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In the moody light of evening, a rocky
outcrop in the heart of Italy’s Tuscany
Jives no hint of the glovy that once vested
on its crown. There, 2,500 years ago, sat
Volterra, one of the noblest and largest
cities of Etruria, vinged by walls four or
Jive miles in civcumfervence. Coming
upon the ruins of the ramparts for the
Sfirst time, a 19th-century English travel-
er described these “mere fragments” as
still being “so vast, that fable and song .-

may well report them Piled by the bands 4 8 5 :
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of giants, / For god-like kings of old.” >
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An Italian artifact
predating Rome’s
greatness by several
hundred years, this
bronze flask from the
late eighth century
BC originated dur-
ing the Villanovan,
or proto-Etruscan,
period (1000 to 700
BC). The bronze-
working skill hevalds
beauties of Etruscan
art yet to come.

DISCOVERING
THE
FIRST TTALIANS

ven for Italy, where the ancient
past seems to lie all about and museums are filled with treasures dug
from the earth, it was a major find. And as so often happens in a land
where archaeological sites abound, the discovery occurred acciden-
tally. When workers widening the main road to Rimini on the Adri-
atic coast in 1968 sliced through a series of burials near the small town
of Verucchio, exposing a number of urns and other artifacts, no one
was terribly surprised. Stll, the roadwork was called to a halt while
the appropriate authorities were notified, and Gino Vinicio Gentili,
then the archaeological superintendent of the Emilia-Romagna re-
gion, came to inspect. “I saw right away there was interesting mate-
rial,” he said, “a bronze vase in a kylix shape, carved wood, gold
plaques, and amber.” Rescue excavations commenced the following
year, and by 1972 more than 150 burials had been uncovered.
Pulses quickened again in September and October of that
year, when almost 10 feet down, the porous topsoil gave way to non-
porous clay and Gentili and his assistants came upon two burial pits
that had been sealed for centuries in an airless mix of water and mud.
Protected by the slime from insects and decay-causing bacteria, a ceil-
ing of stout oak timbers supported by a pair of crossbeams still cov-
ered the first chamber, and two tree trunks served as columns.
Around the columns lay a helmet, a bronze situla, or urn, and a large
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pot holding amber and gold pins and other items. Miraculously, the
tomb also contained a treasure trove of usually perishable artifacts,
including remnants of three round, three-legged tables, a throne,
and a footstool, all carved of wood; a length of woven linen wrapped
around a vase holding human ashes; and straw baskets.

So complete was the preservation that Gentili was even able
to identify the remnants of a funeral banquet that had been laid out
at the time of interment, more than 2,500 years before. In different
bowls on one of the three tables were the remains of grapes and
hazelnuts, while covered pots on another table contained evidence
of hare and fish.

The second tomb, a wooden burial box measuring more than
seven feet long and almost four feet wide, lay just a few yards from
the first. Inside rested an extravagantly crested bronze helmet that
had probably been worn on ceremonial occasions, pieces of gold and
amber, and more well-preserved wooden artifacts—a footstool, the
handle of a now-vanished feathered tan, bowls with lids, and the han-
dle of a metal ax—as well as woven wool and linen cloth, some of the
pieces bearing a plaid pattern.

Gentili discovered the most impressive artifact by far not in-
side the burial box, but in a sodden mass on top ofit: a collapsed sec-
ond wooden throne, this one adorned with charming intaglios of
men and women weaving, dyeing, parading, and riding in chariots.
Ingeniously reconstructed later from its numerous fragments (pages
12-13), the throne gave scholars new insight into daily life in Italy
around 700 BC. More important, however, it and the other grave
gifts presented compelling evidence that the people laid to rest
around Verucchio were some of the earliest members of an intrigu-
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Italian excavator Sevgio Sani lifts three
dishes, still holding the vesidue of a funer-
al banquet, from a wooden table sub-
mevged in Verucchio’s Tomb 85. Con-
cevned a sudden cave-in might vebury the
seventh-century-BC tomb, Sani spent
nearly 48 hours nonstop in the water and
mud to vetvieve the avtifacts duving the
1972 digging season.




Amber disks decorate a broken, but still
beautiful, fibula found in Tomb 85
(above). Other items firom the same site in-
cluded materials rarely preserved in an-
cient burials, among them the wicker in-
terior of the helmet below. The wicker is
laminated with small bronse studs, which
Sform circular patterns around several
bronze plates.
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ing ancient culture centered between the Arno and Tiber Rivers on
the Tyrrhenian side of the boot of Iralv—that of the Etruscans.

Few civilizations have shone so brightly and faded as quickly.

Bursting from a relatively small homeland, about the size of West

Virginia or Wales, the Etruscans in the seventh century BC expand-

ed west and south, to found colonies on the Tyrrhenian island of

Corsica and near Naples and to create a cluster of settlements that

gave them control over much of the fertile region known today as

Campania. In the following century, they moved north, across the

Apennines into the Po valley, setting up a chain of towns along the

Adriatic coast. Most important for posterity, from the end of the sev-

enth century BC until 510 BC they provided a dynasty that ruled

Rome itself. In the words of the Roman historian

Livy, Etruria at the height of its power “filled

the whole length of Italy from the Alps to the

Sicilian strait with the fame of her name.”
But the Etruscans are re-
membered for more than




A REGAL CHAIR REAS
FRAGMENTS RECOVE

S
R

E
E

M
D

BLED FROM
IN A TOMB

Of all the artifacts unecarthed at
the sprawling burial site discov-
cred at Verucchio, Italy, in 1968,
the most extraordinary was the
wooden throne that had once
graced the waterlogged crypt of
an Etruscan noble. Not only was
it a singular example of wood-
working, but the decorative
scenes depicted on the throne’s
flared arms and back gave ar-
chacologists a unique glimpse of
cveryday lite in the region during
the seventh century BC. Even
more astonishing, the piece had
survived—wood rarely turns up
Intact at ancient sites.

When first found, however,
the throne looked like little more
than a mud-crusted clump of
fragments. It would take three
vears of painstaking toil by the
Italian restorer Giovanni Mori-
gi—shown working at left—to
return the throne to a semblance
of'its original appearance. Mori-
gi’s first task was to conserve the
wood that had survived in the
airless, watery environment of
the tomb. This he achieved by
treating the more than 250 frag-
ments with polvethylene glycol, a
synthetic wax that saturates an-
cient woods and prevents them
from drving out and crumbling.
Then he began putting these
picces back together, meticulous-
lv matching up the decorative
scenes and patterns that were
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carved on both sides. As a guide
to the general shape of the
throne, Morigi referred to a rela-
tively intact bronze throne and
bits of a wooden one that archae-
ologists had unearthed in the
same general area. Finally, Mori-
gi tashioned a stainless steel
framework upon which to aftix
the fragments. The upper sec-
tion, representing the arms and
back, was carefully braced with
thin steel strips that allowed the
attached pieces to be viewed
from both sides.

The rear of the throne fea-
tures elaborate gecometric pat-
terns. The front is carved with
scenes presented in two distinct
horizontal bands. On the lower
band men in horse-drawn carts
ride toward some unknown des-
tination. In the band above them
are detailed depictions of build-
ings; inside, two women, ecach
with a waist-length braid, twist
varn on a spindle, while other
women labor at upright looms in
the background outside.

Shown with all its preserved frag-

ments assembled on a supporting steel
Sframe, the Verueehio throne elearly
displays its former splendor. By examin-
ing the matched grain of the wood,
restorer Giovanni Morigi was able to
determine that the throne had been
carved from a single oak trunk measur-
ing about a yard wide.

As detailed in the drawing below, this
earving from the Verucehio throne por-
trays two woinen with a spindle. The two
figures atop the house ave deeorative wood-
en monkeys, a common motif of the time.




their temporal power alone. Counted among the most advanced civ-
ilizations of their time in the Western world, they were first-class en-
gineers, renowned for road and bridge making as well as for ambi-
tious irrigation works. Their potters, metalworkers, and goldsmiths
were internationally recognized for their skills and for the innovative
uses to which they put them. Modern dentists, for example, still ad-
mire the quality of the gold bridgework displayed in the mouths of
cadavers from Etruscan tombs (page 99).

They were also—again in Livy’s words—*“a people more than
any other devoted to religious customs,” showing a profound and fa-
talistic sense of the role divine forces play in shaping the course of hu-
man destiny. Yet their art jubilantly communicates an enjoyment of
life’s everyday pleasures, from banqueting to sports and games.
Above all they appreciated music; according to classical commenta-
tors, the sounds of the pipe and lyre accompanied even the meanest
of their daily activities.

They exerted long-lasting influence on later Western cultures,
principally as a result of the sway they exercised over Rome in the
century before the founding of the Republic. A surprising number of
the symbols commonly regarded as Roman, from the ceremonial
toga and Roman numerals to the bundle of rods known as the
fasces—the emblem of Roman magistrates, revived in the 1920s by
the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini as representative of Fascism—
were in fact inherited from their neighbors and onetime rulers. It was
the Etruscans too who passed on to the Romans their love of mon-
umental art and architecture and an Italian version of the Greek
gods, together with the technique of divination. Spurinna, the sooth-
sayer who warned Julius Caesar to beware the ides of March in 44
BC, was of Etruscan origin. And most significant of all, the Etrus-
cans bequeathed to Rome the secrets of writing and the alphabet.

Eventually, though, the precocious pupil overtook and over-
whelmed its teacher, and Etruria was brought under the dominion
of the Roman Empire. From the fourth century BC onward, its cities
one by one accepted Roman overlordship, and by 89 BC, when Ro-
man citizenship was conferred on all Etruscans, even their language
had begun to fall into disuse. Yet long after imperial Rome itself
crumbled and fell, treasure hunters, archacologists, and scholars
would set about the task of rediscovering the vivid, preclassical peri-
od that the Romans had eclipsed, and over the years they would as-
tonish the world with their discoveries.
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Clouds hover above the Etruscan island of
Elba, one of the vichest souvces of ivon in
ancient times. The great sinelting fur-
naces therve inspived the Greeks to name
the island Aethalia, from theiv wovd for
smoke, “which lies,” wrote the histovian
Diodorus Siculus, “so thick about it.”




Ancient Etruria was made up of the present-day Italian
province of Tuscany, along with parts of Latium to the south and
Umbria to the east. The region divides naturally into two sections: a
rolling plateau shaped by ancient volcanic activity and bordered to
the south by a broad coastal plain known as the Maremma, and a
rugged shoreline and a region of hill towns and wide alluvial valleys
dominating the north.

The Etruscans were tortunate to inherit such land; their peri-
od of glory can be related directly to the exploitation of the resources
it offered. The soil was exceptionally productive. According to the
Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, it bore a wide variety of crops. The
Etruscans, he wrote, “enjoy no lack of fruits, not only sutticient for
their sustenance but contributing to abundant enjoyment and luxu-
ry.” And though the broad plain that backs most of the region’s coast
is now almost harborless, in Etruscan times it was dotted with la-
goons, long since silted up, that provided sheltered anchorages suit-
able for the needs of fishing and trading. Blessed with easy access to
the sea, the Etruscans soon developed a reputation as skilled sailors—
and feared pirates. According to a passage written in the fourth cen-
tury BC by the Greek historian Ephorus, Etruscan freebooters were
prowling the seas around Sicily as early as the eighth century BC.

The greatest of Etruria’s natural resources, however, lay hid-
den beneath the soil. The mineral wealth of the Tolfa Hills near
Civitavecchia in the south and of the Colline Metallifere—literally,
the metal-bearing hills—near Siena in the north was matched only by
that of the island of Elba, eight miles offshore. Through these re-
serves Etruria controlled the only considerable sources of copper,
iron ore, and perhaps tin in the entire central Mediterranean region.
The metals were exploited on a massive scale, and whole cities like
Populonia, on the coast opposite Elba, grew up because of them. In-
deed, archacologists have found workings going back as far as the
eighth century BC, complete with shafts, tunnels, subterranean gal-
leries, cone-shaped smelters, and giant slag heaps. The piles were so
extensive that they could be reprocessed during World War 11 to vield
metal remaining in them for the Italian armaments industry.

The tame of the Etruscan mines spread rapidly across the
Mediterranean world, and a trading network sprang up to handle
their production. Greeks and Phoenicians brought luxury goods to
swap for the precious ores, and the Etruscans grew wealthy on the
exchange. The tide of riches ebbed and tlowed between several dit-
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ferent urban centers over the centuries, for while an Etruscan civi-
lization surely flowered—with its own language, religion, and cus-
toms—a unified Etruscan state never took shape.

Rather, Etruria in its hevday was divided between city-states
much like those that made up contemporary Greece or Renaissance
[taly some 2,000 years later. Classical writers spoke of 12 peoples of
Etruria, and there seem to have been about a dozen such small sov-
ereign territories, though over time some of these centers fell into de-
cline and lost their place to newcomers. Unwilling or unable to make
common cause, the cities jealously guarded their independence and
competed economically. Literary sources hint that thev even waged
wars with each other.

According to Roman authors the Etruscans referred to them-
selves as Rasna or Rasenna. The Greeks, on the other hand, knew
them as the Tyrrhenoi, thereby supplving the root of the word by
which the waters between Italy and the islands of Corsica and Sar-
dinia are known today—the Tyrrhenian Sea. To the Romans they
were the Etrusci or Tusci, from which are derived the words Etrus-
can and Tuscany, respectively.

The fate of such names mirrors that of the civilization as a
whole, for most of what is known about the Etruscans has
come from other people. Though they almost
certainly had a literature of their own, it is
now lost. The folded linen on which
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Two tiny horses ride the backs of a larger
pair (above), creating a stylized set of rein
rings for this bronze hovse bit from the sec-
ond half of the eighth century BC. Horse
bits, symbols of wealth and social status,
began appearing in tombs during the late
Villanovan period.

An eighth-century-BC bronze worker in-
cised this belt plaque (below) with swirl-
ing abstract and geometric designs.
Lozenge-shaped belt plaques such as this
one were widely distributed in Italy

and exported as far as Euboea, a Greek
island in the western Aegean.




Atop an eighth-century-BC, foot-high
bronze vase (below), armed men civcle a
chained animal as a spearman (lower
right) raises bis weapon to slay a bullock
in what appears to be a ritual dance. Vil-
lanovan artists created human figures
that werve stylized ov vough in form, but
expressed a spontaneous vitality.

their books were first written fell to dust long ago, and more im-
portant, the works ceased to be copied when the language died. The
lack of texts makes it all but impossible to hear the Etruscans’ own
voices; instead, historians must make do with the accounts of their
contemporaries, the Greeks and the Romans.

Given that these classical civilizations were longtime rivals of
the Etruscans, it is hardly surprising that the picture they give of them
is not entirely a flattering one. To be sure, some writers conceded
good points: The fifth-century-BC Greek poet Pherecrates admitted
the Etruscans were “skilled and loving craftsmen,” an opinion sec-
onded by his contemporary, the Athenian Critias. “Their bronzes of
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every sort for the decoration and service of houses are best,” he not-
ed. But most historians held the Etruscans’ love of beautiful objects
as a mark of decadence. According to the first-century-BC historian
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, they
“a people of damty and ex-
pensive tastes, both at home and
in the field carrving about with
them, besides the necessities, cost-

WEre

Iv and artistic articles of all kinds
designed for pleasure and luxury.”

The imputation of deca-
dence, however, came across most
strongly in prurient descriptions of
the Etruscans’ supposedly loose
sexual morals. The many banquet
scenes the Etruscans painted on
the walls of their tombs certainly
suggest that they enjoved lite to
the full. But the views perpetuated
by outsiders were probably based on a 1nlsundcrstmd1ng> of the rela-
tionship of the sexes in Etruscan society. Men and women mixed to-
gether much more freely than in contemporary Greece, where only
prostitutes dined in public with men. Seeing husbands and wives en-
joving each other’s company at banquets, hostile outsiders easily mis-
took the relative independence of the women for debauchery.

Such misconceptions would matter little if other sources ex-
isted to balance the picture. But in the centuries after Etruria was
swallowed up by imperial Rome, cursory references made by the clas-
sical authors became the Etruscans’ only epitaph. True, Claudius I,
Roman emperor from AD 41 to 54, is said to have written a lengthy
history of the Etruscans, but it too has been lost, leaving only the ac-
counts of writers such as Livy to ensure that the Etruscans’ role in
Rome’s early history was not forgotten entirely.

Yet as the classical world fell into decline and the Dark Ages
spread across Europe, the memory of Etruria as a separate entity fad-
ed. By medieval times, what little was recalled became mixed with el-
ements of tantasy and legend. A bizarre traveler’s tale penned by the
12th-century English chronicler William of Malmesbury is typical.
He described a monk who recounted seeing a “perforated” moun-
tain in Italy in which the treasures of the Roman emperor Augustus

18

BRINGING
THE DIG
TO THE

LABORATORY

The scene above may look like a
typical dig in progress, as two
restorers uncover artifacts from
an eighth-century-BC Etruscan
burial, while a colleague records
the positions in a drawing.

But the setting is unusual. The
earth in which the objects lie
buried has been brought intact,
in a massive block, to the lab-
oratory, to enable the research-
ers to examine it under con-
trolled conditions.

The method is complex and
expensive. Site conditions must
be suitable, and moving a find is
grueling work. Fortunately for
the team, led by Italian archae-
ologist Anna-Maria Esposito at
the small necropolis of Casale
Marittimo, financing was avail-
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able. Moreover, the bunal,
known as Tomb G, lay just 20
inches down, in unrocky ter-
rain. The archaeologists had
first to scoop away the soil
around and beneath the area,
sliding planks under the burial
itselt to provide a platform,
then build a box around the
two tons of earth and artifacts
that composed the freed block.
Next, a crane lifted the crate
onto a truck for the 30-mile
journey to Florence.

Transporting a discovery
from field to laboratory pro-
vides archaeologists with a rare
gift—that of time. On site,
work can be threatened by ad-
verse conditions—weather and
thieves, among other things—
compelling the scientists to pro-
ceed faster than they might
wish. In the lab, they can go as
slowly and painstakingly as they
like. Such meticulousness al-
lowed Tomb G’s researchers to
re-create a unique ax handle
(curved for throwing) from the
position of the plaquettes that
once decorated it.

Even some 19th-century
archaeologists found the re-
wards of indoor excavation
worth the pains. In the 1880s at
Vetulonia, Italian Etruscologist
Isidoro Falchi enclosed a large
bronze cauldron, still filled with
earth and burial goods, in plas-
ter and wood and sent it over
rough terrain to Florence. In
contrast to his modern col-
leagues, however, Falchi exca-
vated his find during a grand
ceremony, attended by the
prince of Naples himself.
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were rumored to be hidden. “Many persons were reported to have
entered into these caverns for the purpose of exploring them, and to
have there perished,” Malmesbury quotes the monk as saying. “We
saw the way strewed with bare bones.” Scholars assume that the pic-
ture of the perforated mountain may have been inspired by tombs
such as those near Norchia that the Etruscans cut into the face of
rocky clifts. The description of the bones may also be based on actu-
al Etruscan remains, only greatly exaggerated.

By the time of the Renaissance, an admiration for past civi-
lizations replaced Malmesbury’s feelings of awe, and curiosity about
the Etruscans grew among such inquisitive and inventive souls as An-
nio of Viterbo, a Dominican triar. He took the first step toward re-
viving Etruscan studies by publishing inscriptions—some of which he
had gathered near his hometown, in the heart of what had been
Etruria, and others that he invented, no one knows why.

Slowly, a study of Etruscology developed. While holding the
chair of civil law at the University of Pisa in the 17th century, Thomas
Dempster, an eccentric Scottish scholar renowned in his day for his
pugnacity as well as his wide learning, made a longer lasting contri-
bution to the understanding of the Etruscans. Though it was said of
him that “not a day passed that he did not use either his fists or his
sword,” Dempster was commissioned by the grand duke of Tuscany
to write a history of the Etruscans. The resulting work, De Etruria
Regali Libri Septem (Seven Books on Etruria of the Kings), gathered
everything then written about the Etruscans into one encyclopedic
tome, but for reasons that remain obscure it went unpublished for
almost a hundred years.

Then an Englishman in Florence named Thomas Coke dis-
covered Dempster’s manuscript, added handsome copperplate illus-
trations and notes penned by a respected antiquarian, and in 1723
published it. The book appealed to patriotic scholars eager to trace
their regional traditions to Etruria rather than Rome, and it helped
stimulate a general European renewal of interest in things Etruscan.
The first fruits of the revival soon became apparent: In 1726 the
Etruscan Academy was established in the city of Cortona, in central
[taly, to encourage the study of the civilization. Two vears later the
first recorded excavations were begun in the spectacular cliff-top
necropolis of Volterra (pages 6-7), once of the ancient world’s wealth-
iest cities. Artifacts recovered from the site over the next 30 vears
filled private collections and muscums all across Europe, including
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modern Volterra’s Guarnaccr Museum, which became the world’s
first public Etruscan collection when it opened in 1761.

By then, a new word, Etruscheria; had been coined to de-
scribe the vogue for studving the culture, and both polite society and
scholars were starting to show an interest. Indeed, well-heeled visi-
tors toasted the ancients at picnics held among the tombs. And so-
called Etruscan vases—many of which had actually been made in
Greece and imported by rich Etruscans—became so popular the
English potter Josiah Wedgwood chose the name Etruria for the new
manufacturing center in the English Midlands that was to make him
tamous (page 153).

The outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars at the end of the 18th
century temporarily disrupted access to the Etruscan sites, but with
the restoration of peace in 1815 a new period of archacological activ-
ity dawned. In practically no time, Etruscan artifacts again tlooded
Europe’s antique markets. As a matter of fact, so much pottery came
from a necropolis discovered in 1828 at the town of Vulci, about 50
miles northwest of Rome, that even today a majority of the surviv-
ing vases can be traced to it.

In 1836 two amateur archacologists uncarthed a treasure in
gold and amber objects buried in the tomb of an unknown noble-
woman at Cervetert, the site of the ancient city of Caere, 20 miles
northwest of Rome. News of the discovery spread quickly around
Europe. Together with colorful scenes of music, banqueting, hunt-
ing, and fishing found painted on the walls of the tombs at Tarquinia,
an important Etruscan town 12 miles north of Civitavecchia first in-
vestigated in the I8th century, the artifacts confirmed a general im-
pression of Etruria as a land of vitality and naturalness, as well as one
of mystery and hidden riches.

The combination of wild and beautiful scenery and se-
questered burial places was guaranteed to appeal to the sensibilities
of the romantic era, then in its heyday. It was a time when young
enthusiasts happily braved the primitive inns and endemic malaria
thar marked the region to comb wild gorges and picturesque ruins
for traces of the lost civilization. One such explorer was George Den-
nis, a lowly clerk in the Excise Office in London. A self-taught clas-
sicist, he devoted his spare time to the investigation of Etruria and its
antiquities and then wrote The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria, a
comprehensive two-volume overview of all the known sites. Pub-
lished in 1848 and revised three times, the work sadly failed to win
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In this photo, taken avonnd 1920, a mar-
ble statue of Mario Guarnacci (left), com-
pleted in 1867, overlooks a voom of Etrus-
can tufa and alabaster nrus for crematcd
vemains in Volterva’s Guarnacci Muse-
um. The containcrs, once described by
writer D. H. Lawrcnce as “curionsly at-
tractive and alive,” ave part of an cx-
tensive Etruscan collection, fonnded by
Guarnacci in 1761 as the first public niu-
seum devoted to Etruscan artifacts.

Dennis cither tame or fortune, but it attracted a small, discriminat-
ing readership—and has continued to do so, having attained the sta-
tus of a classic. “Still the best single guide to Etruscan cities and
tombs,” the American art historian and archacologist Nancy Thom-
son de Grummond has written of his work, “it is also important to-
day because it gives reliable, precious information about monuments
which have since been lost.”

Dennis’s book marked both the culmination of an age in
which gifted and energetic amateurs worked to revive the memory of
the Etruscans and the birth of the present era, in which protessional
archacologists using increasingly sophisticated techniques set about
trying to solve the many mysteries that surround the Etruscans.
Much has been learned by reexamining the evidence uncovered in
the inital, undisciplined burst ot exploration. This has produced few-
er spectacular finds than the first, but it has done more to extend
knowledge of the people and their society. Scholars, for instance, now




know enough to divide Etruscan history into five phases, four of
which traditionally take the names of corresponding eras in Greek art
history (pages 158-159).

Experts can also piece together the basics of how the dead
Etruscan language was written and spoken. Lacking the abundance
of texts available to students of Greece and Rome, Etruscologists
have had to glean as much information as possible from the seven
centuries” worth of inscriptions that the Etruscans left on the tablets,
boundary markers, hand mirrors, vases, sarcophagt, coins, and other
items recovered so far. By comparing these with inscriptions on var-
ious ancient artifacts, scholars have deduced that the Etruscans
learned the art of writing from Greek traders in the eighth century
BC and that the alphabet they used was a version of the Greek one.
There are indications that when the alphabet first arrived, it was re-
garded as something of a status symbol; objects from wealthy tombs
were sometimes decorated with the new letters, indicating that they
had prestige, and perhaps even magical significance.

As the Greek and Etruscan languages were in no way related,
the alphabet needed some modification to make it a suitable vehicle
for the Etruscan tongue, which linguists have described as both a soft
burr and full of clicks and hisses. The symbols for exclusively Greek
sounds were dropped, and new ones were introduced. Then the al-
tered version was passed on to other Itahan peoples—most impor-
tantly the Romans, who subsequently carried it to much of western
Europe, where it remains in use even today. As a result, the Etrus-
cans are to thank for the fact that the alphabet starts with the letters
a, b, and ¢, rather than alpha, beta, and gamma. Meanwhile, a second
channel of transmission, via the inhabitants of northern Italy across
the Alps to the Germanic tribes of Europe, resulted in the develop-
ment of runes, the script used by Scandinavian peoples.

The similarities between the Greek and Etruscan alphabets
have meant that spelling out Etruscan words and deciphering their
approximate meaning have never presented major problems. Schol-
ars have been able to do so since the 18th century. One of the pieces
they deciphered came to light under decidedly odd circumstances.
The scquence of events began in Egypt in the late 1840s, when a
Croatian nobleman named Mihael de Baric bought a mummy—then
quite freely available—from an Alexandria antique dealer. Baric, an
archivist at the roval chancellery of the Hungaran court, took his
purchase back to his home in Vienna, where he proudly put it on dis-
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The Etruscan alphabet girds the belly of a
late-seventh-century-BC rooster-shaped
vase or ink stand from Viterbo. Although
the Etruscans did not use the letters b, d, g
(resembling a modern ¢ here), or o, these
letters do appear in the model alphabet
that the Etruscans reeeived from

the Grecks (bottom) and then modified
Sfor their own purposes.
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play in his drawing room alongside curiosities and artworks obtained
on previous world travels.

For a while, the mummy stood upright in a display case, its
bandages still tightly wrapped around its head and stitt body. But at
some point Baric must have partially unwound the fabric for the tit-
illation of his nephew, who later reported gazing upon what he de-
scribed as a childlike face. By the time that Baric died, in 1859, the
mummy had been unwrapped completely, exposing the remains of a
woman about 30 vears old, and the body and the bandages were
now conserved in separate cases. Baric’s heirs presented both to the
Egvptian section of the National Museum in Zagreb, where they
arrived in late July 1862.

There the keeper of the collection, Professor Heinrich
Karl Brugsch, immediately noticed something unusual about
the linen bandages: One side was covered with writing in a lan-
guage that the scholar was unable to identify. “I would never have
discovered the writing on the wrappings if one of the bandages was
not unrolled and showed its inside,” Brugsch wrote in 1891. “My
surprise at seeing that writing, which was unknown to me, was
quite naturally great, and since I hoped to have found an
\, Egyptian inscription cither large or small, I therefore start-
ed to unroll what there was to unroll—which was done

without much difficulty—and brought to light the

J‘h\ mysterious text.”

Even though an 1870 muscum catalog states

L i, '. '
A B ( D S RI B @' \'k & - that the professor devoted years to the study of the in-

scriptions, their identity eluded him forever. Accord-
- ing to the publication, they remained “of such novel-
ty that they are without equal in the world.”

