Gap-Sleeve Fasteners:
A research project in progress
Sharon Rose / Tullia Saturnina

Erato, muse of lyric poetry; Roman, 2nd century CE
Found near Tivoli. Vatican Museum (Hall of the Muses).
Erato is wearing the ionic chiton (gap-sleeved tunica). But how
did she fasten the fabric gathers on her sleeve?

The Ionic Chiton AKA the Gap Sleeve Tunic
Imagine two pieces of fabric – one slightly wider than the other (to create a drape in front of
the neck). 4-8 small buttons or fabric rosettes hold the front and back together, at the letters
in the sketch below. The sides were left open in Greece, relying on belting for modesty. The
Romans seamed the sides.

Please see my paper “Intro to Roman Clothing” for more information on context and
construction. RomanaSum.com/papers

2

Fabric or metal (Did these mysterious fasteners exist at all?)?
As part of my somewhat obsessive drive to re-create a woman from Rome in
50BCE, I have been looking at a lot of statues and frescos. A very common type
of garment is the "gap sleeve" tunica. This particular style of tunica is made
with two rectangles seamed up the sides to the armpits (Sebesta, 223). It’s
basically the Greek ionic chiton, although the Greeks seem to have left the sides
unseamed. The cloth is gathered together along the top of the sleeve at regular
intervals. Sometimes this is done with a fabric rosette (Croom, 92).

Detail of Faustina the
Younger, 162-170 CE,
British Museum.

Sketch of the statue
from Croom’s Roman
Clothing and Fashion.

Rosettes are made by
holding two layers
(front and back) of
fabric, pinching them
together, pulling them
up a little, sewing
through the dotted
lines, and wrapping
additional thread
around the base of the
rosette.

Note: In previous versions I folded the fabric on itself like this:
…But I’ve discovered the draping
works better if you gather
vertically instead of horizontally.
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In other statues, however, they are smooth and don’t look like bunched fabric
at all.

Detail of a statue of Plautilla (died
212CE), Uffizi Museum.

Alexandra Croom focuses on the fabric rosettes (90-92). Initially she cedes that
“They could possibly be discs, with a bar or loop on the lower side, sewn onto
both edges of the cloth…” On the next page she argues that they are all knots,
because if they were metallic they would be “shown on statues as smooth
circular discs...” Well….

End of the 1st century BCE. Julia,
daughter of Augustus. Rome, Museo
Montemartini, Capitoline Museums

Roman, early first century CE
Krakow, Gallery of Ancient Art
(Czartoryski Museum, National
Museum).

:
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Nymph from the Villa Imperiale,
Pompeii. Fresco is dated 10BC10BCE. It’s possible that the light
color is bunched fabric, but it reads
as metallic to me.

Detail from the Pompeii
hairdressing fresco. The fasteners
are basically blobs, but I believe
they are domed gold pieces because
they match the gleam of her
necklace pendant.

This shape and style – Domed or hemispheric gold - is well documented in
period Roman artifacts, such as in these earrings and bracelets from Pompeii.
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A very interesting fashion twist: Two layers of tunicas (one with bigger gaps)
gathered by the same fastener. Dulcia McPherson’s colorized version is helpful
here.
These are slightly larger than
usually represented, but they are
flat, with clear coin-like edges.
It occurred to me that the small
rounded shape might be achieved
by tying off some fabric with a
thread, sort of a smaller version of
the way we made tissue paper
ghosts as kids. However, that
method fails to explain both the
metallic glint in the frescos, and the
sharp coin-like edges in the
unidentified statue to the left.
The discs usually look about half an inch / 1.2cm. Hunting around in books, in
museum collections online, even in replica stores, I found plenty of fibulas and
other jewelry, but these tiny round fasteners are absent. Maybe the gold ones,
being tiny and fragile, didn’t last long and then were re-melted. Still, it seems
we should have found a few!

6

I also believe there were bronze enameled fasteners. The British Museum’s
online collection includes this entry:

I emailed, and Thomas Kiely in the Department of Greece and Rome, said “I had
a look at the item you found on line and it is a tiny disc the size of a small
fingernail with inlaid enamel but it is not a button but also not obviously a
brooch either (there is a small project from one side that may be all that is left
of an additional part, but this is hard to interpret)…. The dating of this is
difficult. I would imagine Roman, and some of the inlays look like what you find
on Anglo-Saxon metal work, though I am sure that it came to us as Roman. The
metal project on the top is solid.”

