramudiai grave 219; Lake Vilkumuiza,
Talsai region, Latvia (LVM PV 12580, 12 486).
Also, a bronze spacer plate from the Rudaiciai
I cemetery is in the Museum of National
Antiquities in Stockholm (SHM). Bead sets
with bronze spacer plates have been found in
graves with elaborate burial goods. It should be
repeated that bead sets with bronze spacer |r|.|-
tes are known only from the territory once in-

habited by the Curonians.
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As already mentioned, in the Viking Period
Curonian women also wore bead necklaces wit-
hout spacer plates. Impressive sets without spa-
cer plates are known from the cemeteries ol
Palanga, Gendiai | and Kiauleikiai. The neck-
lace from Kiauleikiai grave 1 had 289 blue, yel-
low, and gold foliate beads arranged in three
rows. It should be noted that of all known
Curonian sets very few contain amber beads.
On the other hand, sets of glass, amber o1
bronze beads were generally rare among other
the Baltic tribes of the Viking Period. Outside
the Curonian territory, most beads have been
found in the cemeteries of the Scalvians and
Lamattians in the Nemunas river delta, and a
few in central Samogitia (Kunciene 1981, p.
84). The bead necklaces of these tribes did not
include bronze spacer plates. Instead, neck
rings were common with all the Baltic tribes.

Curonian women wore bead sets from the
end of the ninth century, but most finds are
from the tenth through the eleventh centuries
(LAB 1963, p. 454—455; Vaitkunskiene 1979,
p. 56-6g). It is probable that bead sets with
bronze spacer }]I'.Hl"i were worn into the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, as they have been
found combined with penannular brooches
with starshaped terminals and bracelets with
zoomorphic terminals (Vaitkunskiené 1978,

5455, Map 4;

y P- 97—101, map 58).

Bead set rf.*-'.\'.l"‘q'h'

Curonian bead sets contain from two to ten or-
namented bronze spacer plates (fig. 5). Mosl
often a set has spacer plates of only two diffe-
rent designs, but some have six or seven. The
spacer plates are of two types: T-shaped (fig. 5:

3. 5, 11) and rectangular (fig. 1—-2, 6-10, 12).

I'he spacer plates of both types are most often

5—=7 c¢m long and 0,5-0,8 cm wide. Some of

them are only 2,2—93,5 €M ]ullj_:, and a few rec-
tangular ones are 1,8 cm wide. The legs of the
[~shaped spacer plates have g4—12 tiny holes for
bead strings. Rectangular spacer plates have
string holes along one of the edges. Many spa-
cel }Il'.{l{'\' ol both lypes have ornate ]]Illl”{'
fringes (fig. 5:1, 5, 10—=11). The spacer plates
are decorated in geometric patterns: horizon

tal groups of notches, double X, small circles,

Fornviannen g6 (2001)

vertical lines of diamonds, triangles, »eves«
(hig. 4—5). Some of them are plated with white
metal. Chemical analyses performed by Bagd-
zeviciene and Ragauskienéofl LDM RC have re-
vealed that spacer plates from Lazdininkai gra-
ve 179 (excavated in 1976) and PrySmancéiai |
(KrM without inventory no.) are both plated
with tin with a negligible lead content.

The sets under discussion were strung on
bronze wire (Banduziai grave 49A, Gintaliske
grave 5, Siraiciai grave 18), leather thong (stray
find Plunge region, fig. 2), wool yarn (Laz-
dininkai grave 81; Kunciene 1981, p. 78) o
strings of unidentified fiber (Lazdininkai grave
126). Most beads are small, only 4=6 mm in
diameter. The number of beads varies: some
pieces have tens of beads, others up to 350 o
even roo. Some of the sets have beautiful blue
or green notched glass beads. These are typical
of the Baltic tribes in the Viking Period and es-
pecially numerous in the Curonian, Scalvian
and Lamatian territories. The bead set from Ban-
duziai grave 43A originally consisted of twelve
rows of yellowish opaque beads. 451 beads sur-
vive (fig. 9). The Siraic¢iai set had five rows of ti-
black

Gintaliskés grave 5 had five rows of multicolow

ny white and beads. The one from
beads separated by two bronze spacer plates,
and the necklace ended in bronze spirals. The
set from Palanga grave 198 consists of two
bronze spacer plates and g9 glass and bronze
beads. Of these, one is a rare [ind for the Baltic
area, a blue bead decorated with white and red
flowers (fig. 4).

Sets with bronze spacer plates sometimes
feature bronze spirals. In most instances it is
impossible to tell how these sets ended and
how they were fastened. Some sets end in lea-
ther straps that were probably tied together at
the nape of the neck (Banduziai grave 43A, fig.
3). The set from Siraiciai grave 18 ends in bron-
ze wire loops. Two small (6—7 ¢m long, fig. 4)
pins with spiral heads were found in Palanga
cremation 198 — they may have been fasteners
for the bead set. Such pins are not characteris-

tic of the Curonians.