Two more decades would pass before the rid-
dle was finally solved. In 1891 the bandages were sent
to the University of Vienna, where experts quickly iden-
tified the mystery language as Etruscan. The linen on
which it was written was compact and tightly woven, and al-
though it had been stained by blood and unguents, it secemed likely
that it had been specially prepared in order to make the ink clearly
legible. The text was neatly inscribed in two colors: black for the
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words themselves, and red for underlining and for a number of ver-
tical lines that divided the text into nine-inch-wide columns. The
investigators had httle doubrt as to the importance of the discovery:
The Zagreb mummy wrappings were evidently scraps of the world’s
only surviving Etruscan book, preserved by chance by the mummi-
fication process.

Based upon close examination of the shapes of individual let-
ters, the writing was dated to about 150 BC, though recent radio-
carbon dating of the linen suggests it might be 200 years older. It
contained no clues to indicate how the book had originally reached
Egypt, though scholars have speculated that it might have been a
possession of an Etruscan exile working in the service of the
pharaohs. Once there, it apparently fell into the hands of mummi-
fiers, who cut it up and used the strips as so much linen bandaging
with which to wrap a corpse.

Areligious work, the book lists the rituals to be oftered to var-
ious gods on difterent davs of the vear. In its present form it contains
216 lines of text—substantially less than early accounts implied, indi-
cating that sections may have been lost or given away in the years af-
ter its discovery. Scholars have also detected errors in the copying,
possibly suggesting that the language was already falling into disuse
when the book was written.

Though without question a boon to the study of the Etrus-
can language, the writing on the Zagreb mummy cloth proved to be
less enlightening than its discoverers had initially hoped. Like most
inscriptions, which take the form of tombstone carvings that simply
give the name, and occasionally the title, of the deceased, the vocab-
ulary employed contained too many repeated phrases and an excess
of proper nouns to increase by many the 300 words that had already
been deciphered.

So progress in reading Etruscan—that is, in expanding the vo-
cabulary and in clarifving the rules of its grammar—has been slow.
To speed things up, scholars have hoped to find a bilingual text pair-
ing something written in Etruscan with the same passage translated
into a known language. They require, in other words, an Etruscan
equivalent to Egypt’s Rosetta stone, discovered by Napoleon’s army
in 1799. The slab’s parallel bands of Greek and Egyptian inscriptions
provided the key to the deciphering of hieroglyphics.

Understandably, then, excitement grew in 1964 when it
seemed that just such a text had been discovered. The find was made
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Portions of a religious calendar, the only
known Etruscan book in existence, survive
in strips (top). Egyptian mummifiers used

the linen book to wrap the body of a 30-
year-old woman (bottom), now known as
the Zagreb mummy for the museum in
Croatia where she and ber unusual wrap-
pings eventually came to vest in 1862.




near the imposing medicval castle of Santa Severa, on the Tyrrhenian
coast about 30 miles northwest of Rome. In antiquity the site was
known as Pyrgi, after the Greek word for towers, and was home to
the principal port serving Cacre, eight miles inland. Roman writers
knew the harbor well. The epic poet Virgil reterred to “ancient Pyr-
gi,” and a fourth-century-AD editor of his work described it as “a
fairly well-known stronghold during the age when the Etruscans
practiced the trade of piracy”—the seventh and sixth centuries BC.

The ill-gotten rewards of the trade were obviously great, for
the town’s temple was renowned tor the richness of its endowment.
The sanctuary’s reputation even tempted Dionysius the Elder, the
ruler of the Greek colony of Syracuse on Sicily. After a tamous raid
staged in 384 BC, Dionysius made oft with 1,000 talents from the
temple treasury—an amount so enormous it equaled the total in-
demnity he was forced to pay after losing a war against the
Carthaginians four years later.

Remains of the temple were revealed by chance in the course
of a coastal land-reclamation scheme in 1956, when power-driven
plows turning the carth about 450 yards from the castle churned up
tiles and terra-cotta works dating to Etruscan times. The plowing was
halted after the doyen of Etruscan scholars, Massimo Pallottino, a
professor of Etruscology and Italic antiquities at the University of
Rome, inspected the site. Excavation began the following year under
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Pallottino’s  general supervision
and the close direction of Giovan-
ni Colonna, who was at that tume
an assistant to Pallottino.

During seven campaigns
conducted between 1957 and
1964, the excavators uncovered
the remains of two temples—one
built between 480 and 470 BC,
the other around 500 BC—linked
by a small rectangular enclosure.
[t was in this space, near a sacrifi-
cial well containing the bones of
an ox, a piglet, a badger, and a
cock, that the most exciting find of
the entire project was to be un-
carthed in the final vear’s digging.
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Pietro Giovanni  Guzzo,
now the archaeological superintendent of Italy’s Emilia-Romagna re-
gion, was then a young Etruscology student spending his second
summer working at the site. Early on July 8, he left his tent on the
beach and resumed the task that had occupied him and a dozen or
so other students for two sweltering days—brushing and scraping
away the dirt that covered the rectangular area. Until then, the
painstaking work had vielded nothing more than small pottery
sherds, but when one of the students reached a depth of about 20
inches, he uncovered something unusual: three thin gold sheets, each
measuring 7/ by 372 inches, that had been folded and buried, ap-
parently for satekeeping.

“They looked to me like three omelets, rolled up like that,”
Guzzo recalled. “We knew they were gold because of their yellow
color, but they did not glint because the earth was wet and they had
a film on them. It’s always exciting when you find something, but we
had no idea of their importance. 1 did a sketch—we did not have a
camera—and then the chiet of the workmen, a very expert man from
Cerveteri called Oreste Brandolini, said we should remove them for
safety. Thev were picked up and put in plastic bags with numbers to
show their position.”

Neither Pallottino nor Colonna was on site at the time, but
Colonna arrived shortly afterward. With a camera in hand, he or-
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The folded Pyrgi plaques lie in their exca-
vation trcnch (above), replaccd therve for
this historic July 8, 1964, photograph
shortly after their initial discovery and
removal. The 7'-by-3":-inch gold shects at
right—two in Etruscan (near right and
center) aund onc in Phoenician (far
right)—record the dedication of a cult cen-
ter to a Phoenician goddess by an Etrus-
can ruler. The tablets, from around 500
BC, have proved valuable in the study

of veligion and history and have con-
tributed much to scholars’ undevstanding
of the Etruscan language.




dered the rablets returned to where they had been found. Then he
took the now-famous photograph that accompanied his ofticial ac-

count of the discovery.

When the plaques were gingerly unfolded, they were found
to contain inscriptions recording the dedication of a sanctuary to
a goddess by Thetarie Velianas, the ruler ot Caere. Twenty-nine
golden-headed nails had been folded in with the sheets, suggesting

that they had originally been posted, probably on the door of one of

the temples. The texts had presumably been hidden to preserve them

from plundering enemy forces—conceivably even from those of

Dionysius of Syracuse, though there is no way of confirming the pos-
sibility. Two of the nscriptions were in Etruscan, but the third was
in Phoenician. Here at last, it seemed, was the long-sought key to the
remaining problems of Etruscan.

In fact, the Pvrgi plaques proved to be of only limited use as
a bilingual. The longer of the two Etruscan inscriptions ran to just 37
words, and the Phoenician text turned out to be not a literal, word-
for-word translation of the Etruscan, but a separate piece of writing
that merely described the same topics as the Etruscan. Nonetheless,
scholars accustomed to reading only funerary inscriptions rejoiced
to finally have one with historical content. And as Pallottino wrote,
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the correspondence between the Phoenician inscription and the
longer of the two Etruscan inscriptions “constitutes an enormous
step forward in our knowledge of the vocabulary and structure of the
Etruscan language.”

Such a stride, however, has done little to address a much larg-
er uncertainty concerning the origins of the language, for unlike
Greek, Celtic as spoken by the tribes ot Gaul, Latin, or most other

Though the voiccs arc mostly silent, the known early Italian tongues, Etruscan does not belong to the Indo-
accs of the Etrus cople and their gods, 5 ) 5 o . . .

faces of the Etvuscan people and their gods European language family. Indeed, attempts to link it with any oth-
such as those below, have been prescrved. or e - t = _ )
Among them are, from left to right, a er known tongue have proved unsuccessful. And it is this apparent
middlc-nged noble, o hooded child from uniqueness of the Etruscan language that has lent an aura of mystery

Vulci, a solemu-faced youth, o woman
Sfrom Cervcteri, the goddess Uni, aud a N
man from Etruria’s final days. French archaeologists working on the Aegean island of Lem-

to the Etruscan people.
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nos in 1885 found a stele, subsequently dated to the sixth century BC,
that bore a figure of a spear-carrying warrior. A carved 33-word in-
scription in a language that closely resembled Etruscan ran around
the piece. Almost half a century later, Italians working on the island
uncovered pottery sherds bearing fragmentary inscriptions apparent-
ly in the same tongue—Etruscan’s only known relative. Scholars
think the language may have been used on the island before its con-
quest by Athens in the latter half of the sixth century BC, after which
time Greek gradually came to replace it. However, what its connec-
tions were with the tongue spoken in Etruria, 700 miles to the west,
remains unresolved.

Such uncertainties are mextricably enmeshed with the larger
question of the origins of Etruscan civilization as a whole. The de-
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bate on this subject goes back to the Greek historian Herodotus, who
wrote in the fifth century BC. He claimed that long ago the Lydi-
ans—neighbors of the Greeks inhabiting what is now mainland
Turkey—experienced a famine that endured for 18 years. At first they
tried to cope with the hardship by eating only on alternate days, de-
voting the ones in between to continuous play, using dice, ball games,
and other pastimes to distract them from their hunger. When this
proved unworkable, the king ordered his people to draw lots, divid-
ing them into two groups. One remained in Lydia; the other, under
the command of the ruler’s son Tyrrhenus, set oft in ships to seek a
better livelihood elsewhere. “They passed many countries and final-
Iy reached Umbria in the north of Italy,” the historian concluded,
“where they settled and still live to this day. Here they changed their
name from Lydians to Tyrrhenians, after the king’s son Tyrrhenus,
vas their leader.”

The story had much to recommend it to Greeks of
Herodotus’s day; who considered the Etruscans they met in Italy as
alien as the Lyvdians they knew in their homeland; both peoples, to
Greek eyes, shared a reputation for high living and low morals. For
more recent observers too the story has had superficial attractions.
The idea of an armada of invading immigrants would neatly explain

A 1989 reconstruction of a Villanovan
wattle-and-danb hut stands in Bologna’s
Margherita Gardens. The architects based
interior structure and wall materials on
site findings such as postholes (below) and
wall channels and impressions of veeds,
straw, and twigs left in vremnants of clay
wall packing. Hut-shaped urns suggested
exterior design, including the smoke vent
and geometric patterns. Builders also
studied similar huts still being constvucted
by shepherds just decades ago.
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the distinctive qualities of Etruscan civilization, as exemplitied espe-
cially by their language. Indeed, it was once suggested that while
Tyrrhenus made his westward voyage, he may have deposited some
ot his people on Lemnos.

There is evidence also that the Etruscans themselves saw their
history as starting from a fixed point of the type a sudden irruption
into a new land might represent. They counted their history in units
called saecula, or ages, and expected only 10 to pass between their
rise and fall. The length ot a saeculum seems to have been determined
by the life span of the longest-lived member of each generation. Con-
sequently, experts cannot work out precisely the starting date from
which the Etruscans measured their history but suspect that it fell
sometime 1n the 11th or 10th century BC.

Plausible as it might seem at first sight, most scholars now dis-
count Herodotus’s theory, since Etruscan civilization betrayed no
Lydian traits. Though a strong Eastern influence was to make itselt
felt, it took the form of borrowings from Syria, from the Phoenicians,
and above all from the Greeks. And in the matter of language, no
known link exists between Etruscan and Lydian, which belongs to
the Indo-European family.

As Herodotus’s version has fallen out of favor, increasing at-
tention has been paid to an alternative view put forward in classical
times by Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Dionysius wrote a history of
Rome that sought to prove—inaccurately, as scholars now know—
that the Romans were of Greek origin. In pursuit of his thesis, he dis-
tinguished the Roman people from their Etruscan neighbors, whom
he considered fairly evidently un-Greek, not to say alien. But instead
of tracing the Etruscans’ roots to Lydia, he maintained that they were
an autochthonous, or indigenous, people. “The nation migrated
from nowhere else,” he wrote, “but was native to the country, since
it is found to be a very ancient nation and to agree with no other in
its language or in its manner of living.” In other words, the Etrus-
cans were aboriginal Italians.

In the absence of written records to throw light on the con-
flicting claims, students of Etruscology have had to turn to archacol-
ogy for clarification. Though the results of two centuries of digging
have been ambiguous enough to allow for different interpretations
of the evidence, a consensus view is emerging.

The archaeological record shows central Italy to have been
relatively undeveloped for much of the second millennium BC. Al-
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though the population grew
steadily over the centuries, people
continued to live in simple hillside
agricultural  settlements  whose
lack of fortifications suggests an
absence of external menaces.

Change evidently came 1n
the late Bronze Age, from rough-
ly 1300 to 1000 BC. Though
scholars have not discerned an
abrupt break in history’s thread,
the settlements were abandoned
and larger, fortified centers began
to develop. By that time, burial
customs had changed and crema-
tion had become the norm. Ar-
chaeologists have also discovered
objects from the castern Mediter-
ranean dating to this period, indi-
cating that trade links of some
kind existed.

Proponents of the view
that the Etruscans migrated to Etruria cite these tinds in support of
their argument. And indisputably, a time of troubles did befall the
Mediterranean world around the year 1200 BC, when many peoples
were on the move. Unknown assailants overwhelmed the Hittite
realm in Turkey, and the Mycenaean culture in Greece crumbled.
Even Egypt, with nearly two millennia of Pharaonic rule behind i,
was severely threatened and was saved only by victory in one of his-
tory’s first recorded naval encounters, fought against an enemy re-
ferred to as the Sea Peoples by Ramses I11. Historians still dispute the
identity of these boat-borne invaders, though the Philistines—Go-
liath’s people, the future toes of the Israclites—are believed to have
been among them.

If large-scale immigration into Etruria occurred at any stage,
it was likely at this time. And if not the Lydians, some scholars argue,
then another eastern Mediterranean people or peoples may have ar-
rived in Italy, bringing with them new habits and a language that was
different from their neighbors’ in Europe. Their presence could ac-
count for the linguistic links suggested by the Lemnos stele. But then

Near Tarquinia, a pit burial of the late
Villanovan peviod (above), excavated by
Italian arvchaecologist Luigi Pernier in the
early 1900s, lies partially exposed, a sym-
bolic pottery bclmct in the center. Most
people of the Villanovan period cremated
their dead and placed the urns in circu-
lar burial pits, often called pozzo (wcll)
graves. Though somc uvis weve hut
shaped, most wcre biconical veceptacles,
coverved by a pottery dish or helmet, ov a
more expensive helmet of bronze (right),
probably honoring a warrior.




again, all evidence of East-West contact could equally well be as-
cribed to trade links.

What 1s certain is that by the 10th century BC, when the
Bronze Age was gradually giving way to the Iron Age, an Etruscan
culture had already established itself. Dating from approximately
1000 to 700 BC, this early phase of Etruscan history takes the title
Villanovan from an estate on the outskirts of Bologna where artifacts
produced during it were first identified in 1853. The propertv be-
longed to Count Giovanni Gozzadini, a wealthy amateur archae-
ologist who financed the excavation out of his own pocket. He
and his helpers unearthed 193 tombs in all, containing fu-
nerary urns, bronze vessels, and other objects. Because the
items were crafted in styles that were unfamiliar at the
time, they caused considerable controversy. Scholars mis-
takenly argued that the pieces must have been the work

of either Gauls or Greeks, but Gozzadini himself cor-
rectly identified them as early Etruscan work, and his
judgment has been confirmed by posterity.
Subsequent excavations have uncovered Vil-
lanovan remains at many sites in the Etruscan heartland,
and also as far afield as Campania, south of Rome. The
settlements tend to coincide with later Etruscan cities, encour-
aging the notion that Etruscan civilization progressed from its
early to later phases without interruption. The picture that
emerges is one of Iron Age farmers living in oval or rectangu-
lar huts made of clay, reeds, and wood that were grouped in-
to small villages. These people, who are known as
proto-Etruscans, were skillful metalworkers, and
they produced functional though coarsely executed
pottery. Thev preserved the ashes of the dead in pot-
tery urns and sometimes in clay containers charming-
lv modeled to resemble the huts in which thev lived (page
30). And though they possessed iron, they still made many
of their tools and weapons of bronze.

This peaceful, rural world changed radically in the eighth
century BC as a result of one of history’s great economic upheavals.
In a few decades—a period that one recent historian has described as
the most important time in Etruscan historv—groups of adjacent vil-
lages amalgamated into city-states. These larger settlements, scholars
speculate, made it easier for the Etruscans to do business with the

ok

Y

B i RILT VR Bl .Y T EBE &4 1

Y

LA "BRE " IS A



traders who were crisscrossing the Mediterranean. Among them
were the Phoenicians.

Famous mariners and traders from the Mediterranean’s east-
ern shores, the Phoenicians had settlements on the island of Sardinia
by early in the ninth century BC and, according to tradition, had
founded the colony of Carthage on the coast of present-day Tunisia
in 814 BC. Etruria’s bountiful minerals would certainly have attract-
ed additonal settlers to the Etruscan lands as well, had the local
inhabitants not repulsed potential colonists. The reputation for pira-
cy that Etruscan sailors were to acquire was no doubt a reflection of
the fierceness of the resistance they oftered.

Within a half century the Greeks
also arrived, and their influ-
ence quickly outweighed even that of the Phoenicians. In fact, the
encounter between Greeks and Etruscans proved crucial not just for
the history of Etruria or Italy but for Western civilization as a whole,
because their relations formed the bridge through which the civi-
lizaton of the classical world first reached western Europe. The
Greeks gained their foothold in the region on the island of Ischia in
the bay of Naples.

They knew the place as Pithecusae, perhaps from the word
pithecos, meaning monkey; Pithecusae presumably meant “monkey
island.” There Greeks from the Aegean island of Euboea established
their first trading post in the second quarter of the eighth century
BC. The Euboeans had already established a similar center at Al Mina
on the coast of what is now Syria, so they were well placed to intro-
duce the Etruscans not just to their own culture but also to the al-
ready ancient civilizaton of the Middle Eastern lands. Indeed, Pithe-
cusae seems to have been frequented by merchants not only from
Greece but also from other eastern Mediterranean nations: Excava-
tions conducted on the island since 1952 under the direction of the
Italian archaeologist Giorgio Buchner have turned up locally made
pottery with inscriptions in such exotic tongues as Phoenician and
Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Near East during the seventh and
sixth centuries BC.

Digging in the island’s cemetery, on its acropolis, or citadel,
and in a suburban industrial quarter, Buchner has also discovered
ample evidence of an acquisitive, creative, and literate society. Finds
include a locally made wine bowl decorated with a shipwreck scene,
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believed to be the earliest example of pictorial narrative art found on
Italian soil, and a drinking vessel whose rim bears an inscription in
Greek that reads, “Nestor had a most drinkworthy cup, but whoev-
er drinks of mine will straightaway be smitten with desire of fair-
crowned Aphrodite”—the goddess of love. The text refers to a cele-
brated cup mentioned in Homer’s I/iad, making the inscription not
merely one of the first-known mtimations of the amorous potential
of alcohol but also one of the world’s earliest literary allusions.

At Pithecusae, Buchner has recovered Phoenician vases,
scarab amulets from Egypt, and an ointment flask and seals produced
in Syria, suggesting the extensive range of cultural contacts the base
opened to the Etruscans and neighboring peoples. Equally impor-
tant, if less aesthetically attractive, was the iron slag unearthed on the
acropolis’s ancient rubbish dump, as well as two rough pots that,

i

Survivors of a capsized ship swim for safe-
ty (above), while the bodies of the less
fortunate float nearby, one poor victim’s
head in the jaws of an enovmnous fish. This
scene comes from Pithecusae’s famous ship-
wreck krater (left), an eighth-ccntury-BC
artifact reconstructed from scattered pot-
tery fragments found at the site of the
Greck settlement on the island of Ischia,
opposite today’s Naples.
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judging from the slag encrusted on their bases, must have been used
as crucibles. Experts have taken these finds as conclusive proof that
iron foundries existed on the island, confirming the view that the set-
tlement was originally established to provide access to Etruscan min-
erals. Indeed, Buchner wrote, “There can be little doubt that
with the possession of the base of Al Mina in the East and that of
Pithecusae in the West, the Euboeans were, from about 775 to about
700 BC, the masters of the trade between the Eastern Mediterranean
and Central Traly.”

As a conduit for Greek culture, Pithecusae exerted immense
influence on the Etruscans. Evidence from their tombs indicates that
the amount of imported wares surged and that local artisans rapidly
imitated the foreign stvles and techniques. With trade flourishing,
new wealth flowed into Etruria and encouraged the growth of big-
ger and more elaborate cities. Burial patterns, however, suggest that
the riches were not evenly spread. Whereas all Etruscans had previ-
ously enjoyed relative equality in death, now elaborate and costly
interments of warriors in full armor appeared, suggesting the emer-
gence of an aristocratic class. Such mnovations as writing and wine
drinking were also introduced.

By the end of the eighth century BC, Etruscan civilization
had been largely transformed. The simple Villanovan farming society
had been replaced by a more sophisticated world: that of the elegant,
pleasure-loving aristocrats whose languorous, reclining images are
preserved in tomb paintings. The Greeks had brought aspects of
civilization to Etruscan society and had vastly increased its scope
and ambitions. Etruria was about to enter a new phase of expansion.
And while its people would move from their city-states across much
of mainland Iraly, the influence of its new arts and
knowledge would ultimately traverse the Western world.



THE JOYOUS MUSIC OF LIFE

he laughter has died away, the pipes are still, and

the patter of feet dancing in the dust has faded

into the silence. Yer thanks to the artists of
Etruria, the modern world can see Etruscans at play
and partake of their fun in the wall paintings decorat-
ing many of their tombs.

These lively images apparently served not only as re-
minders of the occupants’ accomplishments and happi-
ness on earth, but also as expressions of the Etruscan
belief that similar pleasures would be found in the af-
terlife. Among other things, they show dancers and
musicians, such as the lyre player above from Tar-
quinia’s Tomb of the Leopards, entertaining at lavish
banquets, athletes testing their skills at funeral games,
and charioteers racing to the finish line. Only much lat-
er in Etruria’s history, when death ceased to be viewed
as simply an extension of life and was seen instead as
an anxious journey to a fearsome underworld, did the
wall paintings begin to take on a more melancholy
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tone. Yet if one quality can be said to mark the art of
these life-loving people, it is its vitality, a sense of laugh-
ing in the face of death.

After the underground tombs were hollowed out of
the volcanic rock of the Etruscan countryside, plaster-
ers coated the interiors with a mixture of calcium car-
bonate and clay (turf was sometimes added to prevent
the plaster from hardening before the application of the
paint). The walls were then covered with a neutral col-
or on which artists drew their outlines before applying
colors. These were derived from natural sources: yellow
from iron; red from iron oxide; blue from ground lapis
lazuli; green from a combination of malachite, copper,
calcium, and flint. Lamp soot or charcoal was used as a
source of black. By diluting and mixing these primary
colors, the artists created a rainbow of hues for their
dynamic compositions, depicting scenes taken from
favorite myths and legends or derived from the rich
experience of living.
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A naked boy plummets headlong
into the sea in this sixth-century-
BC fresco from Tarquinia’s
Tomb of Hunting and Fishing
(right). The realistic vendering
of the figuve suggests that the
artist actually studied his subject
for the painting, perbaps by
watching divers as they plunged
into the Tyrrhenian Sea.
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Two teams of horses race for the finish in
this fifth-century-BC tomb painting from
Chiusi. The charioteers have tied the reins
around their waists in ovder to quickly
maneuver turns, a dangerous practice that
was eventually adopted by the Romans.
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A young beardless wrestler locks his older
opponent in a firm grip in this detail
Sfrom the Tomb of the Augurs painted in
Tarquinia around 530 BC. The Etrus-
cans’ love for sporting events is evident in
the many depictions of athletic contests

in Etruscan art, from tomb paintings to
bronze figurines.
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Pagnted in vibrant colors, a youth plays
the double pipe in this detail (right) from
Tarquinia’s eavly fifth-century-BC Tomb
of the Leopards. A favorite instrument

of the Etruscans, the double pipe took some
dexterity to play since the musician fin-
gered a pipe in each hand.
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Velia Seitithi—the wife of Larth Velchi,
an important member of the priesthood in
the third century BC—tenderly offers her
husband an eqg, symbol of immortality,
in this detail of a banquet scene from

the Tomb of the Shields at Tavquinia.
Though Avessed in their best finery and
partaking of an extravagant banquet, the
couple’s mood is somber and indicates
the Etruscans’ changing
attitude toward death.




The noble class’s taste for luxury and
Pleasure is evident in this mural from
the Tomb of the Leopards, one of the

most impressive in Tarquinia. Men and
women (the women are depicted with
[fair complexions) wear festive crowns of
myrtle leaves in their hair and recline
in comfort on a bangquet couch while be-
ing waited upon by servants. The ravages
of time and tourism bave taken their
toll of the fresco and the lower part of the
painting has been destroyed.
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Etvuscan sailors, trans-
Sformed by Dionysius
into dolphins, dive into
the water on tinis vase.
The vessel, dating to
about 500 BC, is
among the earlicst vep-
resertations of one of
seveval legends that link
Etvuscans to the neigh-
boring seas.

HAPPY IDYLL
IN ETRUSCAN
HISTORY

e

I n 1961 a party of photographers
and spear fishermen made what was expected to be a routine dive oft
Giglio, an island south of Elba about 10 miles from the coast of
Etruria. They were students at a diving school set up that year by a
Londoner named Reg Vallintine, who was leading the excursion. Val-
lintine described what happened next in a magazine article, “Over a
dividing ridge we went and suddenly on the sandy valley below us
were mysterious scattered objects and amphorae.” The discovery ex-
cited Vallintine and his companions, but at the time they had no no-
tion of just how important it was. They had come upon part of the
cargo of the oldest deep-sea ship yet found—a merchantman plying
the Etruscan coast around 600 BC, when the cities of Etruria were
in their commercial and political heyday.

The wreck soon became an attraction for divers on the island.
Many took away souvenirs of their visit. Vallintine grew sufficiently
concerned about the gradual disappearance of the objects still lying
on the seabed to cover the site with sand when he left Giglio a cou-
ple of years later to pursue his career elsewhere. For almost two
decades, the 2,500-year-old vessel would be lost once more.

But the items taken from the ship survived, and one of them
was to spark the interest of a young Oxford don with a passion for
underwater exploration. Mensun Bound had been born in the Falk-
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land Islands. He had spent an adventurous vouth crewing on a tramp

steamer in the South Atlantic before working his way through col-
lege in New York and graduating with first-class honors. He then
moved to England, and in London in 1981 he picked up the trail that
led him to the Giglio wreck.

At the ume his mind was on an entrely difterent project: the
salvaging of the Mary Rose, a four-masted English warship that sank
between the Isle of Wight and Portsmouth during a battle in 1545,
[ts raising was one of the largest marine archaeology projects of the
day. While visiting the diver responsible for locating the Tudor boat,
Bound noticed an amphora handle displaved as an ornament on the
man’s bookshelves. The object was obviously ancient, and Bound
recognized its shape as distinctively Etruscan. His interest was im-
mediately aroused, for up to that time no Etruscan wrecks had ofti-
cially been located.

The diver told him about the Giglio discovery and put him in
touch with Vallintine. What the Londoner told Bound about the
sunken vessel convinced him that it deserved further investigation.
But to raise money to finance such a project, he needed firm evidence
of its historical importance. With the aid of Vallintine’s notes and
some old photographs, he set about tracking down further objects
that had been removed from the site 20 vears before.
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Mcnsun Bound (above, left), dircctor of
the undcrwater excavation that rctrieved
objects from the so-called Giglio wreck,
and Reg Vallintine, chief diver, carvefully
brush silt from the wooden keel of the

ship. Little natural light penetrates the
darkness at this extreme depth, forcing

the team to use powerful flash and strobe
lights to illuminate the work surfacc.