I had the talented Fjorlief InHaga attempt to duplicate it for me. The size of this
artifact means it was probably set into a larger piece.
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Still, so far I had no concrete proof.
To me the single best piece of
evidence that it wasn’t all fabric
rosettes was a Greek statue (350300 BCE) at the Met. She’s draped in
an ionic chiton, and the statue
herself has holes drilled where she
once wore metal fasteners! Seeing
this piece set off some serious
celebratory dancing.

I currently have emails out to a number of Italian museums, trying to find
evidence of any artifacts like this closer to Rome. I have asked for physical or
artistic evidence of small discs with a pin, or a bar or loop underneath for
attaching cloth. They may be metal only or have enamel decoration. Of course I
recognize that the artifacts may be broken or eroded past recognition. [Note:
Sadly, writing this at the end of December, none of the museums has
responded. Emails were sent at the beginning of August.]
It is very possible that there are metal discs (or parts of them) lying around in
a lot of museum drawers labeled as toggles, or broken brooches, or just
random metal findings. They certainly wouldn’t look significant to the average
eye.
It’s likely that the narrow middle class (and possibly the slaves of the wealthy)
wore plain polished bronze, or bronze enameled discs, while well-to-do ladies
wore gold. Perhaps Empresses went the extra mile and wore gold enameled
fasteners… since the statues were painted, those details probably would have
been painted on rather than carved.
Of course, very poor people and slaves of less generous / less rich families
would have made do with simple fabric rosettes.
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Pins or buttons?
So, were these metal fasteners brooches (with a pin, meant to clasp and
unclasp) or buttons (sewn in place)? There are arguments for both.

In The World of Roman Costume,
Goldman refers to buttons when
commenting on the Venus (145-150
CE, Ostia) held at the Capitoline
Museum.

Meanwhile, “Portrait Bust of a
Woman” Roman, 150-160 CE, in the
J. Paul Getty Museum, is described
on page 164 of the catalog book as
wearing “a circular brooch.” Did the
Getty experts just assume this was a
brooch or did they have other
knowledge?

The Romans loved their fibulae. They used large ones, tiny ones, elaborate
ones, plain ones… it seems to be their single most important means of
attaching fabric. Also, having a pin that comes on and off would mean the
wearer could switch her jewelry to another tunica. Women wealthy enough to
own the pins would also have been able to afford more than one set of clothes.
It also occurs to me that removing your delicate gold before sending the
laundry to the fuller (the Roman version of a laundromat, involving stomping
the fabric in urine, among other things)(Adkins, 328, 344) would be prudent to
avoid both theft and damage. Buttons, if removed, would have to be reattached after each washing. Admittedly, though, that would be less frequent
than we launder clothing, and anyone rich enough to have them would have
slaves to do that sewing.
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Umbonate brooch
with a millefiori
enamel center on a
Roman site in
Hertfordshire. 20mm.
Joan Allen Detectors.

1st century RomanoSpanish enameled
pin, 20mm across.

From Roman Dress Accessories: No
size is given for the Romano-British
disc brooch on the bottom row, but
if these pieces are drawn to scale it’s
around 0.5-1.0”.

There’s a multitude of 1” pins in museums and tracked by the Portable
Antiquities Scheme from all over the Roman Empire, both geographically and
temporally. Focusing on half-inch pins, the finds get much scarcer. Possibly
both buttons and brooches were used for gap-sleeve tunicas, but I feel the case
is stronger for buttons. Just the logistics of making a pin that small that could
still effectively hold cloth together is tricky. A “button” style piece – a disc with
a solid bar or loop attached underneath – would have been simpler to make,
and stronger.
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Much of Roman art and fashion is
influenced by Etruscan and Greek
aesthetics and culture (Sebesta,
217). These Etruscan shanked
buttons (680 BCE, University of
Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology) are
the same shape as my theoretical
domed gold fasteners from the
hairdressing fresco, but at 5-7mm
(Gleba, 2). Note these are the same
size range as the Captain America
enamel. At first I thought their tiny
size made them more decorative
than functional, but then I saw the
following statues:

“Three-Sided Relief,” from the Greek
island of Thasos, 450-440 BCE.
Marble. Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston. This relief has suffered
some damage, and a few of the
buttons look broken off, but the
bottom one, still clearly visible, is
the same size as the Etruscan ones
above. Having just seen the
stupendously tiny and ultra-fine
Etruscan jewelry also held at the
MFA, I wonder if it just comes down
to the fact that in Etruria they
understood working in miniature
better than the Romans did. As their
techniques were lost, maybe the
fashion for buttons grew in size
along with the rest of the jewelry.