Gotlandic spacer plates

Gotlandic and Curonian bead sets are compo-
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sed ol the same elements, ex ept for the pen-
dants that are characteristic for Gotland burt ab-
Most
Gotlandic spacer plates are of a similar shape

(WKG L4717, 1731,

sent  from  Curonia. Curonian and

179:8, 192:15, 241:6;

[I:161:14). Spacer plates similar to the Curo-
have been found in Gruobinia,
(Nerman

Some of the spacer plates from Gotland are de

nian ones

Latvia 1958, Tafel =2:14, 19:105).
corated in Scandinavian style (WKG 1:49:5,
166:13, 2z07:16; Il:161:1-14). The decoration
of the Curonian spacer plates is less sophistica-
ted, usually a characteristic geometric pattern
(fig. 5).
spacer plates. Some sets with spacer plates
Zealand and Bornholm

Sets from Gotland terminate in two
found in ( Kyndby,
Norre Sandegard) terminate in openwork spa-
cer plates (Gaimster 1998, fig. 165:2—3). The
Gotlandic bead sets were made of opaque pas-
te, tinted glass, limestone, rock crystal and am-
ber beads; also often adormed with bracteates,
fish-head pendants and other pendants.

Sets with spacetl plates spread across the
Curonian territory in the tenth and eleventh
centuries. During this period the Curonians
cultivated an intense relationship with Got-
land, which allows us to suggest that the Curo-
nian bead sets were inspired by those of Got-
land. However, bead sets with spacer plates
both in Gotland and in Curonia were an out
come of the rivalry between Western Europe
and the Byzantine Empire in designing the
symbols of power and prestige. Elaborate bead
sets, appearing under Byzantine influence, were
adapted to adorn the outfits of wealthy Gel
manic ladies on the Continent (Gaimster 1998,
p- 242-24%). Elaborate pectoral jewellery was
worn by the Frankish queens, as depicted on
the shroud of Queen Balthilde who died around
680 AD. However, the Curonian bead sets we-
re assembled locally and the spacer plates were
produced by local craftsmen.
ll'\l\l'fl !l\

Translated by Irena Jomantiene and

Martin Rundkvist,
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Sammanfatining

Kurerna ar en av de historiskt mest vildoku-
menterade baltiska stammarna under den yng-
re jarnaldern och aldre medeltiden, kind o1
sin krigiskhet och sina rikedomar, De anses
fran soo-talet och framat ha bebott kustomra-
dena i nuvarande vastra Lettland och nordvist-
ra Litauen, ett omrade som an idag kallas
Kurland (leu. Kurzeme)

Mellan slutet av goo-talet och borjan ay
1 200~ talet bar kuriska kvinnor F:‘.”n |1|i:|)'-.."1llnil1_t_:|-
el ||'|l‘ll I).'II[I‘\}JIIUI,”'{‘ oy |II'I|I\_ k'l.‘ll.l||.l SNV l\('-
uppsattningar patraffas bara i de trakter som
anses ha tllhort kurerna. Inom den litauiska
arkeologin har man tidigare tolkat parlupp-
‘-il{lllill_;’.li uan \|1II<1:|H' som brostsmyi ken o h
sadana med spridare som pannband. Pannand

var vanliga i andra delar av Baltukum. Bliujiene

Fornvdnnen 6 (2001)

Abbreviations

KrM = Kretinga Museum

LLDM RC = Lithuanian Art Museum, Pranas Gudynas
Restoration Centre

LNM AR - National Museum of Lithuania, Depart
ment of Archacology

LVM = State Historical Museum of Lamia

SHM

ZAM = Zemaiciai Museum, ~Alka

WK Die Wikingerzeit Gotlands (Thunmark-Nylén

Museum of Natonal Antquities, Stoc kholm

ll'l."l )

motsatter SIE denna 1« r”\tlillg eftersom den sak-
nar positivt stod i fynden. Man har patriffat en
gray med rester av bade en ornerad mossa och
en pirluppsitiing med spridare, och det [6
refaller otympligt att biara bada wa pa huvudet
samtidigt. I stillet menar Bliujiene att de ku-
riska kvinnorna bar just en sadan mossa, clles
annu oftare, ett dok av linne som ar belagt fran
senare arhundraden. Bada fastes med nalar 1
haret. Alla parluppsitningar, med eller utan
spridare, bars pa brostet.

Med hinvisning till liknande fynd frin
Gotland och tidens tydligen tita kontakter
mellan 6n och Kurland foreslar Blinjiene till
sist att parluppsatiingen med spridare kan ha

anammats darifran,

Martin Rundkuvisi