The trail led all around Europe. One geometrically patterned
vase eventually located in Monte Carlo dated from 600 BC. The
most exciting piece of all, a bronze helmet engraved with a design of
boars and a two-headed snake, was believed to be in the possession
of a German known only by his Christian name, Hans. Through pa-
tient detective work among fellow divers, Bound discovered the
man’s surname and traced him to an address in Hamburg. He still
had the helmet, safely stored in a bank vault, and he permitted Bound
to examine and photograph it.

Eammered from a single sheet of bronze, The .data Bound igatherec? prqved sufficiently convincing to
this exquisitely engraved Corinthian-style attract funding from Oxtord University and other sources, and the

helmet from the Giglio wreck is a master-  young professor eventually mounted a full-scale expedition. Vallin-
piece of Greek metalwork. Despite its beau- : - c . c : . o

) ; tine was appointed its chief diver, and on a reconnaissance trip in 1982
ty, the belmet still had a functional pur- ) . 2 )
pose—to protect its owner during battle. he was able, with some ditficulty, to relocate the site he had last seen

almost two decades ago. The ship lay 150 feet down at the foot of
a reef—the same one that had evidently caused its ruin two
and a half millennia before.

Up to 120 volunteers assisted with the excava-
tion of the wreck, which took four summers. The
ship turned out to have been carrying a mixed
cargo, including a supply of cigar-shaped anchor

stocks, the heavy crosspiece at the top of the an-
chor. The stocks were made of stone quarried
locally on Giglio; it was presumably after pick-
ing up this consignment that the vessel had
come to grief. Other goods aboard included
furniture, weaponry, metal ingots, perfume
containers, and painted pottery from the city of
Corinth, an ancient commercial capital of the
Greek world. There was also a considerable
quantity of pitch, used at the time both as a
sealant and as a flavoring for retsina-type wine.
The sticky resin had leaked onto the seabed, so-
lidifying around some of the objects and so
helping to preserve them.
Some of the discoveries had consid-
erable historical significance. Pipes taken
from the wreck permitted scholars from the
University of Florence’s Conservatory ot Mu-
sic to replicate the Etruscan musical scale for the
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first time. Pits found in some of the amphorae indicated that the ship
was carrying olives or olive oil, even though olive trees had not pre-
viously been recorded in Italy at such an early date.

The climax of the excavation came in 1985, when a 10-foot
length of the keel was successfully raised. It was determined that the
main components of the ship had been bonded together with cord,
a technique known as sewn construction. The discovery increased
the likelihood that the merchantman might be an Etruscan vessel
rather than a trader from Greece, where mortise and tenon joints
were usually employed at the time. But to this day, no one can say
for sure which port its sailors called home.

Thc vears around 600 BC when
the ship went down saw the
power of the Etruscan city-states at a peak. Emigrants pushed out of
their homeland between the Arno and Tiber Rivers on the Tyrrhe-
nian side of Italy, both across the Apennines to the Adriatic and into
the region south of Rome known today as Campania. And in 616 BC,
the Etruscan-born Lucius Tarquinius Priscus was named the first Tar-
quin king of Rome, then nothing more than an amorphous collec-
tion of settlements along the Tiber River. Under his rule, and that of
his Etruscan successors Servius Tullius and Tarquinius Superbus, a
swampy area that later became the Forum was drained, foundations
were laid for the Eternal City’s first sewer system, and temples—in-
cluding one of the great landmarks of Rome, the Temple of Jupiter—
rose where only huts had stood before.

For the coastal city-states at least, the basis of Etruscan great-
ness was firmly rooted in sea power. The Greeks—both partners and
rivals of the new power—spoke grudgingly of an Etruscan thalassoc-
racy, meaning rule of the sea, and accused the city-states of piracy, no
doubt partly because they were so adept at guarding their own coasts.
The historian Strabo, writing some six centuries later, even claimed
that “men were so afraid of the pirate vessels of the Tyrrhenians
and the savagery of the barbarians in this region that they would
not so much as sail there for trading.”

Strabo, as scholars now know, was wrong. Greek, Phoeni-
cian, and other traders during this time were pouring into those
Etruscan cities that were accessible to the sea—such as Tarquinia and,
later, Caere—offering exquusite artifacts of gold and silver and ivory
and bronze for the Etruscans’ metals and finished goods. An exam-
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HALLMARK
OF THE
ETRUSCAN
POTTERS

“Cheaper than seaweed,” the
diggers declared, smashing the
black clay vases they found dur-
ing their 1840s excavations on a
noblewoman’s Vulci estate. But
the artifacts so brutally de-
stroved as worthless were prob-
ably an expertly crafted Etrus-
can ware known as bucchero.
Between 700 and 650 BC,
Cerveteri potters used a finely
ground clay fired in an oxygen-
restricted kiln to improve upon
Villanovan pottery and develop
a new ware, solid black from
surface to core. The earliest




pieces—called bucchero sozile
(thin)—have extremely fine
walls and a high, metallic sheen,
possibly achieved using a refined
slip and extensive burnishing.
Designs were usually incised, as
on the late-seventh-century-BC
pitcher (with a 19th-century
stand) at left, on which a figure
rides two horselike creatures.

By the sixth century BC,
artisans in Chiusi and Orvieto
were turning out a thicker, less
lustrous ware known as buc-
chero pesante (heavy). Low re-
liefs supplanted delicate incis-
ing. On the oinochoe above, a
rolled cylinder rendered the
scene of Perseus preparing to
cut off Medusa’s head.

Production of the black
pottery ended about 200 years
after it had begun. Yet buc-
chero’s beauty and unique char-
acteristics have made it the na-
tional pottery of Etruria.

ple of just how fabulously rich trade was making the ecarly Italians
came vividly to light in 1836, when a forgotten repository, the
Regolini-Galassi Tomb, offered up one of the most spectacular gold
hoards ever discovered.

The tomb—Ilocated near Cervetert, the ancient site of
Caere—took its name from its discoverers, Father Alessandro Re-
golini, a local priest, and General Vincenzo Galasst, a retired sol-
dier. Excavating at the periphery of a circular burial site that mea-
sured more than 150 feet in diameter and had once been topped
by an impressive tumulus, Regolint found five ditferent chambers,
all of which had been stripped of their contents by graverobbers.

Disappointed but far from defeated, the priest decided to sink a shaft
at the midpoint of the burial site.

Hoping to locate an undisturbed sixth tomb, Regolint, to his
surprise, broke through its ceiling. The chamber took the form ot a
passageway about 60 feet long and just four feet wide. The lower half
of the tomb was hollowed out of the living rock, but the ceiling was
vaulted in a rather primitive fashion, with overlapping stone slabs on
each side gradually converging to leave a narrow channel topped by
large blocks of stone. More than halfway along its length, the passage
was interrupted by a doorway, which divided the tomb into an out-
er and inner chamber.

A bronze couch bearing powdery human remains rested in
the outer room, and the remnants of a four-wheeled wooden funer-
al wagon, decorated with bronze, stood nearby. An iron sword, 10
javelins, and eight ceremonial shields indicated that the deceased had
been a warrior. On either side of the outer room, near the doorway,
Regolini found two small oval compartments that had been hollowed
out of the rock, possibly sometime after the rest of the tomb had
been constructed. The first held a pottery urn filled with human ash-
es; the second was a depository for various bronze and iron vessels.
One of the pots, Regolini’s workers discovered, contained lumps of
a resinous substance that turned out to be incense. When a small
piece was lighted, it produced smoke so thick and pungent that every-
one was forced out of the tomb.

Although these discoveries were exceptional, even more dra-
matic finds awaited the archaeologist in the inner chamber, as the
romantic-era traveler George Dennis related in his book The Cities
and Cemeteries of Etrurin. “Further in,” he wrote, “stood two
bronze caldrons for perfumes, as in the outer chamber: and then, at

49

Yink
'l". &

o
»

T IV

LRl LR

I T e

P i SIRE

LN T TR ST ol DSl AR T

TN



L 20"

‘i'? the end of the tomb, on no couch, bier, or sarcophagus,
B not even on a rude bench of rock, but on the bare ground,
lay—a corpse’—no, for it had ages since returned to dust,
but a number of gold ornaments, whose position showed
most clearly that, when placed in the tomb, they were upon
a human body. The richness, beauty, and abundance of
these articles, all of pure gold, were amazing—such a col-
lection, 1t has been said, ‘would not be found in the shop
of a well-furnished goldsmith.” ”
Among the treasures belonging to the occupant, a

Tﬁ, - - woman laid to rest vears before the other two burials, were
E P 4 huge carrings, a pair of massive bracelets, necklaces, rings, a
¢ & pcndant, and a beautifully embossed breastplate, as well as
$ | 18 brooches, the largest nearly a foot long. Working in
é _ .“,l;[l{ haste for fear of tomb robbers, the discoverer removed
L S some 650 objects, including more than a basketful of

golden fragments that experts believe had once adorned some kind
of linen garment, long since deteriorated. General Galassi bought the
artifacts and showed them for a time in his home. Then they were
Three nine-inch gold pendants, with lions’ purchascd bV the Vatican and put on dlsplav

beods aumubody decoraic a.mecklaca fiom The oniy clues to the identity of the tomb’s occupants were
the Regolini-Galassi Tomb. Each pendant . . . .
s SETE R Tl B T B g the words Larthia and Mi Larthia scratched on three silver vessels.
imported from the Baltic Sea, some 800 Linguists believe the inscriptions refer to the male Etruscan forename
usles 0, e mgrih Larth—perhaps the man buried in the outer chamber—and should
be translated as “I am of Larth.”

Such discoveries make clear the type of luxury goods favored
by the elite in seventh-century Etruria. The precious metals needed
to make them were not available locally, nor were the ostrich eggs,
taience, and additional artifacts found in other tombs of the period.
These items had to be imported from such faraway places as Egypt,
North Syria, Assyria, Cyprus, and Asia Minor, as well as the Phoeni-
ctan ports and Greece. Traders following a long-established overland
route to northern Europe also brought amber from the Baltic to be
used for jewelry and other forms of personal adornment.

Historians cannot describe the exact route by which each ob-
ject tound its way to Etruria (page 54), but it is certain the Phoeni-
cians played an important role. Their traders, combining commercial
acumen with great navigational skills, had been sailing for centuries
from their homeland on the Mediterranean’s eastern shore to the
Strait of Gibraltar and bevond, carrying goods from western Asia to
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The body of the warrior interred in the
first chamber of the Regolini-Galassi
Tomb was brought to the burial vault on
this seventl-century wooden cart fitted
with a bronze funcrary couch. Its wood
having disintegrated centuries ago, the
bronze fittings decorating the sides of
the cart and the iron wheel rims were
all that vemained of the vebicle to guide
restorers in its reconstyuction.

exchange for local produce or raw materials in the ports they visited.

Vovagers such as these no doubt carried away a good deal of
Etruscan handiwork. By the seventh century BC, native schools of
pottery, metalwork, sculpture, and painting had developed in
Etruria’s cities, and their products were distributed around much of
the Mediterrancan basin. Archacologists have found quantities of
Etruscan exports, especially bucchero, a black pottery, along the
shores of the rest of Italy, on the islands of Sardinia and Sicily, and in
southern France, Spain, North Africa, and Greece.

Scholars have hypothesized that aspects of Etruscan civiliza-
tion also traveled north along trade routes to less developed Euro-
pean societies in what are today parts of northern Italy, Austria, and
Slovenia. Though the new ways seem to have had relatively little im-
pact on the peasant majority, members of the ruling class apparently
were cager to adopt them as marks of their status. Evidence of this
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acculturation exists in the form of large, locally made bronze buck-
ets called situlae.

Used by the so-called situla people to hold wine at banquets
and discovered in the graves of their chiefs and warriors, some of the
buckets were decorated with motifs that can be traced directly to
Etruscan sources, such as a gory depiction of monsters devouring
limbs. From Etruria also came a taste for organizing the decoration
of the buckets in bands showing processions of people whose cloth-
ing, banquets, athletic contests, and method of fighting indicate
Etruscan influence as well.

The first Greek artifacts appeared in Etruria early in the eighth
century BC, carried there no doubt by a trickle of individual trading
vessels. But when emigrants from the Greek island of Euboea found-
ed Pithecusae on the island of Ischia in the Bay of Naples during the
second quarter of the eighth century BC, the trickle quickly became
a torrent. A commercial emporium not just for Euboeans but for
traders from around the Mediterranean, the trading post proved to
be a roaring success. Word of its prosperity spread quickly around the
Greek world and attracted the interest of other settlers.

Within 50 years, permanent Greek colonies sprang up at half
a dozen sites on the coasts of southern Italy and Sicily. The first was
at Cumae, established around 740 BC less than 10 miles from Pithe-
cusae on the mainland shore of the Bay of Naples. Syracuse and oth-
er parts of Sicily were settled over the next decade. Then Sybaris,
which was to develop an overland trading route to the Etruscan
cities, was founded on the instep of Italy around 720 BC. Taras, on
the peninsula’s heel, came 10 years later. By the century’s end, the
whole area was so thickly sown with Greek colonies that classical writ-
ers christened it Magna Graecia, or Great Greece.

Although the naval and military strength of the Etruscan
cities prevented the Greeks from establishing colonies in Etruria it-
self, individual immigrants were allowed in and sometimes flour-
ished. According to Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Demaratus, the fa-
ther of the first Etruscan king of Rome, was a wealthy Greek
merchant forced into exile by political intrigues in his home city of
Corinth. He chose to settle in Etruria because of the trading links he
already had with the place, and he brought along three artists whose
Greek names speak of their talents: Eucheir, or “skilled hands”; Eu-
grammus, “skilled draftsman”; and Diopus, “user of the level.” And,
indeed, archaeologists have uncovered indicators that Greek artisans
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TECHNIQUE
FOUND AGAIN

Etruscan goldsmiths were mas-
ters of granulation, a technique
that enabled them to fix hun-
dreds of gold granules on jewel-
ry such as the pendant above
and the fibula, or pin, at right.
The process originated in Mes-
opotamia more than 3,000 years
ago and spread to Greece and
to Etruria before dying out.

For centuries European
goldsmiths unsuccesstully tried
to recapture the lost art. Only
in fairly recent times has it been
re-created. Experiments carried
out in 1992 at Murlo in Tuscany
suggest that the Etruscans em-
ploved several methods for pro-
ducing the beaded surfaces.

As nearly as can be deter-
mined, the jewelers cut gold
wire into tiny segments and lay-




ered them between powdered
charcoal in clay crucibles, then
proceeded to heat the vessels in
charcoal fires. As the temperature
reached 2,012 degrees Fahren-
heit, the gold melted into tiny
spheres. The cooled contents
were poured out and the pow-
dered charcoal was washed away.
The globules were then sorted
by size. To anchor them to the
jewelry, an animal glue was used,
to which a copper salt was added.
The Etruscans knew that copper

and gold in combination melt at
lower temperatures than is nor-
mally required for each metal.
When heat was applied, the cop-
per in the fixative dissolved and
produced an oxygen reduction,
causing both the gold on the
surface of the beads and the back-
ing to melt simultaneously and
adhere to the copper. Granules
thus applied served not only to
produce glittering ornaments,
but also to cover up seams, holes,
and soldering spots.

In the enlargement above, gold gran-
ules cling to the wings of tiny ducks to
Sform part of the lively surface of the
12-inch-long, seventh-century-BC fibu-
la seen at left. The pin—which in-
cludes five lions as well as 55 ducks—
is covered with 120,000 gold granules.
It formed part of the treasurve found
in 1836 in the richly appointed
Regolini-Galassi Tomb at Cerveteri.




like these were working in Etruscan cities carly in the seventh centu-
ry. Among the evidence is a mixing bowl, found at Caere, decorated
and signed by a Greek vase painter named Aristonothos, suggesting
that he may have lived there betore 650 BC.

The Italian archacologist Mario Torelli unearthed additional
proof of the Greek presence while excavating i 1969 at Porto
Clementino, near the mouth of the Marta River about 50 miles
northwest of Rome. Torelli was primarily interested in probing the
remains of Graviscae, a Roman port that had silted up long ago, but
as he dug deeper, he discovered vestiges of an earlier harbor and re-
alized that the first ships to use the harbor sailed not in Roman but
in Etruscan times.

Historians have no way of knowing what the Etruscans called
the harbor but assume that it was one of at least three serving the
prosperous maritime city of Tarquinia, located about five miles in-

The Etruscans traded over a wide expanse,
as suggested by this map, which shows com-
mcrcial voutes radiating from the avea of
their economic influence to locations as
Sfar south as Carthage, in present-day
Tunisia, as far north as Hassle, Sweden,
and as far west as Huelva, Spain. Ar-
chaeologists have also found remains of
Etruscan pottery at such sites as the east-
ern shoves of the Aegean and Mediter-
ranean Scas and the banks of the Nile,
but they cannot say for sure what route—
or people—conveyed the pieces there.
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Birds, lotus buds, dancing figures, and
geomctric shapes adorn this 6'/-inch-tall
ostrich eqy tllegally taken from a seventh-
century-BC Etruscan tomb. Highly prised
by wealthy Etruscans, the eqgs oviginated
in central Africa and were often painted
by Phoenician and Syrian artisans bcfore
being carried by traders to Etruria. There,
as symbols of life, they were often entomnbed
with the dead. The fashion for them lasted
only from 700 to 600 BC.

land. Torell’s findings—which included two wells and numerous
postholes for wattle-and-daub huts—indicated that the port had
been active as early as the seventh century BC and, more important,
that it had housed a community of Greek merchants.

Though these toreigners were permitted to live on Etruscan
soil, they were not integrated into the local population. Rather, they
formed a self-contained community that the Tarquinians evidently
took pains to keep at arm’s length. Among its ruins Torelli discov-
ered the remains of a small temple and a sanctuary dedicated to
the Greek goddesses Hera, Demeter, and Aphrodite, as well
as more than 5,000 votive oil lamps—an important ele-
ment in Demeter’s cult—most of them blackened
from long vears of use.

The excavators also uncovered an inscribed
votive stone anchor about 4% feet high that had
apparently formed part of a funerary monument.
The marker bore a representation of the god
Apollo and a message in Greek, “I belong to

Apollo of Aegina. Sostratos had me made.”
Scholars were quick to point out that the histo-
rian Herodotus wrote about a merchant from
the Greek island of Aegina whose name was
Sostratos. One of the most successtul traders of
his day, he reportedly possessed interests stretch-
ing as far afield as Spain.

To judge from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb
and others like it, the most attractive commodity
merchants such as Sostratos had to offer was Middle
Eastern gold, channeled through the Euboean port of
Al Mina on the Syrian coast. Yet in the long run the new
knowledge and techniques the Greeks brought with them had
a far more profound effect on Etruscan societv—and especially on
the arts, from architecture to metalwork and sculpture. Greek styles
were widely adopted from the later decades of the seventh century
BC on, when figures from Greek myth and epic poetry appeared with
increasing frequency even in locally made products. The result was a
startling upsurge in Etruscan creativity that brought about some-
thing ot a golden age.

By far the most numerous Greek artifacts found on Etruscan
soll are vases. A large number of them have come from a single site:
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the cemetery of Vulci, which in the early 19th century sat on land
owned by the prince of Canino, Lucien Bonaparte—the brother of
the French emperor. A peasant discovered the necropolis in 1828,
when the ground collapsed beneath his plow. Pressed for cash, the
prince immediately began to excavate and to sell. Within four
months, his workers had unearthed more than 2,000 artifacts, the
great majority of them vases, and the flow continued unabated for
many vears. The excavators apparently revealed a large number of
non-Greek pots as well, but they paid little attention to them, since
most were small or damaged and theretore deemed lacking in com-
mercial value. According to George Dennis, the workers destroyed
every bit of black clay thev came across. This, of course, was the
Etruscans’ own lustrous bucchero, which scholars believe they de-
veloped in the first halt of the seventh century BC as a less costly sub-
stitute for objects made of bronze (page 48-49).

The sheer number of Greek vases found at Vulci and other
Etruscan tombs in the 18th and early 19th centuries was so great that
it had a deflationary ettect on the prices collectors were willing to pay
for them. One observer writing in 1839 noted that their value had
been so reduced that a vase “tor which the King of Naples, not many
years ago, gave ten thousand crowns, would now hardly be valued at
more than two thousand.” But on the whole, such vessels remained
highly prized, and costly, items.

The profusion of Greek-style pottery inevitably raised the
question of whether all the vases came from Greece, and the answer
seems to be no. The earliest vases recovered in Etruria are distin-
guished by meander and zigzag patterns arranged in horizontal
bands. As time went on, conventionally drawn figure scenes were
sometimes added. Vases such as these were imported from Greece,
but some were produced in the Greek colonies in ITtaly. Etruscan ar-
tisans also began to manufacture pottery in the Greek manner to
please local tastes. The majority of the Vulci finds belong to an even
later phase influenced by Corinthian pottery, which features repre-
sentational designs and floral and arabesque patterns inspired by
Middle Eastern motifs. Such vessels were also common in Caere,
which, like Vulci, had a local school of potters.

From the late seventh century BC on, a new fashion for pot-
tery from Athens, by then a rising star in the Greek political firma-
ment, overtook the Corinthian mode. This ware initally featured
black, glossy figures silhouetted against a background of Athens’s
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OBJECT OF A
VENGEFUL
GUARD’S
FURY

One of the greatest of Greek
treasures (below, right), the
sixth-century-BC Frangois
Vase, or krater, has had a bi-
zarre history since 1844, when
it was discovered in fragments
in the remains of two Etruscan
tumuli. Purchased by Tuscany’s
grand duke Leopold II for the
Uftizi, the piece was reassem-
bled from the surviving sherds,
some of which were missing,
and put on display. It remained
safe in a glass case until 1900
when a mentally disturbed
guard, angry at his supervisor,
smashed the tall ceremonial
vessel into 638 pieces.

Would-be restorers from all
over Italy applied to have the
honor of trying to reconstruct
the krater. At first it seemed
that this unique portrayal of
Greek legends, with all the
characters named in more than
100 inscriptions, would be lost
torever. But through a patient
two-year effort the vessel was
reassembled, with a fragment
that meanwhile had turned up
at the excavation site reinserted.
Lacking, however, was a piece
that a visitor to the museum
had pocketed “as a souvenir”
at the time of the vase’s de-
struction. An appeal was made
for its return and finally this too
was presented to the museum,
but too late for inclusion.




In 1973 a third restoration
was undertaken when inspec-
tion of the vase after cleaning
revealed that the surface was
afflicted by microfractures.
These had been produced over
the years by sharp seasonal vari-
ations in temperature—the
vase had been exhibited near a
window—and by vibrations
caused by visitors’ footsteps and
traffic outside. A study showed
that within three years the ves-
sel would have shattered. For
this restoration the krater had
to be taken apart (allowing for
the inclusion of the tourist’s
memento) and rebuilt with
modern techniques and soluble
adhesives. It is now shown in a
specially designed glass case
equipped with suspension to
protect the vase from even the
slightest movement.

characteristic pinkish red clay, but atter 525 BC the figures appeared
in the natural color of the clay against a blacked-in background. Some
of the black-figured vases were specifically designed for the Etruscan
market and exported to Etruria, where they proved immensely pop-
ular. The later, red-figured vessels also found their way to the Etrus-
can cities in the fifth century BC, but in smaller amounts than the
carlier pots, and they were less influential on the local potters.

Probably the most famous Attic black-figure piece to be
found in Etruria was a large krater, or mixing bowl, known by the
name of its discoverer—the Italian archaeologist Alessandro
Frangois. A widely traveled young scholar, Francois had already ex-
cavated at Cortona and at Cosa, a third-century-BC Roman coastal
settlement near Vulci, before he came across pieces of the vessel near
Chiust in 1844.

Though the vase turned out to be only two-thirds complete
when the fragments were examined, its great significance was obvi-
ous immediately: More than two feet tall and dating to 570 BC, the
krater was adorned with six friezelike bands containing in excess of
200 figures from Greek mythology. Some are portrayed celebrating
the wedding of Thetis, the mother
,  of the Trojan War hero Achilles.
a ® Inscriptions in Greek identified
: B not only the immortals, including

Zeus and his wife Hera, but also
the potter who made the vase, Er-
gotimos, and its painter, Kleitias.
The krater’s beauty stirred
passionate feelings among the anti-
quarians of the day. In fact, one of
them persuaded Frangois to return to
Chiusi the following year in search of
missing pieces. The archaeologist found
¥ five large sherds—enough for the vase to
% Dbe restored and sold to the grand duke of
" Tuscany, but not enough for the bowl to be
put together completely.

Although Greek influence on Etruscan cultural life
was pervasive, the two societies remained very different.
Etruscans had their own style of dress and religion and
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spoke an entirely separate language. The two cultures’ customs and
social structures were at odds with one another in many respects,
from the position of women to attitudes toward democracy. Even in
the arts, the Etruscan contribution remained distinctive; however
much they may have learned from the Greeks in the heady days fol-
lowing the initial contact, Etruscan artists continued to reveal an un-
classical enthusiasm for the spontancous and the commonplace, the
violent and the grotesque.

Much that the Etruscans did take from the Greeks they sub-
sequently passed on to their neighbors in Italy and the peoples of
northern Europe. One example of this cultural transmission, ripe
with significance for the future, was the cultivation of the vine and
wine making. Not only did the Etruscans themselves plant the first
vinevards in the Chianti and Orvieto districts of Tuscany, which are
still centers of the Italian wine trade today, but they also shared their
knowledge with their northern trading partners, the Gauls. Divers
swimming oft Cap d’Antibes on the French Riviera confirmed this in
1955, when thev turned up an ancient shipwreck carrving a cargo of
Etruscan wine vessels estimated to date from 575-550 BC. Archacol-
ogists have also found consignments of intact amphorac on the banks
of the Rhone and Sadne Rivers and a bronze Etruscan wine jug and
basins in Cote-d’Or, Burgundy. On the strength of such evidence,
historians claim that it was the Etruscans who originally carried the
taste for wine to France.

However close the cultural links between the Greeks and the
Etruscans may have been, rival political and commercial ambitions
caused tension between the two factions and eventually led to open
contlict. First, around the vear 580 BC, Greeks and Etruscans from
Cacere fought a naval battle near the Acolian Islands north of Sicily
for control of the Strait of Messina. Then, in the mid sixth century,
the Greeks colonized Corsica, thereby directly challenging Etruscan
hegemony in the Tvrrhenian Sea and sparking a second confronta-
ton around the vear 535 BC. Although the Greek ships had the bet-
ter of the fighting, the colonists were sufficiently weakened to be
forced to quit the island.

According to Herodotus, the Etruscans stoned the Greek
prisoners taken in the struggle—an act of impicty for which the in-
habitants of Caere were supposedly visited with an epidemic, a form
of divine retribution. Yet so close were the cultural ties linking the
two peoples that the Etruscans looked to Greece for a cure. Caere’s

The seated men and women in this tevra-

cotta plaque from Murlo, dating to about
575 BC, may be gods and goddesses or a
high-vanking noble with his wife and en-
tourage. Their exalted status is indieated
by the folding stools and throne, symbols of
power and importanee in Etruria. Other
signs of status are the situln, or bucket;
fan; two-edged battle ax; and large staff
held by the servants dutifully standing by.

A stylized portrait of the deecased graees
the top of a sixth-eentury urn from Chiusi
(aneient Clusinm) containing his ashes.
Crafted of terra eotta or bronze, these jars
were often seated on thrones, lending an
air of importanee and dignity to the
memory of the dead.



citizens sent envoys to the famous oracle of Apollo at Delphi to find
out how to atone for their wrong. They were told that communal
health and harmony would be restored if games were organized for
the murdered prisoners on the Greek model. Apparently satistied
with the efficacy of the remedy, the city thenceforth maintained a
treasury at the sacred site, even though it lay more than 600 miles
away across the Adriatic Sea.

Classical authors ofter revealing insights into Etruscan inter-
nal aftairs in the wake of the momentous encounter with Greek civ-
ilization. They indicate that the cities were ruled by officials called lu-
cumones, whose power may have developed when groups of villages
first came together into city-states in the eighth century BC. Exactly
what the lucumo’s functions were remains unclear. A Roman source
refers to the lucumo as a priest rather than as a king, suggesting that
the duties of the post may later have been primarily religious. Histo-
rians surmise that real power in each city-state may have been exer-
cised by an oligarchy made up of the leading tamilies, who certainly
controlled much of the available wealth.