Etruscan,
Spool earring, 1.5 x 1”, 6th century
BCE, MFA, Boston.
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“Venus or a Roman Lady,” marble,
mid 1st to early 2nd century CE. MFA,
Boston. This larger than life
sculpture had either very delicate,
smooth-topped fabric knots (the
type mentioned on page 5), or tiny
gap-sleeve fasteners, the same size
as the Etruscan buttons.
Working with sheer, very
lightweight linen (trying to mimic
the Pompeii frescos) has led me to
understand the super-tiny button:
The half-inch brass ones I have just
seem too heavy.

Front and back of two champlevé shanked buttons, 100-300 CE, 1.4cm and
1.1cm across. Both are at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. These are the right
size (0.43-0.55” inches in diameter) to match the common images.

A 1st – 4th century 37mm diameter
button with the familiar circle-anddot motif seen in so much Roman
embellishment, from Metal Buttons.
Found in Dorset, England. Too large,
but definitely a true button.
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Clearly buttons - defining a button here as a disk with an attached loop to
which fabric can be fastened - existed before and after my period in cultures
that influenced, and then evolved from, the artistic style of 50 BC Rome
(Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 165). I feel that the continuity between the
periods is solid enough to use these temporal outliers as clues (Sebesta, 3).

These oddly shaped studs were
another eBay find: Bronze enamels
dated 2nd-3rd century CE, 1.5cm
diameter. Novae, Bulgaria.

I found these tantalizing pictures
online via Google searches, both
labeled as “Gold buttons, Roman, 1st2nd Century,” but tracking them
further led to a dead end. The dual
picture with braided edging was an
eBay listing, but I cannot find the
seller’s name or any other
information. Some day I hope to
track these down for additional
views, measurements, and dating.
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My most solid evidence to date is the set of four buttons at Boston’s Museum of
Fine Arts from the sanctuary of Diana at Nemi, which is 19 mines southeast of
Rome. The temple was active from the 4th century BCE to the 2nd century CE
(Bilde). They are the right size -three are 9/16” , one is half an inch - and shape,
and of course seeing a matched set thrills me. The description reads “They are
convex on one side, and a bar in the shape of a circular segment runs across on
the lower side.”
Was the smaller one a negligible variation in a set, or was it from a different
batch altogether? Does the loop on the back go from edge to edge, or project
from the center? Is the back flat or concave? Frustratingly, only pictures of the
fronts are available. Since I actually visited Boston in December, I wrote to
them in November and asked to see them, since they are not on view. They
denied my request, and informed me that additional photography would cost
$300 per image. I am hoping the in-person examination was rejected due to
timing (Christmas week). I have some SCA friends of friends in the area who
will attempt to see them once the holidays are over, and I will be making
sacrifices to my household gods in the meantime.
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Reproducing the effect:
In my first attempt, I simulated
metal fasteners with modern
domed, gold-tone buttons. The
drape wasn’t right because my linen
was too heavy.

For my second attempt, I again
called upon Fjorlief InHaga to
recreate some buttons for me. She
made a set of eight domed brass
disks with coiled wire loops
underneath. I also experimented
with different ways to attach them
to mimic the proper drape. As a
result, my rosette instructions
changed (vertical gathers worked
better than horizontal ones). It’s my
hope that as this new gauze linen
breaks in it will drape even better.

A future third attempt will involve a set of tiny enamels. I had hoped to have
them made by 12th Night, but I want to see if I can get a look at the back of the
MFA buttons first.
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For more information, to share information, or to see the latest version of
this project, please contact Sharon Rose / Tullia Saturnina at
sharon@rosecityacupuncture.com.
http://romanasum.com/
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