- There was also, however, a tradition of more per-
) sonal and charismatic leadership, and its best-known ex-
emplar was Lars Porsenna, who ruled Clusium—modern
Chiusi—in the late sixth century BC. A favorite among
19th-century  English schoolchildren, who learned
about him through one of the most popular ballads
in Thomas Babington Macaulay’s 1842 collection, Lays
of Ancient Rome, Porsenna evidently laid siege to Rome to-
ward the end of the Tarquin dynasty: “Lars Porsenna ot Clu-
sium / By the Nine Gods he swore / That the great house of
Tarquin / Should sufter wrong no more.”

The poem went on to describe how, in the tace of the
Etruscan onslaught, a determined Roman warrior named Hor-
atius single-handedly defended a wooden bridge that spanned
the Tiber while his comrades struggled to cut it down, thereby
forbidding the invaders access to the city. When the structure fi-

nally collapsed beneath him, the hero leaped into the river tully
armed, but “borne up bravely by the brave heart within,” he
swam back to the Roman shore.

Macaulay, an English politician, historian, and pundit,
took the story from the patriotic Roman historian Livy, who re-
counted that Lars Porsenna was so impressed by the Romans’
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courage that he eventually gave up and went home. Flattering
though this version may have been to Roman sensibilities, it unfor-
tunately seems to be untrue. Later Roman writers, including Tacitus
and Pliny the Elder, record that Lars Porsenna took the city, and
modern scholars support their view. The lucumo’s troops apparent-
ly overran not just Rome itselt but all of the surrounding countryside
as well, triggering a conflict with the Greeks of southern Italy.

The incursion took place after Tarquinius Superbus, the last
Etruscan king of Rome, was expelled from the city, and it may be
that, far from seeking to detend the honor of the Tarquins, Porsen-
na was in fact trying to fill the power vacuum left by their overthrow.
In any event, the adventure was short-lived: A combined force of Ro-
mans and Greeks defeated and killed Porsenna’s son in 506 BC, end-
ing the Etruscan hold on Rome once and for all.

Livy casts an interesting sidelight on the comportment of
Etruscan rulers as a whole in another anecdote about Lars Porsenna.
According to the historian, Porsenna was the target of an assassina-
tion attempt during the siege of Rome. His attacker managed to pen-
etrate the Etruscan camp and found the leader seated beside his sec-
retary while the soldiers were being paid. But the two men were
dressed so similarly that the killer chose the wrong target and stabbed

An outcropping of rocks and overgrown
vegetation camouflage tombs cut into the
cliffs at Castel d’Asso, the site of an Etrus-
can settlement 50 miles north of Rome.
Painted by British artist and draftsman
Samuel James Ainsley in 1842, the water-
color captures the romantic quality of the
Tuscan countvyside that so delighted 19th-
century European travelers. Ainsley, who
accompanied George Dennis on his early
excursions, contributed dvawings to Den-
11s’s The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria.




the secretary rather than the king. If the story can be believed—and
if the Clusian leader was in any way typical of other lucumones—it
would suggest that the Etruscan elite did not reserve the trappings
of majesty all to themselves, since even a lowly assistant dressed as el-
egantly as a mighty ruler.

Each lucumo exercised control only in his own territory, for
the city-states remained totally autonomous. Though some scholars
theorize that meetings of some kind took place at a site near Siena
known as Poggio Civitate (pages 71-81), Livy wrote that the event
that regularly brought the 12 city-states together was an annual fes-
tival held at the sanctuary of Voltumna, an important national god.
The site, ancient Volsinii, has not been located exactly, though it is
known to have stood in the neighborhood of Orvieto, 65 miles north
of Rome. The gathering provided an opportunity for matters of com-
mon concern to be discussed, and the lucumones apparently chose
one of their number as their titular head for the coming year, but the
post seems to have had no political power.

iven the lack of any central au-
thority, the territorial expan-
sion that occurred from about 700 BC on must have been the work
of individual city-states or isolated groups of people. In the south, the
city of Capua, about 20 miles north of modern Naples and danger-
ously close to the Greek colony of Cumae, became the nucleus of the
Etruscan presence. Although relations were initially peaceful, they
deteriorated in the course of the sixth century, to the Etruscans’ cost.
To the north, settlers apparently started crossing the Apen-
nines in large numbers sometime after 600 BC, establishing another
important center of Etruscan culture at Bologna, then called Felsina,
about 60 miles beyond the borders of Etruria proper. From there,
Etruscan influence spread out along the Po Valley to the Adriatic,
where the port of Spina became a major commercial center. These
northern and eastern outposts were to play an important role in forg-
ing commercial and cultural links with Europe beyond the Alps.
Regardless of when these new urban centers sprang up, a
common, unifying feature soon marked the landscape that sur-
rounded them—ities of the dead, or necropolises, often made up of
mounds covering burials. These tumuli are frequently the only ac-
cessible remains of the once-bustling metropolises. And so it has been
primarily the tombs that have served as the point of contact for gen-

61

A S VIS e TR 1

L



erations of travelers and archaeologists eager to learn about the
Etruscans. The richness of the goods the graves contained, the beau-
tv of the art that adorned them, and their often remarkable place-
ment—whether near Spina in the Po Delta or on the plain sur-
rounding Capua—have made Etruria as popular among modern
researchers as it was among educated travelers of the 18th and 19th
centuries, especially the English.

One of the first wandering scholars was James Byres, a Scot-
tish architect and antiquary who spent much of his life guiding for-
eign visitors around the classical sites of Rome. Though his most am-
bitious project, a manuscript begun in 1766 entitled History of the
Etruscans and Their Antiquities, sadly vanished, drawings made for
it remain. Published years after his death, they provide an invalu-
able visual record of tomb interiors that otherwise would have
been lost to the ages.

A charming English gentlewoman and antiquarian by
the name of Lady Caroline Hamilton Gray, the author of
the popular account Tour to the Sepulchres of Etruria in
1839, followed in Byres’s footsteps in the 19th century. She
arrived in Etruria via the English Midlands, where she
lived in a drafty old castle, after doctors counseled her to
winter in [taly—advice she and her husband, a curate, fol-
lowed with such vigor that they ended up spending almost
as much time traveling as performing parochial duties.

Intellectually active and accustomed to moving in
the same circles as Macaulay, Dickens, and Thackeray, the
couple found Etruria to be ideal territory tor indulging their
love of travel and learning. Hamilton Gray reported that friends
warned her of the difficulties she faced “on account of the wild-
ness of the country and the want of accommodation on the road.”
Yet she met with little worse than discomfort on her travels, though

The image of sedateness, Lady Caroline in such cases she proved adaptable, noting once that “we found the
Hamilton Gray hardly looks the type to root ]k of an egg an excellent substitute for milk with our tea.”

about in Etruscan tombs. Her intevest be- ’ ” . .

gan in London in 1837 when she visited a Hamilton Gray was fortunate in making her tour when she
collection of Etruscan avtifacts at the did, shortly after the burst of discoveries that followed on the ending
G S (E P D T of the Napoleonic Wars; much of what she had to report was new.
companied her husband to Rome, wheve ? _ .

antiques shops filled with Etruscan items Even so, she found that many of the recently found sites were dete-
further whetted her desive 1o see the sites riorating. A number of Tarquinia’s celebrated wall paintings, for ex-
from which they came. Out of her experi- I ) slreadvibasclvvisible despitc the It hat thevihadlb
ences came hev 1841 best-selling book, Tour ample, were already barely visible, despite the fact that they had been
to the Sepulchres of Etruria in 1839. brought to light only a dozen years betore.
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George Dennis is pictured nbove, right, 30
years after the first edition of his book, The
Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria, was issued
in 1848. Published in two volumes, the
richly illustrated work had an astonishing
1,085 pages, a number made even more
impressive since Dennis was only 34 when
it appeared. In 1878 a new, vevised edition
was issued, which, according to Dennis’s
biographer Dennis Rhodes, “was the climax
of his wonderful achievement on the life
and death of the Etruscan people.”

¥ CYVIES

\\D € \’..“ETERXEb

ETRUR[A.

B ¢EO G lh_}\b
Y FOR £ N

Tarquinia, however, was sull a source of many surprises, n-
cluding sarcophagus lids sculpted to resemble their owners. Before
entering one tomb, Hamilton Gray later commented, “I was so
much startled as to shrink back; for, the moment the door was
opened, the stern, dignified, and colossal visage of an Etruscan chief
stared me in the face. He looked as if he had just raised his head from
the placid, majestic repose in which he lay, like the guardian of the
sepulchre, and I could almost fancy he frowned on us as unwelcome
intruders on his last resting-place.”

Though Hamilton Gray often perceived little more than fad-
ed paint, rubble, and dust when she visited a necropolis, in her
mind’s eye she caught glimpses of towers and tunnels, sphinxes,
chimeras of alabaster and stone—and merrymaking tlesh-and-blood
Etruscans. She cautioned tourists who did not possess “imagination
sufficient to recall and reanimate the dust from the sepulchre” to
expect disappointment.

“One man,” she wrote, “goes to visit the relics of antiquity as
he would to see some new invention or freshly discovered wild ani-
mal, of the nature of which no previous knowledge could be ac-
quired. Another is as familiar with the ancient modes of thinking and
acting as with the people whose house was burnt down yesterday, and
the whole arrangement of which is easily traced through its ruins.
The one converses with antiquity, and returns delighted and in-
structed from his visit; the other stares at it, and learns nothing.”
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Hamilton Gray’s book, which did much to popularize Etrus-
can studies in its day, served as a trailblazer for George Dennis’s more
ambitious work, The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria, which came
out in England seven years later. Indeed, Dennis confidentially wrote
to his publisher that Tour to the Sepulchres was one reason why he
sought early publication of his classic. “Mrs. Gray has brought forth,
I hear, a fourth edition,” Dennis wrote, “and I would fain put a full
stop to her erroneous progeny.”

The appeal of Dennis’s book rested on a combination of con-
scientious research and meticulous observation, brought to life by a
literary gift every bit as vivid as Hamilton Gray’s. While scholars ap-
preciated the detailed record of individual sites, many of which could
be reached only with great ditficulty at the time, general readers en-
joyed it for the author’s emotional response to the picturesque and
romantic landscapes in which they lay.

The contrast between such inspired impressionism and the
technological bent of modern Etruscan fieldwork could hardly be
more marked. Archaeological research today is increasingly a group
actvity, and it has access to techniques that the 19th-century pioneers
could never have dreamed of.

Many of the methods were devised as responses to the ever
more ruinous threat that modern civilization poses to the old. Deep
plowing, for instance, sometimes with the aid of bulldozers, has done
considerable harm, while fertilizers—used untl the tombs were de-
clared state property—raised the salt concentration of the water that
continually seeps into them, damaging wall paintings as the salt
leaches out and crystallizes on and behind their surfaces.

Confronted with the challenge of locating and investigating
hidden Etruscan remains before they are irretrievably damaged,
Etruscologists turned to aerial photography, which enabled them to
take in entire sites at a glance. Italian army engineers were providing
archaeologists with views taken from balloons as long ago as the vears
before World War 1. But the technique was not applied systematical-
ly until 1944, when John Bradford, an English intelligence officer, no-
ticed something in the reconnaissance photographs he examined
during World War II.

Bradford realized that the images showed telltale signs of an-
cient human activity that were eftectively invisible at ground level.
Patches of grass that appeared lighter in color than the surrounding
vegetation, for instance, indicated the presence of stony rubble—and
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A restorver cleans the surface of a stone
grave marker, called a cippus, discovered
in 1986 near the vanished Etruscan city
of Tuscanin. Funerary steles such as this,
carved to look like n house, ave found in
front of tombs throughout the Tuscan
countryside. Others ave pyramidal, circu-
lar, or cubical in shape. Many bear the
names of the families buried there.




A shrine tomb of the sixth or fifth century
BC stands in a necropolis outside the
ruins of Populonia. Known as the Tomb
of the Bronze Statuette, it was plundeved
in antiquity and named for the single
Sfunerary offeving that vemained behind.
Populonia, the only major Etruscan city
located on the coast, was the site of a large
ironworking center. As a vesult, many

of its tombs, including this one, wound up
hidden under heaps of ivon slag.

therefore the remains of flattened tumuli—in the underlying soil. Is-
lands of gray soil surrounded by Tuscany’s typical orange-brown dirt,
the result of centuries of plowing, revealed the same thing. And shad-
ows cast by slanting morning or evening light often threw into relief
time-worn earthworks that Bradford called “shadow sites.”

Analyzing these and other subtle clues, he succeeded in iden-
tifying nearly 2,000 previously unnoticed burial mounds in southern
Etruria, thereby sparing them from further ravages of the farmer’s
plow. Bradford also produced the first accurate plans of the cemeter-
ies, showing the roads and paths that once intersected them, and lat-
er applied the technique to regions as far apart as Roman England
and classical Rhodes.

Bradford readily admitted that there were limitations to what
aerial photography could achieve. Because remains must lie close to
the surface in order to show up in such pictures, it has been estimat-
ed that only about half the tombs in the cemetery at Cerveteri and a
quarter of those at Tarquinia were revealed from the air. Moreover,
pinpointing the earthly location of sites discovered from on high has
never been easy.

The sheer number of the tumuli also caused problems, for the
excavation of even one to accepted archacological standards was, and
i1s, a costly and time-consuming business. And as the great majority
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Circular tumuli and smaller, cube-shaped
tombs crowd together on this stveet of the
dead in the Banditaccia cemetery near
modern Cerveteri. Founded in the seventl
century BC, the Banditaccia, meaning
“land set apart,” is one of three cemeteries
serving the ancient Etruscan city of
Caere. The large civcular tombs accommo-
dated the wealthy class in the seventh and
sixth centuries BC, while the move modest
o rectangular chambers came later, after

- e Etruscan fortunes began to dwindle.

of tombs investigated turned out to be empty, looted by tomb rob-
bers either in antiquity, during the Middle Ages, or recently, the re-
sults rarely justified the labor and expense.

Fortunately, an Italian engineer named Carlo Lerici devised a
way to investigate unopened tombs that avoided the need for lengthy
digging. After retiring from a successful business career, Lerici devot-
ed much of the money he had made to establishing a foundation that
at first had little to do with Etruria. Rather, it was intended to devise
new ways of finding subterranean supplies of oil, water, gas, or ores.
But when relatives asked Lerici to design a family mausoleum, he
looked to ancient architecture for inspiration, and soon his thoughts
turned to the Etruscans. Then he learned of Bradford’s work.

“I am an engineer, not a trained archaeologist,” he wrote.
“But for some years now I have been fascinated both by the myster-
ies of the Etruscans and by the challenges of using modern geophys-
ical techniques to hunt for buried clues to the past. One such tech-
nique is aerial photography.”

Using pictures taken from the air to find tombs to investigate,
Lerici then established their exact location by painstakingly plotting

variations in the soil’s ability to conduct electricity. Metal rods were The photograph at rvight of the Banditac-
planted in the ground and a current was passed between them so that cia cometery gives o bird's-cye view of the
. ) ) necropolis. The numerous circular tumuli

the resistance could be assessed. Then the rods were moved repeat- TR S
edly and new measurements taken. The presence of a tomb was nor- the seventh-century aristocracy of Caere.
mally marked by an elevated reading, since air offers more resistance B e end of the century, such monuments
’ ’ [ & had become quite impressive in size. Ty-
than earth to the passage of €1€CmClt}’- mulus II—boxed in the picture, with its

ground plan rendeved above—is over 130
feet in diameter and contains four multi-
chambered tombs. Its interior design echoes
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Investigating tombs spotted in wartime re-
connaissance photographs, Carlo Lerici,
kneeling, developed a technique for peering
inside them without actually opening them.
Here, be scrutinizes readings on instru-
ments measuring underground electvical
currents, which ennbles him to pinpoint
onc of the burials before inserting a cam-
era through a hole bored in the ceiling. In
the shot of the tomb below, a flash illumi-
nates the chamber so that archaeologists can
determine whcther to cxcavate it or not.

Taken in 1944 by the British Royal Air
Force during a drought, this photograph
of the Banditaccia cemetery reveals hun-
dreds of circular tumuli invisiblc from
the ground. Jobn Bradford, an RAF
officcr stationed in Italy during World
War 11, noticcd such “ghost” tombs as he
examined reconnaissance shots.




Once the exact center of the tomb had been established, Leri-
ci used an electric drill to bore a test hole deep enough to pierce the
chamber’s ceiling, usually about 15 to 20 feet. He then lowered in a
specially built periscope that enabled him to view the interior. If it
contained items of interest, he took pictures with a military spy cam-
era the size of a cigarette lighter mounted in the end of a long, wa-
tertight, aluminum tube that also contained a tiny flash apparatus. By
revolving the device 30 degrees between shots, a complete panorama
of the interior of the sepulcher could be obtained in just a dozen pho-
tographs. The probe was then withdrawn, and the hole closed up
quickly to minimize the risk ot air damage to the tomb. Sites shown
to be worth investigating further could then be excavated in the
traditional manner.

The Lerici probe was to prove spectacularly successtul. With-
in 10 vears of its development it had been used to explore almost
1,000 burial chambers at Cerveteri and more than 5,000 at Tarquinia,
where several painted tombs were located—as many, Lerici claimed,
as had been found in the entire 19th century. Among them was the
so-called Tomb of the Olympiad, illustrated with scenes of running,
boxing, chariot racing, and other sports. The first important painted
sepulcher to be opened in 67 vears, it was discovered prior to the
Rome Olympic Games of 1960, which influenced its name.

Despite the innovative technology, Lerici’s work continued to
be hampered by an age-old problem—tomb robbers. Aware of his
methods and past successes, they watched his every move and on at
least one memorable occasion at Cerveteri in 1958 beat the engineer
to a tomb that he had found to contain valuable antiquities. King
Gustav VI Adolf of Sweden—himself an enthusiastic amateur ar-
chaeologist (pages 102-103)—had been invited to open the chamber,
one of a series that Lerici had previously photographed. But thieves
struck on the eve of the royal visit. Forced to move fast in order to
avold embarrassment, Lerici’s colleagues substituted another tomb
for the king to uncover.

What the king finally exposed—pottery, some jewelry, a fu-
neral bed hewn from rock—was not momentous in import. But even
small finds count when it comes to the Etruscan past, if only because
these discoveries can supply further insights into the kind of people
the Etruscans were. Deprived of their language by time, they must
speak to the modern world through their §
artifacts. And in these they live once more. |



11965 Pennsylvania’s
I Bryn Mawr College
agreed to sponsor an
excavation in Tuscany, to "
be led by archaeologist
Kyle Meredith Phillips Jr. The purpose was to find a
site that could be used as a training ground for archae-
ology students. Phillips finally settled on a place called
Poggio Civitate (Inhabited Hill), an isolated hilltop
near the village of Murlo, southeast of Siena.
Excavations began in the summer of 1966; since
then, teams sponsored by various colleges and com-
posed of professionals and students have descended on
Poggio Civitate yearly. The project has turned out to be
far more than a teaching tool. It has also produced dis-
coveries unprecedented in the study of the Etruscan
civilization—which had previously been known largely
from examination of its sanctuaries and cemeteries.
Perhaps the most significant find was the remains of
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a monumental building
some 200 feet square.
Located on the topmost
excavated layer of the site,
the edifice was topped by
a number of life-size, seated terra-cotta figures, one of
them waggishly dubbed the Cowboy because of its
broad-brimmed headgear (above). Referred to as the
Upper Building, this structure probably stood between
600 and 530 BC. Beneath its foundations lay remains of
an carlier structure, known as the Lower Building; con-
structed in the seventh century BC, this one seems to
have been destroyed by accidental fire toward the end of
the century. Nearby are the ruins of a large workshop.
Artifacts from the site have been exhibited around

the world and are now on display at a special museum -

in Murlo. A selection of them is shown on the follow=
ing pages, against the backdrop of a decorative terra
cotta frieze from the Upper Building.




After scouting through the tangled vegetation that
overlay Poggio Civitate, Kyle Phillips and his band of
archacology students decided to sink their first ex-
ploratory trenches in a section of the hill that locals
called Piano del Tesoro; or Plateau of the Treasure.
There, students had come across a fragment of an an-
cient clay storage jar protruding from the ground and
surmised that other artifacts would probably be found
below. Indeed, Phillips would write later, “within hours
we knew that we were excavating human occupation.”

Strangely, though, most of what the diggers found
was shattered: Pottery, statuary, decorative terra-cotta
friezes—nearly everything seemed to have been delib-
erately smashed and then scattered .on the floors of the
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A SURPRISE AT POGGIO CIVITATE

large Upper Building that emerged over several seasons
of digging. Given its size and elaborate decoration, the
structure must have held a preeminent position in the
community, but what its exact function was continues
to clude scholars.

By the mid 1980s, successive teams of students had
come to Poggio Civitate, completed excavation of the
Upper Building, and uncarthed traces of the Lower
Building and the Workshop, as seen at right.

Overgrown with scinb trees and thick nnderbrush, the gentle con-
tonrs of Poggio Civitate loom over an expanse of cavefully tended
Tuscan farm fields in a photograph (above) taken in the summer
digging season of 1982.



The rough stonc foundations of the
Upper Building lie exposed in this 1972 photo-
graph (top). In the inset, the battered tevva-cotta face of the
seated figure with broad-brimmed hat is seen as it was found
amid the structure’s ruins.

4
/

In this ground plan of the three structuves identified thus far at

Poggio Civitate, dark bluc indicates the Upper Building, green

the Lower Building, and ved the Workshop. The narvow, blue - _.?
dotted lines mark portions of the Upper Building wheve the -
Sfoundation has yet to be excavated. o




MYSTERY OF THE UPPER BUILDING

Several years into the excavations at Poggio Civitate,
Kyle Phillips became steadfastly convinced that the Up-
per Building had not been a temple, as he had first sup-
posed. Noting its large courtyard and surrounding
- rooms, he concluded that the
~ building was the central meet-
ing hall of a league of Etruscan
ities. It had been ritually de-
hed, he theorized, by an
ascendant rival power.

Some  scholars  disagree
with this interpretation, how-
ever, still holding that the
building was a_temple or a

sanctuary, or even the palatial home of a rich Etruscan.

Whatever its function may have been, the perplexing
structure was richly festooned with decorative terra-
cotta figures, among them the pair shown above. And
the roof was crowned with nu-
merous statues, several wear-
ing their distinctive broad-
brimmed hats.

The Upper Building’s ample centval
courtyard is clearly visible in this
reconstructed view, which also shows
the expansive, tile-covered pitched
roofs that topped the structure.




A digger brushes divt from one of several
frieze plaques found lying near a corner of
the Upper Building. The friezes feature
horse vaces, banquets, processions, and as-
semblies of gods or dignitaries.

s

 This terra-cotta sphinx decovated the build-
* ., . . .
/ ing’s voofline along with seated figures
4 wearing broad-brimmed hats and perbaps
25 other human and animal figurves. The
meaning of these statues remains a mystery.
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DELICATE TREASURES SAVED BY FIRE

Like the Upper Building that rose on its foundations,
the Lower Building displayed on its roof many large
geometric terra-cotta cutouts, as well as figures of ani-
mals and a horse and rider—fairly common ornaments
among the carly Etruscans (opposite). But the struc-
ture’s remains also yielded an undreamed-of trove of
_small%clcgantly crafted items that spoke not only of the
'sklll‘%f Poggio Civitate’s artisans, but also of the wealth
of thnsf:,‘w_ho had once used the Lower Bulldmg

Kyle P "lhps shown above as he examines some of
the mynad decora c pieces unearthed at the site, not-
ed that the finds “‘glw, precious insights into hfc in
Northern ‘Etruria- durmg the seventh century BC.”

Among other thmgs ':,tshcy showcd that trade goods

76

reaching the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea found their
way inland to smaller cities. Many of the artifacts in
ivory, amber, and faience attest to commercial relations
with North Africa, the Baltic, and the Levant.

Some scholars maintained that such exquisite work-
manship was beyond the capabilities of provincial arti-
sans. But discoveries in the ruins of the nearby Work-
shop have indicated that many of the delicate articles
were probably crafted right at Poggio Civitate.

Less than an inch tall, the four items at top and right are among
many such pieces from the ruins of the Lower Building. Some
were discoloved by the fire that destroyed the structure toward the
end of the seventh century BC.




GEMSTONE ANIMAL GROUP

Called acroteria, from the Greek for topmost place,
terra-cotta representations of humans, animals, or
various geometric figures were frequently used to
ornament ridgepoles of Etruscan structures, as
shown above in a reconstruction of Poggio Civitate’s
Lower Building. Although their exact purpose is un-
known, they may have had symbolic meaning.

The earliest acroteria were probably nothing
more than relatively simple wooden cutouts embell-
ishing the roofs of huts. In time, these evolved into
more expressive—but still two-dimensional—figures
such as the terra-cotta horse and rider below, pieced
together from the finds of several years. Later still,
perhaps influenced by Greek sculpture, Etruscan arti-
sans began fashioning more sophisticated three-
dimensional images like the seated figures and the
sphinx decorating the roof of the Upper Building.




DEBRIS OF AN ANCIENT WORKSHOP

In the summer of 1982 diggers at Poggio Civitate un-
carthed the foundations of the third major structure
discovered so far. The project’s codirector, Erik O.
‘Nielsen of the University of Evansville in Indiana—who

would succeed Kyle Phillips as head
of the excavations when Phillips died
in 1988—identified the ruins as the
-remnant of a once-thriving Workshop
that produced many of the goods
found at the site. The tile-roofed
Workshop appeared to have had no
walls; it was open on all four sides for
light and ventilation.

The highly vitrified tiles and the

concentration of carbon found in the debris indicated
that the building had been destroyed by fire, probably
in the same blaze that leveled the nearby Lower Build-
ing. And the fire had no doubt been sudden: In their
haste to escape the flames, some of
the artisans left behind footprints in
still-wet clay tiles that lay drying on
the workplace floor.

After brushing the divt from footprints
Sfound in the Workshop’s clay tiles (above),
conservators made plaster casts of the im-
pressions. One such cast, clearly showing the
form of an ancient artisan’s bave foot,

can be seen at left.
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Found associated with material contemporary
with the Lower Building, the terra-cotta face
shown above was one of many that decovated the
structuve’s guttering system; to its vight is a
clay mold, discovered in the Workshop, that was
used to mass-produce such faces. At right, a re-
constructive dvawing of the Wovkshop shows the
building’s open-walled design.

Evidence of the kind of objects that were
produced in the Workshop is seen in
these discavds found in the dump to
the north of the Lower Building.
Digging over the years bas yield-
ed ivory, bone, and antler pieces

in various stages of completion.



DOWN-TO-EARTH

The yearly excavations at Poggio Civitate continue to
yield major insights into Etruscan civilization. Spon-
sored by the University of Evansville and partally fi-
nanced by students’ tuition payments, the project also
continues to yield rich benefits as an educational enter-
~prise. Indeed, more than 50 participants in the program

he15 to 20 American students who arrive at the site
“summer for the cight-weck session are given
ining in the field. In addition to lectures
ar dilture and the ongoing discoveries at
itate, ‘they also receive hands-on experience
in basic aréhac;@gi'ég} techniques, from digging and

R
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meticulous recordkeeping to the restoration and pres-
ervation of artifacts.

And there seems to be no end in sight. Project di-
rector Erik O. Nielsen—who first went to Murlo as a
graduate student in 1970 and has returned every year
since—has observed that in nearly three decades of dig-
ging only about 20 percent of the site has been exca-
vated. At that rate, it seems, the exploration of Poggio
Civitate could go on for generations to come.

In oue of the workrooms at the excavation site, Erik Nielsen
(above, right) shows one of his graduate students some of the fine
poiuts of Etruscan pottery. In the background are shelves of neatly
boxed and cataloged artifacts from the site.




At top, a student makes meticulous ink drvawings of the pieced-
together fragments of a bucchevo vessel unearthed at Poggio
Civitate. In the inset, a student who has just uncovered a sherd of
pottery vecovds the find’s precise size, condition, and location.

Working skillfully with a palette of watercolors and referring
to a pair of terra-cotta heads that once decorated the guttering sys- -
tem of the Workshop, & Muvlo summer student venders a life-size,
re-cveation of the decovative gutter as it might have appeared
during the building’s heyday. :
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A warrior in full
battle gear pauses

as a female compan-
ion proffers him a
bowl, pevhaps con-
taining a libation.
The figuves form part
of a fifth-century
bronze candelabra
from Marzabotto.

RHYTHMS AND
DELIGHTS OF THE
GOOD LIFE

s 19th-century lovers of antiqui-
ties painstakingly cleared away the dust of more than two millennia
and opened the long-sealed tombs, the lost world of the Etruscans
emerged once more into the daylight. On carved and painted sur-
faces, on the walls of the burial chambers, and upon the rich grave
goods with which they were furnished, this vanished civilization left
a record of its pleasures and preoccupations. In one tomb, hunters
subdue lions with arrows, bows, and grim expressions. In another,
dancers perform to clacking castanets and the pipe’s persuasive wail.
Here guests gossip at a banquet; there slaves scurry in a crowded
kitchen. Elsewhere prisoners are sacrificed in a gory scene, or demons
and winged horses, the denizens of Etruria’s myths and dreams,
march past on parade.

In 1850, while excavating a burial mound in a necropolis at
Cerveteri, the site of ancient Caere, an Italian nobleman named Gi-
ampietro Campana exposed a staircase in the rock that led down to
a most extraordinary tomb, guarded by two sculpted lions. Inside he
found a painted chamber 2] feet long and 25 feet wide. A pair of
square, seven-foot-high pillars seemingly supported the roof, and
deep niches carved in the form of luxurious beds had been hollowed
out of the stone forming the walls. Delighted by the rich array of
shapes and colors, the curious carvings, and bold architectural detail,
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the marchese Campana christened his discovery /a tomba bella—the
beautiful tomb.

But as news of the discovery spread, Campana’s find became
widely known as the Tomb of the Reliefs, atter its most spectacular
teature (pages 112-113). Virtually every surface—the walls of the
chamber, the lintels and margins of the niches, the sides of the pil-
lars—was adorned with meticulously crafted, realistic stucco models
of animals, domestic furnishings, ritual objects, weapons, and the es-
sential but often overlooked utensils of daily life. These ranged from
a coiled rope to a perfume bottle to a pickax, from a leather handbag
to a walking stick to a slightly mouse-nibbled wheel of cheese.

Many of the articles hung as it suspended from nails ham-
mered into a kitchen or storeroom wall, ready to be lifted down and
used in the routines of their ghostly owners. Neatly stacked within
the central niche, sculpted pillows lay ready to receive a sleeper’s
head. At the bed’s foot, a stucco chest held a folded linen book, also
of stucco. Should the chamber’s occupants awake and feel hungry, a
competent cook would find everything necessary to prepare a meal:
spoons and ladles, a knife rack holding two kinds of blade, spits for
roasting meat, a pestle for pounding ingredients, a terra-cotta bowl
adorned with bay leaves, a bronze jug full of imaginary wine.

Not every item was so casy to identity. Archaeologists, for in-
stance, still argue over the purpose of a light yellow tray bearing 11
horizontal lines. Some scholars suggest that the ruled surface is a
rudimentary counting device or a gaming board, while others hold
that it was a wooden board for kneading and shaping pasta. And in-
deed, the tomb contains representations of two other tools, not un-
like those found in the kitchens of modern cooks, that might have
served a similar purpose—a wooden rolling pin for dough and a small
toothed wheel of the sort used for cutting ravioli.

Etruscan inscriptions at the entrance to the chamber and
within the niches identified the tomb’s owners as a family called
Matunas and named some of the persons whose remains rested there.
The burial chamber had been built for one Vel Matunas and his wife
Canatnei. Other occupants included their son Aule and daughter
Ramtha and various male and female members of later generations.
The weapons and other soldierly paraphernalia that decorated their
resting place suggested that this was a clan with a proud military tra-
dition. The obvious care and artistry that went into the creation of
the sepulcher declared the family to be people of position who had
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Painted soon after the discovery of the
Tomb of the Reliefs in 1850, a watercolor
by British artist Samuel James Ainsley
depicts the near-pristine condition of the
thivd-century-BC site. Littering the bench-
es on which the dead were once laid out—
and onto which a red pantalooned peasant
can be seen climbing—are vases left be-
hind by ancient mourners.

the resources to satisty their sophisticated tastes. They had lived and
died at the end of the fourth and beginning of the third century BC,
by which time many Etruscans had been absorbed into the political
sphere of Rome, but still retained their language, religion, and dis-
tinctive ethnic identity.

Because the Matunas family, in common with their fellow
Etruscans of the upper classes, believed that they should enjoy an at-
terlife as pleasant, as beautiful, and as well ordered as the mortal ex-
istence that had gone before it—and because the artisans at their ser-
vice displayed such a loving attention to detail—their tomb now
provides a window into the sights, colors, textures, and even the like-
ly sounds and smells of Etruscan daily life. By building themselves
such a virtual home-away-from-home as this, they unwittingly let fu-
ture generations peer upon their most intimate moments. And so it
1s with other Etruscan tombs whose owners still invite the curious to
share their banquets, join their games and dances, admire the chang-
ing fashions within their wardrobes, and watch them—or, more ac-
curately, their slaves and underlings—at work.
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For centuries, the little that was known about the
vibrant and sophisticated culture of the Etruscans
came, of course, through the distorting glass of 4
Greek and Roman writings. In the 19th cen-
tury a clearer picture began to emerge, but
it was far from complete—for an obvious
reason: The homes and temples of the
Etruscans, like many of their worldly
goods, were constructed of perishable
materials, so apart from the tombs,
sites rich in Etruscan remains have
been rare. Only with the application
of advanced techniques in relatively
recent times have archaeologists
started finding evidence of settlement,
agriculture, industry, and trade. As
well as revealing the economic under-
pinnings of the graceful, seemingly
leisured lives enjoyed by the Matunas fam-
ily and their peers, these excavations are
bringing forth clues about the era when the
Etruscan revels came to an end.

As in every civilization, the poor have left little
behind; most information about Etruscan lives comes from
the memorials and relics of the rich. Yet there are slender traces,
including some tomb paintings, of the slaves who served in af-
fluent households. At least one family, by the name of Alfni, liv-
ing near Clusium in the first century BC, commemorated its
dead slaves by painting either their names or their duties in red let-
ters upon the pots and urns that held their ashes. The maker of beds,
the setter of tables, the man who dyed the family’s cloth were all
memorialized, as was a female retainer named Larthi who had mar-
ried a man called Vel Percumsna.

Some slave names of this period suggest that the kitchens and
domestic workshops of many wealthy homes must have been cos-
mopolitan environments, echoing with conversations, snatches of
songs, and curses voiced in a rich amalgam of alien accents and
tongues. Memorials survive to people whose names were obviously
Etruscanized versions of foreign originals: among them, Greeks
named Achilles, Evander, and Dionysos, a Judaean called Akiba, and
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The veverse sides of bighly polished
bronze Etruscan mirrors, such as

the one at left, bear exquisitely en-
graved designs, usually on mytho-
logical themes. In the scene above,
matrons attend a maiden, avvang-
ing her hair and beaddvess, pevhaps on
her wedding day. Move than 3,000 of
the mirrors survive to the present day,
a major souvce of information about
Etruscan customns and beliefs.

an Egyptian whose name, Serapion, commemorated one
of the ancient deities of his homeland on the Nile.
Apart from an observation by a Greek
commentator that Etruscans flogged their
slaves in time to the music of a pipe, little
suggests that the lives of slaves in Etruria
differed much from those led by their
counterparts elsewhere, though some
may have enjoved relatively higher sta-
tus. But where Etruscan society did
stand in sharp contrast to its neighbors
was in its treatment of women. In-
deed, archaeological as well as docu-
mentary evidence reveals that Etruscan
women enjoyed a degree of freedom
and high social status unequaled any-
where else in the Mediterranean world.
Within the family tombs, women lay
in resting places as handsomely appointed as
those of their fathers, husbands, brothers, or
sons. Many scholars, for instance, believe that the
most prominent and imposing niche in the Tomb of the
Reliefs was originally intended for a much-mourned daugh-
ter of the house of Matunas. And the possessions buried with a
woman—ornate bronze mirrors, perfume flagons, vessels of pre-
cious metal—frequently bore her name. These grave goods also
provide evidence to support the theory that Etruscan women,
at least among the tomb-owning upper classes, were literate. The
mirrors, found so far exclusively in women’s burials, were richly dec-
orated with mythological scenes incorporating engraved labels that
identified the principal characters or—in one tamous find from
Volterra—explained the story.

Also within the tombs, memorial inscriptions reveal that upon
marriage, women kept their first names and family surnames, unlike
the matrons of Rome, whose identities were submerged within those
of their husbands. No Etruscan woman would have put up with the
meek wedding vows of a proper Roman wife, declaring that “as vou
are Gaius, [ am Gaia.”

Nor, like a good Greek wife, did Etruscan women closet
themselves in their chambers. Wall paintings as early as the sixth cen-
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tury BC show them out and about, enjoying themselves on equal
terms with men and mingling with them as spectators at sporting
events. At banquets, they recline at ease on dining couches alongside
male companions—unlike their latter-day Roman sisters who, if in-
vited to join a party at all; would perch demurely on upright chairs.

These social arrangements did not go unnoticed among out-
side observers, whether they were Greek contemporaries or Romans
looking backward. Coming from societies where women held few or
no legal rights, lived and died according to the whim of father or hus-
band, and—ideally—kept out of the public gaze, spinning and weav-
ing in seclusion, these culture-shocked chroniclers may have misin-
terpreted, or willfully distorted, what they observed of Etruscan
relationships between the sexes.

In the fourth century BC the Greek historian Theopompus
utillated his readers with reports of Etruscan immorality, most of
which he borrowed from earlier authors. Etruscan women, he an-
nounced, were perfectly happy to strip oft their clothes in public and
exercise alongside men in the gymnasium. At partes that in his view
women had no business attending in the first place, they drank alco-
hol and proposed toasts as blatantly and publicly as any man. And
both genders were equally guilty of loose conduct.

“There 1s no shame to be seen committing a sexual act in pub-
lic,” he gasped. “When they are at a gathering of friends, this is what
they do: first of all; when they have finished drinking, and are ready
for bed, and while the torches are still lighted, the servants bring in
sometimes courtesans, sometimes handsome boys, sometimes their
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A few years after the exquisite Tarquinia
tombs came to light in 1830, artist-
archaeologist Carlo Ruspi traced the
paintings of the Triclinium (above) and
Querciola tombs (right). Scribbling

color notes in the margins, he used his
rendevings to make colov facsimiles. Of-
ten, these earvly tracings sevve scholars as
the truest vecovd of Tarquinia’s much
disintegrated paintings today.



own wives. They all engage in making love, some watching one an-
other, some isolating themselves with rattan screens set up round the
couches, each couple wrapped in one cover.”

Whether such tales were true or false, what seems to have
shocked Theopompus most was the lack of furtiveness and hypocrisy.
The images found in so many Etruscan tombs, of visibly aftectionate
husbands and wives embracing on their shared memorials; seemed
alien in his sight. To be sure, vases show Greek men disporting them-
selves in an equally lusty fashion before the lights went out—but only
with female courtesans and beautiful youths, not with their wives.

With such goings on, Theopompus declared, it was small
wonder that the lovely ladies of Etruria were sometimes unable to
identify the fathers of their newborns. And the children, he com-
plained, grew up to be “like those who brought them up, and have
many drinking parties, and they too make love with all the women.”

Roman writers did little to correct such Greek notions, al-




though one of them, the historian Livy, credited certain formidable
Etruscan women with playing crucial parts in Roman history back in
the misty era when the young city was ruled by Etruscan kings. In-
deed, in Livy’s monumental history of Rome, compiled in the first
century AD, a capable woman stood behind the first monarch, Lu-
cius Tarquinius Priscus.

Livy uses the Etruscan word Lucumo to refer to the future
king. Lucumo’s wife was Tanaquil, a “woman of the most exalted
birth.” Though ambitious and wealthy, Lucumo was looked upon
with disdain by his fellow Etruscans because his Greek father, De-
maratus of Corinth, was an alien. “Not of a character lightly to en-
dure a humbler rank in her new environment than she had enjoyed
in the condition to which she had been born,” as Livy put it, Tanaquil
persuaded Lucumo to move from Tarquinia, their hometown, to
Rome, which was more receptive to new settlers and was growing
by leaps and bounds.

Packing their possessions into a covered wagon, the couple
headed south. But before they could arrive, an eagle swooped out of
the sky, snatched Lucumo’s hat in its talons, and flew off. Then the
bird descended and returned the headgear to its startled owner. The
strange event filled Tanaquil with joy. Adept in the interpretation of
omens, she told her spouse to expect “transcendent greatness.”

Her prediction proved true—indeed, her husband soon at-
tained the crown of Rome, thereby founding the Tarquin dynasty.
He took the name Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, Lucius being the La-
tinized form of Lucumo. Tarquinius may have owed his achievement
to the will of the Fates, expressed by the eagle, or to Tanaquil’s own
considerable skill at behind-the-scenes maneuverings. Whatever the
case, she repeated her success: When the time came, she ensured that
the omens were good and that the throne passed from her husband
to her son-in-law Servius Tullius.

Nor was Tanaquil the last of her line to take matters into her
own hands. Livy recounts the saga of Tanaquil’s headstrong and rest-
less granddaughter Tullia. She was the wife of a princely youth of gen-
tle disposition. But her sister, who in Tullia’s estimation “lacked a
woman’s daring,” was married to the prince’s violent brother, Lucius
Tarquinius the Younger. Historians know him as Lucius Tarquinius
Superbus. Concluding that her spouse lacked the gumption of his
sibling, who hungered to be king, Tullia arranged for the murder of
both her husband and her sister. With these obstacles disposed of,
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she allied herself with Tarquinius and encouraged him to take the
throne from her own father, Servius Tullius.

“Ifyou are he whom I thought I was marrying, I call you both
man and king,” Livy quoted Tullia as saying to her new husband, “if
not, then I have so far changed for the worse, in that crime is added,
in your case, to cowardice. Come, rouse yourself!”

Emboldened by such taunting, Tarquinius set to work trying
to win political supporters by slandering the king. Then, in the com-
pany of armed henchmen, he burst into the senate and threw Servius
out of the building. Half-fainting, the king was attempting to make
his way to safety when assailants sent by Tarquinius mortally wound-
ed him. Tullia raced to the senate to proclaim her husband the new
king. Later, while riding home in her carriage, she came upon the
body of her murdered father. Her driver was struck with terror and
immediately pulled up on the reins, but Tullia—“crazed by the
avenging spirits of her sister and former husband”—ordered him to
gallop on, straight over the corpse. The daughter was showered in
her father’s blood in a gory scene. The site was known forever after
as the Street of Crime.

In the hands of Livy, even the founding of the Roman re-
public was construed as a sexual morality tale, exposing the differ-
ence between Latin virtue and Etruscan decadence. In his version of
history, a friendly competition between some Roman and Etruscan
army officers caused the end of the rule of Rome by the Tarquins. To
test the relative virtue of their wives, they made an unannounced vis-
it to the Etruscan ladies and found them “at a luxurious banquet,
whiling away the time with their young friends.” A subsequent trip
to the house of a Roman wife, Lucretia, revealed her sitting up late
over her spinning, accompanied by her equally industrious maidens.

After the contest, one of the Etruscan officers, a member of
the Tarquin family, vowed to rape Lucretia and returned to her house
days later with sword in hand. Preferring death with honor to life in
shame, Lucretia initially resisted her attacker, but when he threatened
to disgrace her further by killing his slave and placing the naked body
alongside hers as incriminating evidence of her faithlessness, her de-
fenses were overcome. Later Lucretia tearfully denounced the viola-
tion to her male relations and asked them to punish the Etruscan.
Then, saying that she acquitted herself of sin but could not absolve
herself from punishment, she took a knife from beneath her dress and
plunged it into her heart. To avenge her, the Romans went to war
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Not all archaceological treasure
consists of precious metal and
jewels. Sometimes it can be as
simple as cooking pots, clay
spools, spindle whorls, loom
weights, fire-blackened bricks,
and countless potsherds, such
as those Florida State Universi-
ty’s Nancy Thomson de
Grummond and her team
have dug up at Cetamura

del Chianti, one of the last
Etruscan strongholds of the
;,3 Hellenistic era. At a time
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aheﬁn the southern Etruscan
‘citie s.were disintegrating before
"Rome’s soc1al and political en-
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croach‘mqnt ‘small rural settle-
ments l}ke-thls one atop a high
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EVERYDAY LIFE AT A

HILLTOP?P SETTLEMENT

hill sprang up in the north and
became home to ordinary citi-
zens. Cetamura’s inhabitants
may even have been freedmen
and slaves; there is no evidence
of the presence of an elite class.

What makes such humble
finds exciting is that they offer
clues to lives of the common
people. Although the Etruscans
lived in settlements throughout
Etruria, they are largely known
by the lavish tombs and graves
of the wealthy; relatively little
attention has been given to ac-
tual habitation sites.

Even Cetamura’s potsherds
have information to reveal. Pos-
sibly utilized as scratch pads,
they bear numbers, letters, and
symbols that may have been
employed in business transac-
tions. Clay cups and bowls re-
veal two names, Lausini and
Cluntni, perhaps those of their
owners. In 1994,
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after four years of digging for
the kiln where these vessels
may have been fired, de Grum-
mond (left, with site supervisor
Charles Ewell) struck pay dirt.
“Thousands of tombs have
been found,” she says, “but
only some 20 Etruscan kilns.
Cetamura’s is sure to contribute
novel information about this
Etruscan industry.”

Weaving implements, such as this clay
loom weight with spindle whovls, shed
light on the lives of Etruscan women,
whether of lowly bivth like the female
inhabitants of Cetamura, or of royal
status. Women’s principal contribution
to the economy lay in the spinning,
weaving, and dyeing of cloth for the
garments, hangings, and blankets
needed by families and communities.
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against the Tarquin house and drove the Etruscan kings from their
territory. Soon Rome became a republic, and the virtuous Lucretia
became a role model for Roman ladies.

It Greek observers, like the Romans, were displeased by the Etrus-
cans’ sexual mores, they were even less impressed by their dedication
to the art of dining. The Greek philosopher and writer Posidonius
clucked his disapproval or perhaps, well masked, his envy of “the fat
Tyrrhenians”: “Twice a day the Etruscans set a sumptuous table, with
everything that contributes to a refined life; they make up the couch-
es with embroidered coverlets, they set out a large quantity of silver
vessels, and all is served by a considerable number of servants.”

The testimony of the tomb paintings bears Posidonius out.
Stepping into an excavated burial chamber at Tarquinia known as the
Tomb of the Triclinium, the 19th-century English antiquarian
George Dennis could almost hear the ripples of laughter and smell
the food. “The first peep within this tomb is startling, especially if the
sun’s rays happen at the moment to enter the chamber,” Dennis
wrote. “Such a blaze of rich colour on the walls and roof, and such
life in the figures that dance around! In truth, the excellent state of
preservation—the wonderful brilliancy of the colours, almost as fresh
after three or four and twenty centuries, as when first laid on—the
richness of the costumes—the strangeness of the attitudes—the spir-
it, the vivacity, the joyousness of the whole scene—the decidedly
Etruscan character of the design render this one of the most inter-
esting tombs yet opened in Etruria.”

Yet before these Etruscan gentlefolk could dine oft the low
three-legged tables set out before the triclinia, or couches, after
which the tomb was named, hard work went on in the kitchen. In a
tomb built at Orvieto in the late fourth century BC, a family named
Leinie portrayed 11 servants preparing a funeral feast and duly sup-
plied the workers with two-word inscriptions, apparently giving their
names and positions within the kitchen brigade.

There would be plenty of meat for dinner: A slaughtered ox
hangs upside down from a beam, with its head nearby, along with
hare, venison, and assorted poultry. Wielding a hatchet, a boy chops
up these raw ingredients. Behind him, the fire that will cook them is
already well ablaze; it must be hot, for he wears nothing but an apron
around his hips.

Another youth, also scantily clad in the kitchen’s heat, plies
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two small, sturdy pestles, crushing and grinding some unseen blend  An example of Etruscan bronze-workers’
of ingredients in a mortar, probably made of bronze, that is mount-  ¢"aftsmanship, this fifth-century-BC
. . . . . incense burner is suppovted by an ecstatic
ed on a tripod. Surviving ancient recipes suggest that well-pounded 4,000 accompanying herseif with cas-
mixtures, spiked with pungent marinades and vigorously seasoned,  tanets. Wall paintings depict similar
appea{ed on tbe tabl'es of rich and poor alike. The peasant might con- ;’:;Z’i; ;’e’; :’;:ze’l’y”fl;;”;f’i’c’:’;”s:;ff’”'
tent himself with a simple paste of garlic, herbs, and wine, mixed times performed with the fixtures
with the same ewe’s-milk cheese—pecorino—that more than balanced on their heads.
2,000 years later still remains a specialty of the region. The rich
man, on the other hand, might have commanded his cook to
concoct some savory amalgam of chicken breast, fennel, mint,
date honey, mustard, oil, fermented fish sauce, wine, and a scat-
tering of rare, prized peppercorns, as suggested by the Roman
cookery writer Apicius.

But in either the rustic farmhouse or the palatial man-
sion in town, the sound of pestle upon mortar signaled the cre-
ation of something good to eat. Etruscan cooks knew that, for
all such recipes, the secret of success lay in the rhythm with which
the ingredients were pounded. In the painting of the Leinie fam-
ily’s kitchen, a piper stands behind the boy at the mortar, playing
the tune that would set the proper beat.

The head chef himself, probably as temperamental as any “Zieg
of his modern counterparts, is also visible, proudly holding high ‘?5?."’&;
a casserole—no doubt containing his most famous dish. He 4SS
keeps a wary eye on the underling beside him, who carefully
slides a pan into or out of a gaping oven. _

Elsewhere, the pressure is mounting, as dinnertime grows /3
near. A maidservant runs across the kitchen carrying two vessels (8
containing something urgently needed by the cooks, while an
elegantly dressed woman busily directs another slave to hus-
tle the little service tables into the dining room. Perhaps she
is urging him to take care, for these tables are already stacked
with round pancakes, fruit—including a pomegranate and
black grapes—hard-boiled eggs, and some sort of sweet or spicy
morsels. On a nearby wall, men stock up an ancient version of the
bar. One struggles under the weight of an ornate covered de-
canter; others assemble a variety of cups and s
goblets holding liquids of red or yellow hue, {8 “""‘%az?
perhaps different kinds of wine. It looks as if i
the Leinie household was preparing for a
long and strenuously sociable night.
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For the banquet itself, ample evidence survives. Tombs hold
prized collections of bronze kitchen utensils, drinking vessels, and
plates, often marked with the names of their owners. Excavations
have also vielded thousands of pieces of pottery, ranging from ordi-
nary functional basins and bowls to lavishly decorated specimens of
ceramic art, lustrously colored and richly adorned with human and
animal figures or fancitul patterns. Wealthy Etruscans were avid col-
lectors of the handsome vases made in Athens and imported them in
enormous quantities.

From the food to the utensils to the entertainment provided,
Etruscan parties were clearly events of a high aesthetic standard.
Scenes depicted on paintings, architectural plaques, and sculpted
urns show the elegantly dressed and bejeweled diners reclining on
their beautifully draped couches, serving themselves with handtuls
of delicacies, summoning servants to pour more wine for yet an-

other toast. The festivities might take place indoors, illuminat-
ed by bronze candelabra, or in the open air, surrounded by rib-
boned and garlanded trees and sheltered by gaily colored
awnings. One painting representing such an alfresco occasion
even depicted tiny birds hopping on the ground below the din-
ers, seeking out stray, delectable crumbs.

Throughout the evening, men and women danced for
the company, moving singly, in pairs, or in lines where each enter-
tainer performed a ditferent set of steps. Some accompanied them-
selves with castanets, and there were always musicians plaving lyres,

An Etruscan banquet was not complete zithers, straight and curved trumpets, and the Etruscans’ most
without bronze strainers such as this foor- —py010ved source of sound—the pipe. But neither dance nor music was
long, fifth-century-BC example, which was . . )

used 1o filter fermentation vesidues from restricted to such dinner-party entertainments. Dancers also flexed

the wine. The Gorgon design in the center  their hands, twirled, kicked, and leapt in ecstatic abandon on cere-
e s s Loy oidivion, monial occasions, such as funerals or religious rites.
Livy, for example, tells the tale of a plague that fell upon Rome
during the fourth century BC. Hoping to escape the hardship, the
Romans turned to their Etruscan neighbors, who not only provided
soothsayers skilled—like the lady Tanaquil of yore—in decoding the
hidden messages of the gods, but also sent a corps of performers to
soothe the deities who had visited their anger on the city. Probably
wearing masks, the artists danced to the sound of the pipe “in the
most graceful way imaginable, in the Etruscan fashion, their move-
ments unaccompanied by either singing or dramatic action.”
According to the Roman author Aelianus, writing in the third
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century AD, Etruscans also used music when hunting to lure stags |
and wild boars from their hiding places. “Nets,” he reported, “are
stretched out, and all kinds of traps are set in position in a circle. A |
skilled piper then plays the sweetest tunes the double pipe can pro-
duce, avoiding the shriller notes. The quiet and the stillness carry the
sounds, and the music floats up into all the lairs and resting places of
the animals. At first the animals are terrified. But later they are irre-
sistibly overcome by the enjoyment of the music. Spellbound, they
are gradually attracted by the powertul music and, forgetting their
young and their homes, they draw near, bewitched by the sounds,
until they fall; overpowered by the melody, into the snares.”

Hunting, with or without music, was as much a pleasant pas-
time for the Etruscan rich as it was a vital source of protein for the
rural peasantry. In Tarquinia, a clan of outdoorsmen commemorat-
ed their sporting enthusiasms on the painted walls of a burial cham-
ber known as the Tomb of Hunting and Fishing. They are shown on
horseback enjoving the company of their gamboling dogs after a
good day’s hunt, while their servants, on foot, shoulder the weight
of the kill. Elsewhere, in an idyllic landscape near an azure sea, boys
dive into the water or climb a grassy chift (page 38), while their com-
panions, in boats, spear fish or catch them with nets, hook, and line
(pages 100-101).

In the towns, public spectacles such as competitive games and
chariot races marked religious festivals and provided holiday enter-
tainment for the crowds. In Etruria, as in Greece and later in Rome,
games were also performed as part of the funeral rites for important
personages. On plaques and bowls for religious offerings, as well as
on the painted walls of tombs, thrilling episodes from these events {
are frozen and replayed for all eternity.

Onlookers cram onto wooden reviewing stands and, shielded
by awnings from the fierce Italian sun, watch jugglers, dancers, and
acrobats or cheer on their favorite teams of horses and riders. Drivers
flash whips over the backs of straining horses almost flying over the
ground, and on a tomb painting at Tarquinia, a fallen horse whinnies
in panic as it struggles to free its legs from a tangle of reins.

At Tarquinia also, a burial chamber known as the Tomb of the
Two-Horse Chariots records the tense moments before the start of
a race—the excited, chattering crowd, horses being yoked, a proces-
sion of chariots making its way toward the starting line. Yet the char- i
iot contest is only one of several simultancous events under way at
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These sixth-century-BC, 10-inch-long
wooden-soled sandals from Bisenzio had
bronze hinges to make them flexible.
Etruscan footwear was famed throughout
the ancient world. Gold-laced shoes, for ex-
ample, were popular among fashionable
Athenian women.

this painted arena. Nearby, umpires scrutinize wrestlers and boxers
with an expert and critical eye, while other athletes warm up in readi-
ness for vaulting, foot races, or the discus throw.

Because of the Etruscans’ enthusiasm for portraying themselves in
these and other moments of their lives, scholars have a record of the
clothes they wore and of the ways these fashions changed during
the centuries when their civilization was at its height. Style, then as
now, was never static. Only gods and goddesses, perhaps to express
their timeless, unchanging nature, were represented in garments of
archaic cut; apart from the priests and priestesses who
served the cults, most mortals were enthusiastic
tollowers of tashion.

It would have been impossible for
Etruscans to remain impervious to the
stylistic influences from the eastern side
of the Adriatic Sea, and Etruscan art
and design, especially after the nud-
dle of the sixth century BC, reflects
all manner of Greek and Oriental

touches. Yet the clothing worn by
real people, as distinct from many
of the figures revealed only in
works of art, displayed features that
marked their owners as Etruscans
rather than Greeks. In the seventh
century BC, for example, a popular
sandal with hinged wooden soles
inches thick was often put in the
grave. Sandals with thin gold laces were
called “Etruscan sandals” in Athens
and either imported as a luxury item
from Etruria or copied. Even more dis-
tinctively Etruscan was a laced leather
shoe with an upturned, pointed toe.
Long after mortal men and women had
abandoned it, it remained the standard
footwear for goddesses in art.
Etruscans, perhaps because of
Italy’s cooler climates, dressed in heavier




fabrics than their Greek contemporaries and instead of loose
draperies, sometimes constructed their garments from pieces of fab-
ric sewed together and tailored to fit. Greeks opted for elegant sim-
plicity; Etruscans preferred their costumes more claborately decorat-
ed, with ornate accessories such as belts, jewelry, and hats in a variety
of shapes—petaled, melon-shaped, twisted, or rising to a point.

For the Greek philosopher Posidonius, the Etruscan appetite
for luxurious clothes and dazzling jewelry was vet another prootf of
moral decadence. He noted with particular disapproval that Etrus-
cans allowed even their slaves to dress flambovantly. Other com-
mentators reported that some fashions were, at times, adopted en-
thusiastically by both sexes: Draped mantles that were the precursors
to the Roman toga, certain types of footwear, and short hair styles
were cases in point.

Such permissiveness would have seemed even more appalling
to the Romans, with their rigid dress codes. Unlike the Etruscans,
who apparently wore whatever suited them, Rome assigned gar-
ments or modes of decoration to specific social classes, genders, and
age groups as marks of identification and badges of status. The toga,
for example, denoted Roman citizenship and was therefore worn
only by men. So when Roman historians viewed surviving represen-
tations of Etruscans in their togalike robes, they concluded—vrong-
ly—that the women of Etruria dressed in men’s clothing.

Despite such misconceptions, many details of Etruscan dress
from the sixth and fifth century BC would survive throughout the
Roman republic and even into the imperial age. The styles were pre-
served in the official garments worn by magistrates and priests and
were proudly legitimized by Roman antiquarians as harking back to
the ancient days of the “Etruscan kings.”

The lavish costumes and intricate
jewelry so beloved by aristocrat-
ic Etruscans did not come cheaply. Etruria must have been a rich land
indeed to afford the treasures and pleasures displayed in the tombs
of the elite. Even after the Etruscan cities had lost their independence
and come under the sway of Rome, they still had wealth to spare.
When the Roman general Scipio Aftricanus embarked on his
campaign against Carthage in 205 BC, for instance, Etruscan towns
contributed materials for the war effort. According to a list compiled
by Livy, Arczzo offered helmets, shields, and spears in the thousands,
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The Etruscans are famous for
their impressive tombs, bridges,
roads, and irrigation systems.
But the area in which they were
probably the furthest ahead of
their time is dentistry.
Archaeological excavations
of tombs have revealed just how
ingenious and advanced these
ancient dentists were. They used
modified calf and oxen teeth,
bone, and ivory, often fastened
with tiny pegs, to make dentures
and crowns. Bridges, an Etrus-
can invention, were made from
extremely soft gold by skilled
goldsmiths. These malleable ap-
pliances were then fixed above
the gumline, supported by oth-
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er teeth, to avoid undue dis-
comfort for their wearers.
Curiously, all Etruscan skulls
discovered so far containing
bridgework have belonged to fe-
males, such as that above with its
two finely wrought examples
(the longer bridge has slipped
down from its original position).
Experts think gold dental appli-
ances were something of a status
symbol. The size and promi-
nence of the goldwork found
suggests that some bridges were
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worn for cosmetic purposes,
although these would also have
held loose teeth in place.

The technological advances
made by the dentists were to
be lost once the Etruscans were
assimilated into the early Ro-
man Republic and their dental
knowledge faded into the same
oblivion as their culture.

Indeed, no gold bridgework
has been found from the peri-
ods of the republic and empire.
Yet so high was the quality of
Etruscan work of almost 3,000
years ago that it would not be
surpassed until the 1870s, when
dentistry can be said to have
entered the modern age.
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as well as enough axes, sickles, spades, baskets, and handmills to fur-
nish 40 ships of the fleet. The sails for these vessels came from cloth
provided by the linen weavers of Tarquinia, and iron was sent from
the mines at Populonia. The towns known today as Perugia, Volter-
ra, Roselle, and Chiusi sent pitch, pine, and hardwoods to build ships
for the invasion force and grain to feed the troops. More foodstufts
came from Cervetert.

Field surveys conducted near the small town of Tuscania,
about 50 miles northwest of Rome, between 1986 and 1990 have sug-
gested that such large cities were fed by a complex assortment of ru-
ral hamlets and major and minor farms. From early times these
homesteads had grown wheat, barley, and millet in rotation with such
legumes as peas and lendils. In the middle of the first millennium BC|
the cultvadon of olives and grapes also became profitable. Although
imperial Romans would not rate Etruscan wine very high—the poet
Martial complained that it was too light for his liking—the locals
seem to have taken to it with enthusiasm, since Greek writers as ear-
ly as the tourth century BC felt impelled to note that heavy drinking
was an Etruscan habit common to both sexes.

The tomb paintings rarely show scenes of farming life, but
documentary sources give some flavor of Etruscan life on the land.
According to Columella, a first-century-AD Roman writer on agrar-
1an matters, farmers worked the fields behind plows pulled by oxen
that were lean but had considerable stamina for hard work. Along
with cattle, pigs were reared as a prime source of meat, and their
slaughter seemed to have been an essential precursor to ancient rites,
such as the celebration of a princely marriage. The second-century-
BC Greek histortan Polybius described the unique methods of Etrus-
can swincherds: Instead of walking behind their pigs to keep them
moving, they led their charge from the front, blowing a trumpet to
produce a note or tunc that the pigs would recognize and follow.

Even in Roman times, Etruscans were respected for their agri-
cultural expertise. Two important writers on farming matters in the
second century BC were Saserna the Elder and Saserna the Younger,
a father and son of Etruscan origins with strong views about the ide-
al tarm based on their own experience. They extolled the notion of a
small, self-sutficient agricultural unit with a highly organized work
force. Little or nothing would be brought in from outside—even the
tools for working the land and the containers for storing the food it
produced should be made on the premises. The excavation of a farm
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Perhaps vefleeting the sporting intevest
of its ocenupant, this detail from a sixth-
eentury-BC freseo in the Tomb of Hunt-
ing and Fishing at Tavquinia shows fish-
ermen in a boat and a hunter on a eliff
using a slingshot to bring down bivds in
flight. One of the few Etvusean depietions
of fishing, the painting undevscoves the
importanee of seafood in the diet, as ve-
vealed by the number of fish bones found
at excavation sites.
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in the Viterbo region, more or less
contemporary with the Sasernas,
could almost be seen as a model of
their principles put mmto practice,
equipped even with a kiln for mak-
ing terra-cotta plaques and tiles to
adorn its buildings.

Etruscans were also expert
engineers, building canals, tapping
subterranean water sources, and
draining swamps and lakes. In this,
they were spurred on by the will to
make the best use of their land,
and by a desire to include water in
the ntuals thev conducted at their
rural sanctuaries. The most dra-
matic archacological evidence of
their skills comes from southern
Etruria. Here they cut deep into
the soft volcanic rock to create un-
derground passages—cuniculi—
that would convey water from one
valley to another, draining oft the
excess from one area and redirecting it elsewhere. In order to gain
access to these channels, they dug vertcal shafts with ladderlike steps
carved into their walls.

Etruscans also built a network of roads and bridges. Archae-
ological evidence suggests that these developments coincided with
the influx of imported goods in the seventh and sixth centuries BC
and the appearance of wheeled vehicles to transport them. Testa-
ments to the determination of Etruscan engineers to create the easi-
est possible route for cart and wagon trattic, the roads wind their way
down the steep sides of valleys and, in places, pass through enormous
trenches hewn from rocky hillsides. Bridges ranged from simple
wooden planks across a ford to spans supported by massive stone
abutments. The planners of these public works seemed sensitive to
the needs of town and countryside dwellers alike: Soon after the net-
work linked the major urban centers, branch roads were extended to
minor settlements as well.

Itis a tantalizing irony that while some ot these roadwavs sur-
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A SWEDISH KING’S HOBBY AND
PASSION—DIGGING IN THE DIRT

With the gusto that his forebears
might have mustered for a battle
or a stag hunt, King Gustav VI
Adolf of Sweden, in 1957,
plunged into a scheme for the
excavation of three Etruscan vil-
lages at San Giovenale, Luni sul
Mignone, and Acquarossa, a trio
of sites about 50 miles north of

Rome. Under the king’s patron-
age and with his hands-on help,
these sites yiclded the first sub-
stantial evidence of early houses,
not of aristocrats, but of Etruria’s
humbler folk.

The king’s infatuation with
archacology had begun at the age
of 15, in 1898, when he applied a

pickax and spade to a spot near his
summer palace where it was said
that there were ancient burials.
He did indeed find an Iron Age
tomb and a few objects. From
then on his delight in digging
never waned, and in 1926 he
founded the Swedish Archaeolog-
ical Institute in Rome. Over his
lifetime he participated in more
than 30 different excavations.
After he was told of the
Etruscan sites by an official of his
court, topographer Eric Wetter,
the king raised funds for the proj-
ect. Every October, for 15 sea-
sons until his death at 92 in 1973,
he moved into on-site quarters,
often with his wife, Queen
Louise, and his grandchildren,
including Margrethe, the future
queen of Denmark. During his
stay he used the alias “the count
of Gripsholm.” Subordinating
himself to the excavation leaders,
he brought his experience and
technical skills to bear on the
painstaking daily operations.

In a valley thick with ancient tombs, the
bespectacled King Gustav VI Adolf,
seated at the head of the table, hosts an
open-air luncheon (left)ynear San Giove-
nale. Among his guests ave luminaries
of Etruscan studies, invited to exchange
views with the Swedish and Italian ex-
perts on the team. In the background,
the entrance to a tomb is visible.




Shirt sleeves volled up, the king probes occupation
levels of a seventh- to sixth-century village at San Giove-
nale (above). His granddaughter, Princess Margrethe

of Denmark (above, right), stands in a chamber tomb
bolding artifacts found there. At lower right, the king
sketches a floor plan of an Etruscan house uncovered

in San Giovenale. His 1963 drawing, shown below, is
annotated in Swedish.
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vive, many of the great towns they connected are today virtually im-
possible to excavate. These settlements lie sealed below layer upon
laver of some 2,000 vears of active urban life, with its endless pro-
gression of demolition and rebuilding; the areas are often still inhab-
ited. But in the 1950s, Italian archacologists, through an extraordi-
nary conjunction of luck, dedication, and a bit of double-dealing,
learned the whereabouts of a vanished but still eminently accessible
Etruscan city, ripe for rediscovery and excavation.

To some cynics within the world of classical archaeology, the
lost Etruscan city of Spina, a great trading port on the Adnatic Sea,
was nothing but a myth, a northern Italian version of fabled Atlantis.
But the Italian archacologist Nereo Alfieri suspected that the lagoons
at the silted-up mouth of the river Po hid much more—traces of a
metropolis that from the sixth to the third century BC served as a
cosmopolitan meeting place for Etruscans, Greeks, and traders from
northern Italy, the East, and other locations.

In Roman times, silt cut Spina off from the sea. The bustling
port, with its canals, quays, warechouses, markets, and great public
spaces, declined into a sleepy village of the Po Delta and then appar-
ently disappeared altogether. In the 1920s, an eel fisherman from

nearby Comacchio—itselt a once-thriving maritime
B city strangled by the silt—pulled from the muddy
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A man and his oxen are depicted plow-
ing in this fourth-century-BC bronze vo-
tive offering from Arezzso. Avchaeologists
once thought the work showed a simple
Sfarmer tending his fields, but they now be-
lieve it illustrates a priest digging a
sacred furrow to mark off the boundaries
for a new city, as legend says Romulus did
when founding Rome.




bottom an old bucchero pot that
antiquities dealers recognized as
Etruscan. In no time, more frag-
ments, including many beautiful 5
red-figured Greek pieces, began to o
turn up on the black market. '
Archaeologists soon found :
the reason for their sudden ap-
pearance. A government drainage .
project had lowered the water lev- 7
el of the surrounding marshes, re- ~
vealing the remains of a huge
Etruscan cemetery. Excavators
tound 1,250 tombs and a rich store
of grave goods, ranging from
golden earrings and Egyptian per-
tume bottles to Athenian vases.
Such a vast, well-furnished

necropolis could only have existed

to serve a large and prosperous oy
population. But to the frustration 33
of Alfieri, decades of excavation )
had failed to uncover any signs of X

< < < ) [ b . ﬂ ‘
a city. Year after year, he fruitlessly -
combed ancient manuscripts for Lo
clues to Spina’s location, dug test ;:‘

holes in the marsh that turned up e
nothing, and eagerly watched as x

Some 24 feet high, a fourth-century-BC more lagoons were drained. But when the waters disappeared, theyv r
Qs o prvives cmbriidedyin Roo left behind only a blank expanse of mud flat. 3
man masonry at Volterva. Gates like this, e _ . R

with its three distinctive bt badly eroded Then, in 1953, Etruscan artfacts reappeared on the black mar-

protruding heads, probably representing ket. A lagoon lying a few miles to the south, the Valle Pega, had been ;

gods, ave often seen in the reliefs on Etvus-

! drained enough for treasure hunters to find their quarry. Working in
can cremation urns from the area. € : <

eel boats at night, they probed the muck with steel-tipped poles and
dug wherever they struck something hard. Archaeologists later found
tombs the looters missed, including one containing the skeleton of a
woman buried with a gold brooch and a necklace of Baltic amber. But
Spina itselt remained elusive untl the spring of 1956, when the Valle
Pega, finally drained completely, sprouted a cover of new plant life.
Aerial photographs revealed the pattern of something lying




beneath it: a grid of canals, including one central waterway some 60
feet wide, and rectangular blocks that seemed to mark the sites of
scores of vanished buildings. To Alfieri, the colored shapes could be
nothing other than the remains of the metropolis of Spina.

Exploring the sandy soil between the canals, the archaeologist
found wooden piles resembling those that support the floating city
of Venice and, among the props, fragments of pottery that proved
the antiquity of the site: Experts concurred that they dated no later
than the fifth century BC. “All my doubts dissolved,” declared Al-
fierl. Spina had risen from its watery grave.

Archaceologists later found enormous amounts of Greek pot-
tery, including many pieces from Athens and the colonies in south-
ern Italy, along with jewelry and bronzes crafted in Etruria, faience
trom the East, and more amber. The artifacts attest to the consider-
able volume of commerce from which Spina once drew its vigor. In
fact, so much Athenian pottery has been recovered that scholars have
been able to use it to track the output and creative progress of spe-
cific artists—masters and pupils alike—in fifth-century-BC Greece.

Excavations conducted at nearby Marzabotto, a city on the
Reno River about 12 miles southwest of Bologna, have yielded sim-
tlar insights into the influence of the Greek grid layout on Etruscan
town planning. A main thoroughtfare almost 50 feet wide ran from
north to south and was intersected by three avenues that were
aligned east and west. Narrower streets were laid parallel to the
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Eel fishermen such as the ones in this 1930
photograph discovered the buvial grounds
of the lost Etruscan city of Spina in 1922,
when the water level of mavshes of the Po
Delta dropped and they hauled up boards
of bucchero pots. More than 1,000 tombs
and hundveds of sarcophagi, including the
one at right, weve to emerge from the mud
during the 1930s excavations.



north-south axis, forming a grid of
rectangular city blocks reminiscent
of the ones found in the Greek
cities of the Aegean and their
colonies in southern Italy.
Archacologists excavating
within the blocks at Marzabotto
were able to discover the founda-
tions of buildings. Though plans
varied, many featured a broad pas-
sageway that led from the street to
a central courtyard, around which
were arranged a series of rooms.
Water was either fetched from a
well sunk in the courtyard or

transported from a cistern located
on a nearby hillside via round terra-cotta pipes, some of which were
recovered among the foundations. Drainage ditches along the streets
carried off waste.

Commercial buildings apparently were not segregated from
residences. In fact, some structures scemed to have been designed so
that their owners could work and sleep under the same root. Identi-
fied as metal workshops because of the stone weights, tools, and slag
they contained, several structures along the north-south axis had
what appeared to be business rooms on the street side and private
quarters around the courtvard.

Judging from such remains, scholars have concluded that the
people of Marzabotto, like those of Spina, were merchants rather
than warriors. Indeed, a low acropolis that overlooks Marzabotto to
the northwest had only a handful of religious structures on its top,
and no ramparts or battlements, and scholars have commented on
the scarcity of weaponry among the finds excavated from Spina. Its
residents may have considered their canals, thick with ships, as sutfi-
cient defense against invasion from the sea. But when danger did ar-
rive, probably in the form of an invading army of Gauls, sweeping
westward over northern Italy, it came by land, and the peaccable
traders were taken by surprise.

The military subjects illustrated in the tombs suggest that
Etruscans did have some kind of warrior caste or soldierlv tradition.
Roman tradition even holds that they were the first Italians to fight
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in the tight-knit battle formation known as the phalanx. But little is
known for sure of the wars they waged, and there 1s no convincing
archaeological evidence of the way they organized their fighting
forces. Rather, scholars can only base assumptions on scattered arti-
facts discovered in tombs, including one that came to light by acci-
dent in 1823, when Carlo Avvolta, the chief magistrate of Tarquinia
and a longtime amateur Etruscologist, was supervising a road-repair
project within his territory.

Needing some stones for the enterprise, Avvolta had his
workers dig into a rocky mound at the roadside. In no time, they
came upon masonry, which Avvolta followed until he recognized the
center of the ceiling of an Etruscan burial chamber. After a hole was
made, he peered in and saw what for him was the find of a lifetime:
a golden crown shining out of the darkness. A closer look revealed
that the diadem rested upon a stone table opposite a man clad in full
armor, stretched out upon a bed also hewn from rock. Nearby lay
traces of charred bones, the remnants of some sacrificial offering, and
a set of weapons—a lance, eight javelins, round shields of bronze, a
double-edge sword with a cross-shaped hilt.

But as Avvolta contemplated this extraordinary discovery,
something strange and terrible took place. “The body,” he reported,
“became agitated with a sort of trembling, heaving motion (which
lasted a tew minutes) and then quickly disappeared, dissolved by con-
tact with the air.”

Unfortunately for future scholars, the warrior’s surviving
grave goods soon vanished as well. Some Avvolta himself gave away,
others were sold to collectors who mixed them with items from oth-
er tombs, thereby masking their provenance, and an unknown quan-
tity were stolen when a passing thunderstorm forced Avvolta and his
colleagues to stop excavating. When they returned to work, the arti-
facts were gone. The crown that had initially caught Avvolta’s eve was
luckily spared. But made of heavily corroded bronze covered with
thin gold plate, it crumbled away while being transported to Rome.

As a result, Avvolta’s vision of military pomp and grandeur re-
mains one piece of a large puzzle: No literature survives to record
Etruria’s way of waging war. Foreign commentators on the Etruscan
character make no mention of soldierly virtues or the lust for battle.
Yer the greatest threat to the Etruscan civilization, the likely cause
of its disappearance, was the inexorable rise .| X
and forceful expansion of neighboring Rome.




HOUSES OF THE OTHER WORLD

he Etruscans not only enjoyed life to its fullest,
but for most of their history, they envisioned a
rich afterlife for themselves as well. Accordingly,
they created lavish tombs modeled on their homes, of-
ten complete with household effects—including beds,
chairs, footstools, and of course, food and drink.
Their concern for creating living space for the spirit
appeared first in Villanovan-period cinerary urns. As
containers for the ashes of the deceased, they were lov-
ingly produced in the form of everyday shelters. The
ninth-century-BC ceramic urn shown above, although
less than 14 inches tall, is embellished with a wealth of
architectural details: Interlocking wooden beams hold
down the thatched roof, a small hole beneath the eaves
lets out smoke, the door opens and closes, and lively
geometrical patterns decorate the circular walls. Such
urns were buried in well-like graves, along with house-
hold goods or prized possessions the dead might need.
The modest hut urns foreshadowed the develop-
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ment of the great chamber tombs that dominated Etr-

uscan cemeteries after the Villanovan period. For peo-
ple who could afford them, these tombs increasingly
came to resemble the dwellings of the aristocracy. Their
bodies were now interred, rather than cremated, and
this freed architects from the constraints of miniatur-
ization, enabling them to create elaborate interiors.
Life-size ceramic or stone sarcophagi, lovingly shaped
in the likenesses of the occupants, were laid in the
tombs, with items the dead would need for house-
keeping displayed nearby.

In areas where cremation continued as a custom, to
become popular once again toward the end of the Etr-
uscan era, cinerary urns—often complete with portraits
of those whose ashes they held—were placed in the

chamber tombs. Fittingly, the Etruscans’ homes for the

dead have outlasted their more ephemeral shelters for:

.. 0 . . P s
the living by millennia and may remain for thousands:

[

of years to come:.

o’




Although the Etruscans left al-
most no written records of their
beliefs concerning death, the
care with which they construct-
ed their tombs lets visitors see
how they lived—and how much
they expected to enjoy the next
life. In addition to the paintings
on the walls of many of the
tombs, the furnishings reveal
some of the comforts to which
well-to-do Etruscans had be-
come accustomed.

The structure of the chamber
tombs probably is a reproduc-
tion of the floor plans of the aris-
tocratic houses of the day. In one
popular arrangement, a long,
sloping passage called a dromos
leads down into the tomb and is
flanked by two small rooms. Just
beyond these lies a wide main
chamber, frequently containing
several funerary beds positioned
against the walls. At the rear,
doors, and sometimes windows,

open onto three small, parallel
rooms that hold additional beds.
An entire family would typical-
ly share these accommodations,
resting peacefully together, as
they did in life.

In Cerveteri’s Tomb of the Shields and
Chairs (below), carved from tufa, a
soft volcanic rock, jambs and lintels
Srame the doorways, shields hang from
the walls, and curved armchaivs come
complete with footstools.
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In the Tomb of the Alcove at Cerveteri
(above), a married couple’s burial
couch is sheltered in a raised niche
flanked by twin fluted columns, just
as their bed may have been in life.

The square, massive pillars appear
separate from the ceiling but are

in fact joined to it, having been cut
Srom the surrounding tufa.

Delicately carved capitals like this one
atop a faceted column lend their name
to Cerveteri’s Tomb of the Capitals.
The funeral couches hug the walls un-
der a ceiling cut to imitate beams and
planking. Here, too, the entire space
has been hollowed out of the tufa.
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Intimacy and equality between
husband and wife constitute one
of the most extraordinary facets
of Etruscan society. The open
display of emotion between part-
ners, which shocked Greek and
Roman writers enough for them
to have written about it at some
length, is celebrated and com-
memorated in the artful images
of loving couples that deco-
rate numerous sarcophagi and
cinerary urns.

Etruscan artists often em-
braced stylistic influences from

DEATH

NOT

over the sea. For example, the
two life-size sarcophagi shown
here both display strong Greck
clements in the treatment of
bodies and faces but are of dif-
ferent periods, one carly, one
late. However, cach artist has
molded the foreign style to suit
the Etruscan taste, reveling in
moments of marital affection
and intimacy that are rarely
depicted in Greek art.

DIVIDED

As though conversiug with guests, a
sixth-ceutury-BC husband aud wife
(below) are shown reclining on a baun-
quet couch. Even theiv feet couvey their
relaxed mood, his shocless, bevs clad iu
Sfashiouable slippers (inset). The couple’s
upturuaed palms imay once have held
food o1, in the maun’s case, a patera, or
saucer into which priests or visitors
wmiglt have ponred libations of wine.




draped lightly by a

bodies
sheet, their gazes locked for all eternity.
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TOMBS OF THE TWILIGHT YEARS

The somber atmosphere of the
later tombs seems not just to re-
flect the sorrowful passing of in-
dividual lives but to anticipate
the decline of Etruscan life itself
as Rome gained ascendancy over
Etruria. The Romans saw death
not as a continuation of a light-
hearted existence, filled with
banquets and other pleasures,
but as a terrifying journey by
boat to the underworld, guided
by the grim ferryman Charon.

The Etruscans called him Char-
un and gave him a mighty ham-
mer, then added their own de-
mon, Tuchulcha, equipped with
a vulture’s beak and serpents, as
his fearsome assistant.

Especially in northern Etruria,
where cremation persisted, many
tombs became repositories for
urns containing the ashes of
entire generations of families.
Though some tombs continued
to be constructed in the form of
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houses, others were void of ar-
chitectural embellishment and
homey details. No longer friend-
ly abodes of joy and celebration,
thev had become frightening
places inhabited by demons as
well as the dead.

Rows of cinerary urns, originally 53
in all, line the walls of the Inghirami
tomb (below), unearthed near Volterra
in 1861. Since then, the Florence Ar-
cheological Museum moved the tomb
and rebuilt it in the muscumn gardeis.




&

Members of the Volumnii family lic in
this magnificent tomb near Perugin
that ve-creates the grandeur of their
aristocratic homes. The atrium, with its
ridged roof and decorative veliefs in-
cluding a shield and swords, leads to oth-
er chambers wheve generations of the
Jamily, dating from the second and first
centuries BC, were laid to vest in urns
that often bove portraits of the dead.

Kuowu as I Veechi, or The Old Follks,
the first-century-BC urn below realis-
tically portrays an older couplc. Their
cxpressions are sad, scemingly in recog-
nition of life’s passage. Some scholars
bave anothcr intcrpretation of the
picce, however: They suggest that the
woman is a female demon, come to
lead the man to the other world.







Produced in the sixth
century BC and
heavily influenced by
Tonian models, this
life-size terra-cotta
figure of Apollo, or
Aplu to the Etrus-
cans, once adorned
the rooftop of a temple
at Veii. It is thought
to be the work of
Vulea, the only Etrus-
can artist whose
name has come down
to modern times.

THE DARKER SIDE
OF A PROUD
PEOPLE

he stairway, seven broad steps
attached to a huge burial mound at the foot of the hilltop city ot Cor-
tona, would have sent a shiver up any worshiper’s spine. On either
side of the stairway are two sculpted stone blocks, each depicting a
sphinx clasping a kneeling warrior in its claws. Each man is burying
a knife in his attacker’s side, and each warrior’s head is all but en-
gulfed in a monster’s mouth. Locked, literally and symbolically, in a
struggle between life and death, the figures are a reminder, if any
mortal ever needs reminding, that there is no escaping fate, that every
human effort to elude the grasp of death is doomed.

For Paola Zamarchi Grassi and her fellow archaeologists, who
began work at the site in the late 1980s, these macabre sculptures, in-
triguing echoes of a motif often encountered in the distant lands of
the Middle East, were less interesting overall than the steps they
framed and the platform the steps led up to. Earlier explorers had al-
ready established that a funerary complex comprising the adjacent tu-
mulus and two others stood west of the city. The discoverer of the
tamed Francois Vase (pages 56-57), the Italian Etruscologist Alessan-
dro Frangois, had excavated one of these in 1842 and been rewarded
tor his eftorts with the discovery of an Etruscan burial chamber. In-
side lay a funeral bed, hewn from volcanic rock, adorned with a re-
liet of eight grief-stricken women. Nearly a century later, in 1928, the
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Italian archaeologist Antonio Minto opened part of a second tumu-
lus across a stream and about 300 yards from the one excavated by
Grassi and found the final resting places of Etruscan aristocrats.

Only Grassi’s, however, included a platform and steps. Be-
cause they did not reach the top of the mound, and because they
showed little signs of wear, she and her colleagues surmised that they
must have played a ritual role, not a practical one. Indeed, a similar
raised platform with stairs discovered at the Greek city of Miletus, on
the coast of present-day Turkey, was dedicated to the god Poseidon
and is known to have served as a gathering place and an altar. Con-
sidering the extensive contacts the Etruscans had with Greeks from
Asia Minor at the time, in the sixth century BC, Grassi figured that
the stairs she had unearthed probably had a comparable function:
They led up to an open-air altar at which Cortona’s residents paid
homage to their exalted dead and perhaps performed some rite meant
to assist the passing of the eternal soul from the corruptible body.

Grassi’s discovery is valuable because the Etruscans were known in
ancient times to be an especially devout people. Like the Greeks and
Romans, they regarded the sacred and the secular as one and the will
of the gods as paramount. But whereas the Greeks used logic as a
stepstool to set themselves on a more equal footing with their gods,
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After using pumps to drain water from
the sodden site, avchaeologists weve ve-
warded when they found these vemarvkably
well presevved steps leading up to an open-
air altar. Constructed duving the sixth
century BC at Cortona, the altar, some 16
feet wide, was most likely used duving cult
cevemonies and funeval processions.




Unique in Etruscan funevary avt, this
much-eroded stone sculpturve of a warrior
battling a sphinx is one of two such carv-
ings that decorvate the altar at Cortona.
The sphinx—perhaps representing a de-
mon of death—ygrasps the kneeling war-
rior in her huge paws, while the warrior,
wearing a pleated tunic, buries his dagger
in her flank.

and the Romans devised a body of laws to help them master the un-
known forces around them, the Etruscans reserved center stage ex-
clusively for the gods and took their places humbly in the wings.
There they listened to, but never plaved an active role in, their capri-
cious deities’ performances, which they understood to be mono-
logues, not dialogues.

“There is this difference between us Romans and Etruscans,”
observed Nero’s tutor, the philosopher Seneca, in the first century
AD. “We believe that lightning is caused by clouds colliding, where-
as they believe that clouds collide in order to create lightning. Since
they attribute everything to the gods, they are led to believe, not that
events have a meaning because they have happened, but that they
happen in order to express a meaning.”

If to the rational Seneca such phenomena were nothing more
than natural, to the Etruscans they were nothing less than signs from
the gods. Deciphering those signs was the key to understanding the
will of the gods, and thus divinaton—that s, the interpretation of

lightning bolts, the passing by of flocks of birds, and
other events, as well as the reading of livers and oth-
er internal organs—Ilay at the heart of the Etruscan
religion. Out of their observaton of the world
around them, the Etruscans created a quasi-science
whose tenets, they believed, could be used to predict
the future.

According to the first-century-BC Roman
statesman and author Cicero, one of several writers
to tell the tale, the science was inspired by Tages, a
mysterious child who looked like an old man. Said
to be the grandson of the god Jupiter, he sprang
from a freshly plowed furrow in Tarquinia. Amazed,
the plowman gave a great cry, and soon “the whole
of Etruria assembled at the spot,” including a man
named Tarchon, the city-state’s legendary founder.
He asked Tages a series of questions. Answering
with wisdom that belied his vouth, the boy ex-
pounded on the mysteries of life and divulged the
secrets of divination while the Etruscans listened ea-
gerly and wrote down all that was said. Then, as
suddenly as he appeared, the bov-seer vanished.

Along with the truths revealed by other
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prophets, including a nymph named Vegoia who is said to have
shared “the decisions of Jupiter and of Justice” with the lucumo of
Clusium, Tages’s message became the foundation for a tradition that
lasted for centuries. No one can say for sure what the Etruscans called
their doctrine, which was recorded in a number of sacred books long
since disappeared. But the Romans’ Latin label for it was the disci- '
plina etrusca, or the Etruscan science. It consisted of three broad cat-
cgories of texts: the Libri haruspicini, a guide to divination using an-
imal entrails; the Libri fulgurales, containing the rubrics for
interpreting lightning; and the Libri rituales, which dealt with the
formalities of rituals by which cities were founded, temples and altars
consecrated, and armies organized. To these were often added the
Libri acherontici, which described the pathways the dead followed
in the afterlife, and the Libri fatales, which explained destiny as the
Etruscans understood it.
Some scholars think the Etruscans may have originally con-
ceived of a single, supreme deity that revealed itself through sev-
eral manifestations. Later, under the influence of Greek litera-
ture and art, these aspects were given their own identities and
human forms, while a number of Greek gods were also intro-
duced. As a result, the Etruscan pantheon was soon crowded with a
collection of Greek divinities, Etruscan deities identified with Greek
gods, and a panoply of obscure, indigenous supernatural beings.
Etruscologists know the names of many of these deities. The
names appear in inscriptions on surviving Etruscan monuments and
on the backs of engraved mirrors bearing mythological scenes, as well
as in such fragmentary texts as the so-called Capua tile, an inscribed
terra-cotta roofing piece dating to the fifth century BC, and the Za-
greb mummy book (page 25). But they are best presented on the so-
called Liver of Piacenza (page 127), an inscribed, life-size model of a

Clutching a thunderbolt, the stylized,
fifth-eentury-BC bronze figure at left rep-
resents the Etruscan sky god Tinia. Like
the Greck Zeus, Tinia was a powerful de-
ity, with lightuing interpreted as a celes-
tial warning from him. The goddess Men-
erva—similarly rendered in exaggerated
fashion in the bronze at right—was wor-
shiped in saunetuaries throughout Etruria.
Though usually dressed in warrior garb,
as here, she was a fertility deity associated
with procreation and ehildbirth.
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sheep’s liver that around 100 BC or earlier may have been used to
train the chosen few who read the entrails of sacrificed animals to dis-
cern the will of the gods.

A farmer unearthed the bronze object near the northern city
of Piacenza, south of Milan, in 1877 Unaware of the object’s great
value to Etruscologists, he at first tossed it under a tree but later re-
trieved it and sold it for a pittance to his parish priest, thus starting a
long odyssey from conversation piece to museum piece: The priest,
who planned to keep the artifact only as a curiosity, changed his mind
and sold it at a sizable profit after the liver had the unintended effect
of rousing the interest of a landowner with a fondness for antiquities.

Neither the new owner nor any of the collectors and anti-
quarians to whom he showed it recognized the bronze liver for what
it was. Indeed, by the time the object finally found its way into the
local museum in Piacenza in 1894, only one expert, al-
b legedly an authority on things Etruscan, had come close
to identifying it as a liver. Not until 1905, some 28 years af-
ter it had been harvested from a furrow, did a German scholar make
the connection between it and a real sheep’s liver.

The outer ring of the model was divided by engraved lines into
16 rectangular compartments inscribed with the names of various
gods. The names of additional deities were etched into 24 inner com-
partments. Although some of these gods are unique to Etruria, oth-
ers have their parallels in the Greek and Roman pantheons. Tin, or
Tinia, for example, the most important Etruscan god, has his
counterpart in the Greek Zeus and the Roman Jupiter; similarly,
Uni can be compared to Hera and Juno, Turan to Aphrodite and
Venus, and Menerva to Athena and Minerva.

That the deities’ names appear on a liver, and not some
other part of the body, is of dramatic importance. To the Etrus-

cans, the liver was not just a vital organ, but the seat of life and
the regulator of emotions. It was, moreover, a microcosm that
mirrored the macrocosm of the heavens. Indeed, most of the
deities inscribed on the liver correspond to gods that—ac-
cording to Martianus Capella, a writer and lawyer born in
Carthage in the fifth century AD, and other Latin scholars—
governed sectors of the Etruscan heavens.

Capella wrote that the Etruscans envisioned the dome
of the sky as a sacred space, what the Romans would later
call a templum. They partitioned the heavens according to
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the precise rules of their science: First the sky
was quartered by two straight lines that
touched the cardinal points of the compass
and crossed overhead at right angles. Then it
was subdivided into a total of 16 celestial re-
gions, each the domain of a particular god,
that bade well or ill depending upon their lo-
cation. The east, for instance, the direction of
the morning sun, was considered tavorable,
whereas the west was unfavorable.

Space and time were similarly organ-
ized in the Etruscan sphere of things, and the
life expectancies of people, nations, and even
the universe were considered preordained and
immutable. The universe, for example, was al-
lotted a life span of 12 chiliads, or roughly
12,000 years, while Etruria merited 10 saecula,
or ages—periods of unequal length that ar-
chaeologists reckon began in the 11th or 10th
century BC and were measured in the lifetimes
of those persons who survived the longest
from one saeculum to the next. According to
the Libri rituales, the useful period of any
man’s life was limited to a maximum ot 84
years, after which he was no longer capable of
receiving messages from the gods and was thus
out of sync with the divine order.

Like many a modern religion, that of the Etruscans was a revealed re-
ligion, a faith governed by elaborate rituals and shepherded by a pow-
erful priesthood drawn from the ranks of the aristocracy. The most
important members of this roval priesthood were those the Etrus-
cans called netsvis and trutnvt frontac, but who are known today by
their Latin names: haruspices and fulguriatores. The tormer divined
the will of the gods in the entrails of sacrificed animals, especially the
livers of sheep, while the latter observed thunder and lightning and,
according to Cicero and Pliny the Elder, could summon lightning
with the right combination of praver and ritual. Other soothsayers,
called avispices, made predictions based on the flights of birds.
Ostensibly, the jobs of these priests were made easy by the
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Vel Saties, a nobleman from the fourth
century BC, looks toward the heavens as
his slave, Arnza, prepaves to velease a
small bivd in this detail from the
Francois Tomb at Vulci that housed
Saties’s remains. The Etruscans—and
the Romans after themm—believed that by
studying the flight of birds they could
divine the future.



Etruscan propensity for carving templa into ritual
spaces. Thus, in theory, the fulguriator had only to
note from which of the 16 sectors of the sky a bolt
of lightning had come, match the sector to its
god, and then decide whether the sign augured
good or ill. In practice, however, the task was
~ made difficult by the fact that something as sim-
L ﬁ ple as the date, the color or shape of a lightning
¥ L5¥ bolt, its trajectory, or its point of impact could al-

1@ ter its meaning. Similar guidelines governed the ob-
2/ - servation of birds in flight, so the attending avispex
carefully noted such variables as the kind ot birds,
'~ their number, and their position in the sky in relation
to the resident gods.

The craft of the haruspex was as demanding and
as arcane. He read the livers of only healthy sheep, and
then only if they oftered no resistance while being led to
¥ slaughter. In the carly days of the religion, the priest cut out
¥ the organ and simply examined its size and color. But later,
&84 his craft and that of the fulguriator apparently ran together, as
the inscriptions on the Liver of Piacenza indicate, and he read
¢ the liver by comparing it with the heavens—that is, the harus-

pex matched any bump or irregularity in a particular part of the
organ with the corresponding sector of the sky and then inter-
* preted it as a sign from the god dwelling there.
If'in an age of computer-generated projections the notion of
reading a sheep’s blood-warm liver for divine messages seems noth-
ing short of bizarre, it was anything but to the fatalistic Etruscans—
or, for that matter, to many ancient civilizations. Soothsayers in the
Middle East, for instance, and especially in Mesopotamia, read both
livers and lightning, as did the Greeks and Romans.

It was in Etruria, however, that these practices assumed what
has been called national characteristics. “When the Etruscans had to
make a big decision,” as Dutch scholar L. Bouke van der Meer put
it, “the liver told them go or no go.” Indeed, such was the reputa-
tion of the liver as an oracle that as early as 304 BC, Roman aristo-
crats sent their sons to Etruria to study divination, an art considered
useful to generals. By the first century BC the Romans had taken to
calling the arts of divination, regardless of how the divining was per-
formed or who was doing it, by the single Latin word haruspicina.

Found at a sixth-century-BC tomb in
Cerveteri, this flat, 14-inch-long bronze is
a model of the curved, three-dimensional
staff, or lituus, that was cavvied by mem-
bers of the powerful Etruscan priesthood as
a symbol of theiv authovity. The use of

the lituus as a distinctive mavk of prestige
eventually spread to Rome.
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Like priests of many a time and place, the Etruscan haruspex
was outfitted with his own ritual paraphernalia, including a wide knife
that was used in the slaughter of sheep and is shown on a bronze stat-
uette slung from the shoulder of a priest. A large sacrificial ax, de-
picted on the reverse of some Etruscan coins, apparently also num-
bered among the trappings of the priesthood.

Other artifacts reveal that the haruspex went to work dressed
for the occasion or, more accurately, given the nature ot his occupa-
tion, dressed for the kill. Statuettes and images on coins, gravestones,
and the backs of bronze mirrors show him wearing his trademark
pilens, a tall, conical hat fashioned from the skin of a sacrificed ani-
mal. A leather chin strap prevented the hat from toppling off its own-
er’s head in midritual—a bad omen in any haruspex’s book. A tunic
and a fringed cape, the latter sometimes made from the skin of a sac-
rificed animal and fastened with a large brooch, usually completed
the priest’s ritual garb. Some soothsayers are also shown brandishing
a lituws, the curved stick that was a haruspex’s symbol of authority.

Even though the Roman statesman Cato was to remark in the
second century BC that it was beyond him how one soothsayer man-
aged to keep a straight face when he met one of his peers, many of
his countrymen consulted the Etruscan priests. Even Roman patri-
cians, always of two minds on the value of divination—disdainful of
mere superstition, yet fearful of the consequences of ignoring the
gods and conscious of the eftect on the army—looked to the harus-
pices for guidance when they found themselves confronted by extra-
ordinary events. The government, too, sought the advice of the
priests, as the emperor Claudius I reminded the Roman Senate in AD
47 “It often happened,” the Roman historian Tacitus quoted him as
saying, “that when the State fell upon evil days, the Etruscan sooth-
sayers were summoned to Rome and ceremonies were revived and
thereafter faithfully observed.”

Claudius, who was married to an Etruscan woman and wrote
a history of Etruria, was hoping to convince the Senate that the study
of haruspicina—what he called “the most ancient discipline in
[taly”—should be nurtured and that its long-term survival should be
ensurcd by founding a college of 60 officially sanctioned haruspices.

It was owing to such measures that the science outlasted the
Etruscan culture and that its practitioners continued to footnote the
pages of history for centuries. Earlier, in 44 BC, when an Etruscan
haruspex named Spurinna warned a skeptical Julius Caesar to beware
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The Etvruscan soothsayer’s, or haruspex’s,
ritual garb—seen in the second- or third-
century-BC, stylized bronze votive figure
at left—included a distinctive conical cap
and a fibula to fasten bis cloak, since he
was not allowed to use knots or strings.
One of the haruspex’s most important
duties was to read entvails to determine
the will of the gods. The five-inch-long
bronze model of a sheep’s liver below,
usually dated to about 100 BC and known
as the Liver of Piacenza, may once have
been used to train novice haruspices in the
art of divination.

the ides of March, the soothsaver also informed him that it would do
no good, since his tate had already been irrevocably decreed by the
gods. A later emperor, Julian the Apostate, took no chances. When
he set out to conquer Asia in the fourth century AD, he brought
along a full complement of haruspices. Later still, as Alaric and his fel-
low Visigoths bore down on Rome in AD 408, Pope Innocent I was
said to have enlisted the aid of the haruspices, who ottered to pray
down a volley of lightning. Whether the soothsayers’ pravers fell on
deat cars or whether the pope’s faith in such pagan pursuits was
something less than wholehearted is impossible to know. What is cer-
tain is that Rome was sacked and left for dead by the Visigoths, whose
raid did much to hasten the decline of the empire.

In the centuries preceding the birth of the Roman Empire, one of
Rome’s proudest monuments was the Temple of Jupiter on the city’s
Capitoline Hill. Although dedicated in 509 BC to the Roman gods
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Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva, the wood and terra-cotta temple was
wholly an Etruscan undertaking. Conceived of by the first Etruscan
king of Rome, Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, laid out according to the
principles of the Etruscan science, constructed by Etruscan laborers
and artisans, and built to an Etruscan design—though one adapted
from the Greek—it was the largest known Etruscan temple ever
erected and perhaps one of the biggest of its time in the classical
world. Some of its impressive stone foundation s visible today. Ac-
cording to the Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the struc-
ture was 168 feet wide and 192 teet deep and once measured 104 feet
from the base of its massive podium to the tip ot its gabled roof.

The temple represented the culmination of a long evolution
in design. The earliest Etruscan places of worship were simple open-
air sanctuaries, raised stone platforms where the gods were invoked
and their will divined. Ruins of such structures survive at Cortona,
on the acropolis overlooking Marzabotto, and at Viterbo, about 40
miles northwest of Rome. A small model, purportedly of an open
sanctuary and probably a votive offering, has been found at Chiusi,
ancient Clusium.

Sometime in the sixth century BC, however, as the Etruscan
gods assumed human forms and as those forms were fashioned into
divine images, the roofed temple came into being as a place to shel-
ter them. The remains of a one-room sanctuary unearthed at Veii,
the southernmost Etruscan city, 10 miles north of Rome, and nu-
merous terra-cotta models found in tombs indicate that these tem-
ples initially consisted of a single chamber, or ce//a. But soon a more
elaborate floor plan evolved, and the Etruscan temple assumed the
classic form that the Roman architect and engineer Vitruvius was to
describe in the first century BC: a box, slightly longer than it was
wide, that was divided into halves. A portico, typically consisting of
eight columns, stood in front, backed either by three cellae or by a
single cella and two open wings.

The Etruscan temple at the height of its development bore
more than passing resemblance to its Greek counterpart. The Capi-
toline temple, for instance, took inspiration for its great size from
Greek models in the eastern Mediterranean. And vet there were no-
table ditferences: Most important, after the beginning of the sixth
century BC, the Greeks started constructing their temples out of
stone, while the Etruscans continued to use wood for everything but
the foundations.
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IS IT REAL?

To the uninitiated, the sarcoph-
agus below may look Etruscan.
In fact, it is a fake produced by
two Italian brothers, restorers of
Etruscan works. They modeled
the piece in the 1860s, then
smashed it and buried the frag-
ments in the ground to age
them. Dug up, the pieces were
sold to an Italian antiques dealer
who in turn sold them to the
British Museum. One year later a
scholar paid the reassembled sar-
cophagus faint praise, writing:
“The style of these figures is ar-
chaic, the treatment throughout
very naturalistic in which a curi-
ous striving after truth in an-
atomical details gives animation
to the group, in spite of extreme
ungainliness of form, and un-
graceful composition.” Could
he have been doubting the

HOW EVEN TWO GREAT
MUSEUMS COULDN’T SPOT THE FAKES

monument’s authenticity? He
added, “The inscription is very
similar to that of a gold fibula
found at Chiusi, but its interpre-
tation 1s not yet determined.”
Though one of the brothers
was to admit to having had a
hand in the work while the other
denied it—and the inscription in-
deed proved borrowed—the mu-
seum remained convinced of its
purchase’s authenticity and kept
the sarcophagus on display for
60 years. Finally, mounting
evidence, including the
observation that the woman
seemed to be dressed in

- B

19th-century underwear, led to
its banishment.

The British Museum was not
the only institution to be so
duped. New York’s Metropolitan
Museum of Art bought an over-
size warrior and placed the figure
at the center of its Etruscan col-
lection, where it attracted much
attention. The statue turned out
to have been made in Italy all
right—but in the early 1900s.
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In addition, Greek temples, typically possessing colonnades
on all four sides, could be approached from any aspect; Etruscan tem-
ples were designed to be entered from one direction only, an archi-
tectural convention that dominates many modern classical buildings
in cities throughout the world. Laid out according to the dictates of
the soothsayers, they frequently faced south and always opened onto
an outdoor sanctuary from which priests wanting to get an accurate
reading of lightning or birds in flight could take in a wide sweep of
open sky. Though Greek temples often had outdoor cult spaces and
altars, they had no such adjoining augural area, and their main en-
trances, like that at the east end of the Parthenon in Athens, usually
faced the rising sun.

Etruscan temples were also distinguished by their ornamen-
tation, an architectural flourish they shared with Greek temples,
though for different reasons. Greek decorative elements—cornices,
friezes, and others—were frequently also crucial parts of the overall
structure; the Parthenon’s roof, for example, could not be built un-
til the richly carved architrave that ringed the temple had been set in
place to support it. On Etruscan temples, the brightly painted terra-
cotta friezes, the fancifully molded antefixes along the eaves, and the
revetment plaques on the ends of beams amounted to little more
than what one scholar has called “exuberant, wildly colorful after-
thoughts.” Rather than serving an essential structural function, these
elements’ purpose was to cover and protect the exposed parts of
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A metal frame vises above the vuins

of the main temple at Veii to suggest the
height and proporvtions of the original
building. Reproduced ornaments line

the edge of the roof, and a model of a stat-
ue of Apollo sits atop the gable. Rather
than re-create the structuve, the avchaeolo-
gists wanted visitors to be able to see the
surviving stones unimpeded, hence the ar-
chitect’s use of thin, cavefully placed metal
rods, airily disposed.




Called by some the most beautiful Etrus-
can statue ever to have been found, the
stunning terra-cotta figure of Apollo
emerges from the soil in this photo taken
at the moment of its discovery at Veii on
May 19, 1916. As archaeologist Giulio
Giglioli uncoverved the head and shoulders,
he was so overcome with emotion that he
leaned down and kissed the statue.

the wooden superstructure, though they also dressed up the exteri-
ors of the temples.

As a turther embellishment, the Etruscans often placed life-
size terra-cotta statues, called acroteria, on bases mounted above the
slope of a temple’s pediments and along the ridge of its roof. These
statues were sometimes arranged in settings that depicted religious or
symbolic scenes drawn from mythology. Such was the case at one of
the most ancient and venerated of all Etruscan temples, the Por-
tonaccio, at Veii.

Here, in 1916, archacologists combing the temple grounds
unearthed a group of statues dating to the sixth century BC that had
been carefully buried along the edge of a later Roman road. The stat-
ues have as their theme the god Apollo, who was worshiped by both
Etruscans and Greeks. Indeed, archacologists have turned up some
100 votive statuettes of the deity that suggest the main temple may
have been dedicated to him and Hercules.
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One of the terra cottas depicts Apollo as a child: Cradled in
the arms of his mother, Latona, he prepares to kill Python, the enor-
mous serpent that, according to myth, hid in the caves of Mount Par-
nassus and was the terror of the people. Another shows the god (page
118) about to grapple with Hercules for control of the deer sacred
both to Apollo and to his sister, Diana, the goddess of the moon. Yet
another figure, only a fragment of which survives, wears the winged
helmet of Mercury. The statues were made at a workshop in Veii by
a number of sculptors, perhaps including Vulca, the only Etruscan
artist whose name has been recorded.

The ruins of the Portonaccio complex lie just west of Veii,
midway between the plateau on which the city sat and the deep val-
ley of the nearby Piordo River, and include the foundations of the
temple, an outdoor altar, and a sacred pool, all enclosed by a trian-
gular wall. The temple, possessing a portico in front and three cellae
in back, was built around 510 BC, possibly on the ruins of an earlier
temple. Damaged in the siege that brought Veii under Roman con-
trol early in the fourth century BC, it was leveled sometime later.

The pool, made of blocks of volcanic tufa plastered with clay
and almost perfectly preserved, lies just north of the temple at the
site’s west end. Once fed by runoft from the mountainside that was
channeled through a tunnel, the pool was probably used not for heal-
ing, as carlier scholars had thought, but for purification or initiation
rites associated with Apollo’s role as an oracle.

An outdoor sanctuary at the east end of the enclosure was also
built with tufa blocks and featured a raised, rectangular altar and a pit
where sacrifices were performed; the carbonized remains of these sac-
rifices were still evident at the time of the sanctuary’s discovery. Near-
by once stood a small structure filled with inscribed votive offerings
dedicated to the goddess Minerva. Among them, excavators recov-
ered statuettes of breasts and uteri, of women holding or feeding
children, and of married couples, leading archaeologists to conclude
that the worshipers who left them revered the divinity as the protec-
tor of procreation, birth, and childhood.

A new study of the site and its artifacts has led to a reassess-
ment of the main temple’s floor plan and to a fresh reconstruction of
the temple itself (page 130). Today, visitors can more easily imagine
the building as it must have looked in its hevday, thanks to a scaf-
foldlike superstructure of thin iron rods that has been erected on the
original foundation and adorned with models of the acroteria. The
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Swaddled tightly and wearing an amulet,
or bulla, around his neck, this fourth-
century-BC votive figure of a baby was
uncovered at Veii. Aristocratic Etruscan
parvents proudly bestowed such ornaments
as the bulla upon theiv children as symbols
of their patrician class.




Hundreds of terra-cotta vepresentations of
wombs, left as votive gifts in the second
century BC, fill an altar chamber at a
temple site in Vulci dedicated to Uni, an
Etruscan goddess associated with fertility
and often identified with the Roman
mother goddess, Juno. Body parts werve pop-
ular offerings to the gods who monitored
human health. To keep up with the de-
mand for these itents, terra-cotta ears,
hands, and feet were mass produced in
Etruria by means of stamps and molds.

f

new reconstruction assumes the shape ot a square temple—not al-
most square, as Vitruvius had dictated—whose sides are each 60 feet
long. (A previous reconstruction, completed around 1940, was based
on what has since proved to be faulty archaeological evidence and re-
sulted in a foundation that adhered strictly, it incorrectly, to Vitru-
vian proportions and specifications.)

A large quantity of painted terra-cotta fragments have been
found at the site, and from these, scholars have been able to deduce
the height of the original temple and its ornamentation. The most
recent archaeological evidence also indicates that the original portico
had only two columns, rather than the eight that were attributed to

the “ideal” Etruscan temple. True to that Vitruvian ideal, however,

= ' this portico was backed by three
cellae, an observation confirmed
by the discovery of two kinds of
clay paneling that would have
been used on the door jambs—
one on the jambs of the central
cella and another, slightly smaller
version on the jambs of the two
side chambers.

The Portonaccio temple
was surpassed in size and rivaled in
splendor by a pair of temples at the
port city of Pyrgi, the foundations
of which were unearthed in 1957
in the course of the same dig that
brought the Pyrgi plaques to light.
Like the temple at Veii, the Pyrgi
structures, designated Temple A
and Temple B in their order of ex-
cavation, were embellished with
painted terra-cotta tacing and dec-
orations, and their rooflines were
studded with acroteria.

Temple A, the larger of the
two, was constructed between 480
and 470 BC, and its floor plan
matches that of the Vitruvian ar
chetype: three cellae and a colon-
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The foundations of the Pyrgi temples, lnid
in the fifth century BC, were first un-
earthed in the 1950s, when deep plowing
along the Tyrrhenian coastline revealed
bits of tiles and terva cottn. Archaeologists
intervened and excavated the site, produc-
ing the ground plan at right.
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This terra-cotta velief once decovated the
pediment of Temple A at Pyrgi. It shows a
protagonist of a Greek myth, Tydeus,
(foreground) devouring the brain of bis
vival, Melanippus, while Athena (far left)
approaches and Zeus (center) raises his
arm to fight. Scholars painstakingly ve-
assembled the wovk from surviving fiag-
ments found on site.

naded portico. The superstructure—built, like all Etruscan struc-
tures, of wood and untired brick atop a stone podium—has not sur-
vived. But fragments of a large painted terra-cotta relief were tound
near one of the walls. Obviously handmade, not molded, it still bears
the imprints of its artist’s fingers, while its figures—approximately
two-thirds life size—depict a scene from a famous Theban legend.
Because of its theme and because it probably adorned the temple’s
pediment, a characteristic of Greek temples not found in similar
Etruscan structures, the reliet provides strong evidence of Greek in-
fluence in the Pyrgi area.

Further evidence is apparent in the architecture of Temple B,
which dates to around 500 BC. Like the typical Greek temple, it fea-
tures a single cella surrounded on all four sides by columns. It is this
temple that, according to the Pyrgi plaques, the Etruscan king The-
farie Velianas dedicated to a Phoenician goddess. Indeed, Temple B’s
association with the deity has sparked speculation among some schol-
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TOMBS AND ROBBERS: THE VASE THAT
PRODUCED AN ART-WORLD SCANDAL

The plunder of Etruria, begun
under the Romans and accelerat-
ed in the 1700s with the onset of
Etruscomania, continues to the
present. Indeed, archaeologists
estimate that some 85 percent of
-truscan tombs have been plun-
dered over the centuries, despite
numerous official attempts to
stem the thievery, including one

widely ignored law against the

looting of ancient sites passed by

the Romans themselves.

Among the more accom-
plished of modern-day thieves
are the peasant farmers who, like
the man above concealing his
identity behind an Etruscan
plaque, moonlight as tombaroli,
or tomb robbers.

As it happened, their finger-
prints were all over one of the
more sensational “finds” of re-
cent years. At the center of the
ensuing scandal was the Metro-
politan Museum of Art’s direc-
tor, Thomas Hoving, who late in
1971 received word that an
American antiquities dealer in
Rome had just accepted a con-
signment with a “startling piece”
that could be made available to
the museum. This piece, which
Hoving would later describe in a
book about his career as the
most “perfect work of art” he
had ever encountered, was a ca-
lyx krater, an enormous Greek
vase crafted around 510 BC (op-
posite, below). Purportedly, it was
owned by an Armenian coin
dealer living in Beirut, who had
inherited it unrestored, in pieces.

As director of the Metropoli-
tan, Hoving was aware of the pit-
falls of acquiring ancient art in an
age when so much of'it is smug-
gled onto the marketplace. Yet,
given the chance to acquire what
he called “the finest Greek vase
there is,” he authorized only the
most cursory examination of the
krater’s pedigree in the months
of negotiations that preceded the
vase’s purchase by the Metropol-
itan for one million dollars.

The New York Times began
to question the provenance of
the piece and deduced that the
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Under the cover of darvkness and with '
the aid of a flashlight, tomb robbers
using an angur get veady to locate the
entrance to an Etruscan tomb. Offi-
cials say thieves like these have been
rvesponsible for the theft of some 130 art
treasuves every day.

Restored, the Euphronios Vase—named
after the famed sixth-century-BC artist
who painted and signed it—is decovated
with mythological scenes velating to

the death of the Homeric hero Savpedon.
Created by the equally famed potter
Euxitheos, the vase stands move than 18
inches high. Its deep bow! would have
held six ov seven gallons of wine.

vase, rather than being—as the
owner had claimed—in his fami-
ly’s hands since 1920, had actually
been stolen in 1971 from a tomb > ﬁ’ XA
in Cerveteri by tombaroli. i ¥ e RO e Ve d %),
Theoretically, Italian law, —_—
which gives the state the right to
everything antique recovered
from Italian soil and imposes
heavy fines on violators, should
have kept the vase inside Italy.
Theoretically, too, it would be
more difficult today for a foreign
museum to acquire Etruscan
artifacts through so-called indi-
rect means, thanks to stiffer
penalties and stronger enforce-
ment in the field. Nevertheless,
for the tombaroli and their cager
clients, life still goes on—and
the vase sits handsomely restored
in the Metropolitan.




ars that the Pyrgi sanctuary, and specifically a long, motel-like row of
adjoining cells located to one side of Temple B, may have been the
venue for ritual prostitution, a practice engaged in by the Greeks and
Phoenicians that may have been intended as a way for worshipers to
achieve communion with the divine. Archaeologists have uncovered
inscriptions suggesting that the custom was followed at only one oth-
er site in Etruria: the port city Graviscae.

Thc evolution of Etruria’s reli-
gion and culture was reflected
in its art as much as its architecture, and nowhere were those changes
more evident than in the underground tombs. Some of these, in ad-
dition to housing the remains of the dead and the necessary accou-
terments for the good life in the hereafter (pages 109-117), also tunc-
tioned as art galleries, their walls adorned with colorful paintings
whose stvle and content offer archaeologists a remarkably vivid
glimpse of the Etruscans’ way of life—and their way of death.

The paintings cover the period from the seventh to the first
centuries BC and document the Etruscans’ changing attitudes to-
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A restorer studies the snake-wielding Blue
Demon, from the late-fifth- or early-
fourth-century-BC tomb of the same name
in Tarquinia. Though menacing in ap-
pearance, the Etruscan demons, both male
and female, are not believed to have been
seen as punishers of the dead, but as fear-
Sful companions to the dead on their jour-
ney to the underworld. They often guard
the entrance to the tomb, perhaps to pre-
vent the living from entering the home of
the deceased.




ward death and the afterlife. Until the end of the fifth century BC,
of course, tomb paintings are generally celebratory, imbued with a
joze de vivre that the Etruscans obviously believed would endure in
the next world. But beginning in the fourth century BC, the artistic
style and the mood of the paintings changed.

On the one hand, the murals show a greater mastery of tech-
nique on the part of their artists. Color, shading, and highlighting
are used more effectively, and an understanding of perspective lends
the works more depth and realism. But the paintings are somber,
even sinister, and an air of foreboding has replaced the joy evident
carlier. Moreover, death is portrayed not as a sumptuous and never-
ending banquet, but as a mournful journey to a bleak netherworld
bedeviled by demons and ghoulish deities. Charun, who as the Greek
Charon was believed to ferry souls across the River Styx, is a fixture
in these paintings, as are such thoroughly Etruscan creations as the
winged, Fury-like Vanth and the monstrous Tuchulcha.

Color and detail add to the oppressive gloom of the paintings.
The resident demons (/eft) are invariably a hideous shade of blue or
green, and Charun, in particular, has the unmistakable blue-gray hue
of decaying tlesh. Symbolic of the role he was believed to play in dis-
patching those marked for death, he is often shown mallet
in hand. Vanth, for her part, often carries a torch and sometimes
bears an inscribed scroll, while the frighttul Tuchulcha has the face of
a vulture, the ears of a donkey, and a mass of writhing, open-jawed
snakes for hair.

The tension between the old conception of the afterlife and
the new is captured most tellingly on two adjoining walls in the Tomb
of the Blue Demons, a rock-cut chamber discovered in 1986 under a
modern highway in Tarquinia. On one wall, guests on couches enjoy
food and drink and listen to the trill of a pipe at a traditional Etrus-
can banquet. On another are the demons that gave the tomb its
name: One, painted blue, holds a coiled snake in each hand; anoth-
er, black-winged and the very incarnation of evil, lunges forward, his
teeth bared, his lips dripping blood. To their left are other figures,
including that of a boy and a woman newly arrived in the land of
the dead, having just disembarked from a reddish boat piloted by a
paddle-wielding Charun.

The paintings owe their discovery to the construction of a
new water main in 1985. Archaeological soundings along the pro-
posed path of the pipeline revealed the entrances to 29 tombs, one
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of which was intriguing enough to warrant the use of the photo-
graphic probe invented in the late 1950s by Carlo Lerici. The ensu-
ing excavations revealed that robbers had made off with the tomb’s
treasures and left behind little but the rock-fast wall paintings. Pre-
liminary studies have since dated the tomb to a time in the late fifth
or early fourth century BC, giving its mural the distinction of being
the oldest such “demon” painting uncovered so far and the only one
to show Charun in his traditional role as the ferryman of souls rather
than as his mallet-bearing alter ego.

Scholars speculate that the new somber view of the afterlife re-
flects the influence of the Greek art of southern Italy, where scenes of
the underworld were popular. The change in tomb art may also ex-
press the fears and anxieties that no doubt accompanied the centuries-
long disintegration of Etruscan civilization. The downfall began at the
end of the golden age of the city-states. Then, in the early part of the
sixth century BC, the Etruscans were at the height of their power and
even Rome was the domain of Etruscan kings. In fact, as Tarquinius
Superbus, the ruler of Rome since 535 BC, busied himself with the
construction of the Temple of Jupiter, he could hardly have imagined
that his reign would mark the end of the ' i
Tarquin dynasty, which had been estab-
lished less than a century earlier by Lucius
Tarquinius Priscus. But fanned by roval ar-
rogance, revolution blew in the wind, and in
509 BC, Superbus was expelled and the Ro-
man Republic established.

The republic’s uneasy birth was at-
tended by increasing tension between
Etruscans and Greeks, who were wreaking
havoc with the trade that was so vital to the
economic well-being of the Etruscan cites.
Naval forces from the city of Caere success-
fully thwarted Greek attempts to colonize
the island of Corsica early in the century,
but in 524 BC, Caeretans and Etruscans
from other city-states fought the Greeks
again, this time with different results. An-
cient accounts of the battle tell of an army
of half a mullion Etruscans falling before
a far smaller army of Greeks outside the

PAINTINGS
TINGED
WITH BLOOD

In 1857 the Italian archaeologist
Alessandro Frangois and his
colleagues entered a fourth-
century-BC Etruscan tomb
they had just excavated in Vulci,
Italy. Fascinated, they watched
in the flickering torchlight as
the walls, one by one, came into
view. Adorning them were
three sets of paintings, most of
them well preserved and all
carefully labeled.

One group consisted of
mythological scenes, fairly vio-
lent in content. Of these, the
largest illustrated an episode in
the epic of the Trojan War, the
Iliad, in which the Greek hero
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Achilles sacrifices Trojan prison-
ers on the tomb of his friend
Patroclus (detail, below). An-
other set showed sixth-century-
BC warriors of Vulci defeating
Roman soldiers. The third in-
cluded the earliest known full-
length portrait done in Europe,
of Vel Saties, the tomb’s occu-
pant, wearing a decorated man-
tle signaling his triumph in
battle, probably against the Ro-
mans. The recurrence of the
victory theme, in three different
eras, points out the Etruscans’
cyclical view of history.

In the segment reproduced
here, Achilles is about to slit a
prisoner’s throat, attended by
Patroclus’s ghost (7ight);
Vanth, a winged, female angel
of death (/eft); and the demon
Charun (center), who lifts his
hammer, perhaps to administer
the coup de griice.

This scene of slaughter with
its religious overtones has been
studied by American classicist
Larissa Bonfante. She thinks the
painting may reflect the Etrus-
can custom of sacrificing hu-
mans to honor the dead. Such
bloodletting is known to have
occurred as late as 356 BC,
when, for example, the Etrus-
cans offered up 307 captured
Roman soldiers. The wall paint-
ing may have been commis-
sioned in conjunction with just
such a ritual killing—or in its
stead. Whatever the case, sacri-
fice was to be perpetuated, says
Bonfante, in the Etruscan-
influenced Roman practice of
gladiatorial games commemo-
rating victories.

Greek colony of Cumae, south of Rome near Naples. Then, in 510
BC, another Greek colony, Croton, overran its neighbor—and
Etruscan trading partner—Sybaris.

The Crotonian victory gave the Greeks control of the ship-
ping lanes that passed through the Straits of Messina separating the
toe of Italy from Sicily. Even more important, it set the stage for an-
other, more decisive, encounter between Etruscans and Greeks from
Syracuse, who had recently dealt a crushing blow to the Etruscans’
ally, the Carthaginians. The collision came in 474 BC on the waters
of the Tyrrhenian Sea off the coast of Cumae, and its outcome can
be read in an inscription on a bronze Etruscan helmet unearthed in
Greece in 1817 “Hiero, son of Deinomenes, and the Syracusans [ded-
icate| to Zeus the Etruscan spoils won at Cumae.” The Etruscans’
long-held links to the sea were severed.

The archaeological and historical evidence points to a down-
turn in the Etruscan economy in the wake of the Greek victory at
Cumae and the subsequent expansion of Greek trade that came at
the expense of the chastened Etruscans. Fewer luxury goods were
imported during the fifth century BC, for example, and the quality
of domestically produced bronzes and ceramics steadily declined.
Few large-scale monuments were built, too, and no new public
buildings. Even the dead had to make do with less, and some with
nothing at all. Of those aristocrats lucky enough to find a final home
in the great necropolises of Caere, Tarquinia, and Orvieto, most, to
judge from the cheaper offerings and furnishings, were much more
modestly outfitted for the afterlife than might otherwise have been
expected; the less lucky never made it to the cemeteries at all. Indeed,
archaeologists investigating the cemeteries have discovered that there
were fewer burials in them than in earlier times.

Among the living, all that belt tightening only widened the
gap between the haves and have-nots and in a few instances touched
oft social unrest at home. It also left the city-states of Etruria ill-
prepared for the growing threat at their borders. Indeed, the peoples
of the Samnite hills—ancient enemies of Rome who lived in central
Italy, in what is today the region of Abruzzi—took advantage of the
situation to force a wedge between the Etruscan heartland and its
southern colonies in Campania. At the same time a youthful Rome
was testing its strength by pouncing on allies of Veii, the Etruscan
city closest to it, beginning with Fidenae in 426 BC. Then, two
decades afterward, the Romans began a siege of Veii itself that would
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bridge the end of the fifth century BC and the start of the fourth.

For most of the decade-long campaign, which tradition has
likened to the Homeric siege of Troy, Veii’s clifftop location and
nearly impregnable city walls stood it in good stead. In the end, ac-
cording to Livy, “she fell by a stratagem and not by assault,” as the
frustrated Romans finally recognized the futlity of a frontal attack
and instead tunneled under the city. Livy’s testimony notwithstand-
ing, no trace of such a shaft has been found, although it is possible
that the Romans simply slithered into the city through the existing
system of water channels. The surprise was total. Livy describes the
scene as Veil was overrun: “A fearful din arose: yells of triumph,
shrieks of terror, wailing of women, and the pititul crying of children;
in an instant of time the defenders were flung from the walls and the
town gates opened; Roman troops came pouring through.”

By the time Veii’s enemies finally sheathed their swords in 396
BC, the city had been sacked, statues of its gods had been removed,
its inhabitants slaughtered or hauled oft into slavery, its territory an-
nexed by its conquerors. Tragically, the other Etruscan cities had
looked away as one of their own was gnawed off and swallowed by
Rome, little suspecting, apparently, that they too could share Veii’s
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A man battles his enemies with a plow
on this tevva-cotta urn from Chiusi.
Similar scenes weve commonly produced
during the second century BC, a time of
protracted social upheaval in the former
Etruscan city-states.




dismal fate. The victorious Romans, however, would not go entirely
unbloodied—but not at the hands of the Etruscans.

By some accounts, on the very day that Vei fell, the Gauls,
who had for some time been infiltrating the Po Valley, pushed south-
ward, overrunning Bologna and Marzabotto. Flush with victory,
they crossed the Apennines around 390 BC and attacked Clusium.
There, according to Livy, the locals were confronted by “strange men
in thousands at the gates, men the likes of whom the townstolk had
never seen, outlandish warriors armed with strange weapons, who
were already rumored to have scattered the Etruscan legions on both
sides of the Po.”

Although the people of Clusium certainly had their hands full,
they actually faced only part of the Gallic force. The main body of
the invaders made an end run and swept down on Rome. There,
those Romans who could leave did so, including the priests and the
vestal virgins, the maidens who kept watch over the sacred eternal fire
of Vesta, the Roman goddess of the hearth. They took up an ofter of
asylum from the Etruscan city of Caere. The rest watched as the
Gauls entered and torched everything but the capitol. Then, having
come, seen, and conquered, the invaders accepted the tribute they
were oftered and left. For safeguarding the priests and vestal virgins,
the Romans rewarded the residents of Caere with honorary Roman
citizenship, then returned their attention to their budding confeder-
ation and to southern Etruria.

By the middle of the fourth century BC, several Etruscan
cities—including Caere and especially Tarquinia—decided to attack.
One by one, however, they were defeated, and one by one they be-
came the subjects of Rome. Not untl 311 BC did the remaining
Etruscan cities join forces to take on the Romans at Sutri, a settle-
ment near Tarquinia’s boundary with Roman territory; repulsed
once, they returned the following year and were soundly beaten. The
Etruscans tried again in 295 BC, this time in league with their old
enemies, the Gauls, as well as the Samnites, only to be decisively de-
feated at Sentinum, present-day Sassoferrato, roughly midway be-
tween Perugia and Ancona. According to the Greek historian Douris,
the battle cost 100,000 lives. A last stand took place in 283 BC, when
a coalition of Etruscans and Gauls was crushed near Lake Vadimo,
located between Lake Bolsena and the Tiber River.

The eftects of this struggle for power can be traced in an
Etruscan tomb, albeit in inscriptions on urns rather than in paintings
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on walls. The tomb, carved into a hillside near Perugia, was discov-
ered by accident in 1983 by a gardener who, in the course of prun-
ing the fruit trees in his orchard, literally fell into good fortune when
the ground gave way beneath him.

Archacologists arrived at the site the following day, and exca-
vations began immediately. Inside the perfectly preserved tomb, its
door slab stll in place, they found numerous artifacts, including 50
limestone urns containing the cremated remains of family members
who had lived from the third to the first centuries BC. Most inter-
esting to the researchers were the inscriptions in Etruscan on the
urns, the oldest of which bore the name Cai Cutu. But on later urns,
the first part of the name—a linguistic clue to the family’s status as
slaves—no longer appears; the Cutu family, it would appear, had won
their freedom. More momentous changes were to come, however,
and not just for the Cutu, but for their neighbors as well. Indeed, the
latest inscriptions bear a telltale sign of increasing Roman influence:
No longer in Etruscan, they are now written in Latin, and even the
name Cutu has been Latinized to Cutius.

What happened in Perugia would occur throughout Etruria.
By 280 BC, all of the Etruscan city-states had become subject-allies
of the Roman Republic. Though they were barred from carrying on
political relations with other states and their citizens now had to serve
in the Roman army, various cities still enjoyed a degree of autonomy,
and one of them, Volsinii, proved to be a thorn in the Romans’ side.
Four times during the fourth and third centuries BC it had warred
against Rome—the last battle was in 280 BC—and four times it had
humbly accepted a truce.

So in 265 BC, when the city’s ruling tamilies asked for help in
quelling an internal revolt, Rome saw a chance to settle old scores
once and for all. According to Johannes Zonoras, a 12th-century
Byzantine historian, Rome put down the revolt, then leveled the city,
thought to lie near Orvieto, and rebuilt it about nine miles to the
southwest, on the shores of Lake Bolsena—a more vulnerable loca-
tion where, presumably, the Volsiniians would think twice before dar-
Ing to cross swords with the Romans again.

French archacologists excavating near the modern town of
Bolsena in 1946 found the remains of an ancient city that they iden-
tified as the Roman Volsinii. In addition to two private houses, one
of which was owned by a man with the Latin name Laberius Gallus,
the researchers uncovered baths, a forum, an amphitheater, and a

144




theater. Yet the archaeologists also found traces of city
walls that were built of large squared blocks years before
the events described by Zonoras. Constructed sometime
in the fourth century BC, they enclosed the part of the
town that was later occupied by Roman Volsinii. This
find has led some scholars to argue that the Roman and
Etruscan towns shared city walls and that the removal of
the Etruscan Volsinii never took place, though no one
can say for sure.
What is certain is that after the Romans put down the revolt,
they took as booty 2,000 bronze statues. The pieces were carried to
the capital of the republic and worked into the decor of temples and
public buildings. A Roman consul wrote that one of the monuments
erected in Rome still bore the imprints of the feet and other traces
of the bronze statues that had once adorned it. Since the old Volsinii
had been the site of the sanctuary of the Etruscan god Voltumna, and
thus served as the annual meeting place for the lucumones of the 12
Etruscan city-states, the removal of the statues served to underscore
Rome’s supremacy. It also marked the beginning of the plunder of
Etruria, a process that became well established under the Romans,
accelerated in the 18th century, and continues unabated to this day.

With the fate of Etrunia tied to that of Rome, the Etruscans—fatal-
ists that they were—seemed willing to bow to the inevitable. Faced
with one last Gallic incursion south of the Apennines late in the
third century BC, they sided with the Romans in dealing the invaders
a decisive defeat. Likewise, during the Second Punic War, which
Rome fought against the Carthaginians from 218 to 201 BC, they re-
mained unswervingly loyal to their new masters, even though they
might have taken advantage of Rome’s preoccupation with the great

Known as the Orator because of his noble
stance, this bronze statue dating from
around 100 BC is the only lavge-scale, late
Etruscan statue that has suvvived intact,
Originally cast in seven pieces by the lost-
wax method, the piece strongly vesembles
Republican Roman statuary and could be
mistaken for a Roman piece. However,
scholays ave able to identify its ovigins
as Etruscan because the dedication, in-
scvibed along the hem, is in the Etvuscan
language, not Latin.
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general Hannibal to stage their own rebellion. Upholding their end
of the bargain, the Romans quickly and cruelly put down a revolt of
Etruscan slaves m 196 BC.

The years that followed, according to the Italian archaeologist
and historian Mario Torelli, are among the most obscure of all the
obscure periods in Etruscan history. Yet the temper of the age is clear:
one of economic hardship, especially in the south, followed in the
carly decades of the first century BC by what Torelli described as a
“time of terror and general social and ethnic upheaval, marked by a
serious breakdown of morale and psychological disorientation.”
Only under the rule of the triumvirate that succeeded Julius Caesar
after his assassination in 44 BC would a modicum ot economic and
social stability return to Italy.

Later, as the Roman Empire muscled its way onto the world
stage, many Etruscans must have felt that their unwavering belief in
a fixed number of saecula and in preordained life cycles was about to
be justified. But some scholars, including Torelli, see Etruscan fatal-
ism as a selt-tulfilling prophecy. “It was a collective suicide,” he con-
cluded. “Toward the end their priests would interpret such things as
insect swarms as signs that the ‘last Etruscan century’ had arrived. At
the end they just wanted to merge with the Roman world.”

Yet in merging with that world, the Etruscans bequeathed a
rich and living heritage to the Romans and, through them, to West-
ern civilization as a whole. In the centuries since, some have imag-
ined a mystery where none ever existed, wondering how a people
who had contributed so much to the koine—the common culture of
[taly that found its greatest expression in imperial Rome—could have
disappeared from the cultural map of Europe so abruptly. What had
become of the Etruscans, a people who had indeed filled the whole
length of Italy with the fame of her name?

The answer can be found in a life-size bronze statue known
as the Orator. Found near Cortona and dating to about 100 BC; it
was sculpted by an Etruscan artist, and it depicts an actual Etruscan,
one Aule Metele. His name is etched in Etruscan on the hem of his
toga. His tace, however, is a Roman face, his shoes Roman shoes, his
stance the stance of any Roman senator addressing his peers. The
Etruscans, he seems to say by his gesture and expression, had done
what good Etruscans had always done. In the end they had simply
accepted their fate; having found themselves in
Rome, they had learned to do as the Romans do.




A HOMEGROWN GLORY

cations and ramparts were being made at Arezzo,

there was found a bronze sculpture . . . the Chi-
mera.” Thus wrote the Florentine artist Giorgio Vasari
in his Lives of the Artists (right) about the emergence
from Tuscan soil of a fourth-century-BC masterpiece—
a four-foot-long, bronze mythological beast tradition-
ally rendered as a lion with a snake tail and a goat’s head
sprouting from its back (below). From the votive in-
scription on the right foreleg, the piece was recognized
as Etruscan and whisked away to the Florentine palace
of Cosimo de’ Medici, the grand duke of Tuscany, in
the heart of ancient Etruria. The exquisite artifacts sur-
facing from Etruscan tombs at this time fueled an
awareness and pride in these early Italians amid the gen-
eral Renaissance mania for the classical past. Cosimo’s
fascination helped initiate a process of rediscovery that
has shaped art, architecture, interior design, and pot-
tery right to the present day.

In our time, that is in 1554, when trenches, fortifi-
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INSPIRATION ROOTED IN T

Using tiny hammers and gold-
smith’s chisels, the brilliant and
mercurial artist Benvenuto Celli-
ni spent long evenings restoring
tuny Etruscan statuettes in the
grand duke’s inner chambers.
Cellini was only one of many
Renaissance  luminaries who
studied and were inspired by the
tomb paintings, sarcophagi,
bronze mirrors, and sculptures
of the Etruscans: Donatello, Mi-
| chelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci,
Brunelleschi, Alberti, Masaccio,
Vasari, Sansovino, and Ghiberti
all contributed to the Etruscan
revival through their work and,
in doing so, they were to influ-
ence artists and architects for
centuries to come.
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While most Renaissance mortuary
sculpture places the pious dead flat on
their backs with folded, prayerful arms,
sculptor Andrea Sansovino’s 1509 tomb
of Cardinal Girolamo Basso della
Rovere in Rome (right) reflects the in-
[fluence of Etruscan sarcophagi. The ‘
painted fourth-century-BC, seven-foot- =S £ -,
long example from Tarquinia below is
typical, showing the occupant alive,
lounging on his side.
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A Floventine treasuve, Cellini’s famed
10"/:-foot-tall bronze Perseus may well
have been inspirved by the Etruscan
. Statuettes the artist was vestoving at
(  the time. The stance, nudity, sickle-
shaped swovd, and winged cap are
echoed at vight in a 350-BC bronze
Perseus and above in the Renaissance
dvawing of an Etruscan bronze mir-
ror depicting Odysseus threatening
to decapitate Circe.




Although few of Etruria’s struc-
tures survive, aspects of its bold
architecture do. With a smogth
column and rounded capital
(right), the Etruscan Doric col-
umn has become a builder’s sta-
ple, from villas in the Tuscan hills
to late-20th-century homes in
the United States. Distinct from
its fluted, Greek Doric sister, the
Tuscan order was originally de-
scribed by the Roman architect
Vitruvius. Of all the Renaissance
architects who drew upon Vetru-
vius’s treatise, Andrea Palladio,
in a vital reinterpretation of an-
tiquity, had the most profound
impact. Developing a graceful
style of his own, he made use of
this simple pillar in the elegantly
distinctive houses that bear the
name Palladian to this day.

The Etruscan column can be seen in
this sixth-century-BC tomb at Cer-

veteri with mock-timbered ceiling. The
ovder was sketched (below) by Giorgio




Tuscan columns grace the porch of
Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. An ar-
dent reader of Palladio’s four-volume
architectural treatise, Jefferson was the
first to design and build a Palladian
villa in America.

Acroteria—or statues borne by pedestals
on the corncrs and peak of a pedi-
mcnt—constitute another quintessen-
tially Etruscan temple feature used by
Palladio and scen heve 1n his 16th-
century Church of San Giorgio Mag-
giore in Venice.
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REINVENTING THE ARTS OF ETRUR

The 18th century ushered in the
era of the grand tour, when
members of European polite so-
ciety traipsed through the ruins
of ancient Greece and Italy, ad-
miring and collecting antiquities.
One such famed antiquarian was
Sir William Hamilton, who was

the Bridsh consul to the king-
dom of Naples during the latter
half of the 18th century. His col-
lection and 1766 catalog describ-
ing Etrurian vases proved a vital
stimulus to artistic tastes of the
day. Studied by designers, deco-
rators, and patrons alike, both

In this 1798 watercolor by an anony-
mous Neapolitan, Sir William Hamil-
ton (the tall figure at the far right) dis-
plays bis famed collection of Greek
vases to an appreciative audience of
travelers. Thowugh his first collection
made its way safely to the British Mu-
seum, the second was shipwrecked off
the coast of England in 1798—only
sherds remain of this lost glory.
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On the reverse side (right) of the Wedg-
wood vase above, a Latin inscription
veads, “The Arts of Etruvia Are Re-
born,” veflecting the false but wide-
spread belief that the Greek-style vases
Sound there were Etruscan. Wedgwood
also copied real Etruscan bucchero ware
as well as the almost foot-high, fourth-
century-BC bronze vase in the shape of

| a young man’s head seen at left.

In this 19th-century engraving, Wedg-
wood is scated in the throwing voom of
his ceramic factory in Staffordshire,
England. To commemorate the 1769
opening, he threw the first six vases
himself, copying the ved-figure designs
from vessels in Hamilton’s catalog, as
in the example secn below.
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A TASTE FOR ETI

“In short, I am antique Mad,”
confessed Robert Adam, anoth-
er “grand tourist” and young
English architect whose four-
year study of ancient Italian ruins
impelled him to create his own
distinctive decorative mode in
architecture, interior design, and
furniture. Known at first as “the
Etruscan style,” this early phase
of neoclassicism was an eclectic
and inventive amalgam of an-
cient Etruscan, Roman, Greek,
and Egyptian motifs. Its name
reflected the patriotic Italian
trend of attributing to the Etrus-
cans not only the Greek-style
vases, but also various Greek
achievements in architecture,
science, and philosophy.

1"

Ly _
;;;;H:l_t!'x'('iil“
o

’
W=




5

_,T&u— [Tt
-~

i

il

3
r

g1

I_."rF ‘.I ..\,. i

3

ST T’ 7
£ =y 1":.( ".'} J

_a

L]
Y

\ ,;bx.

ot
"y

S
N

e

5
o T T

T o

Ay

B v ot

-t -;"' I- UJ




THE OLD REINTERPRETED

In Italy, Etruscomania never

really died. “For Italians,” says : . . . :

artist Arnaldo Pomodoro, “the Pose o 09 ©. @ @ Wi
' Y o

e — e e SE—

Etruscans are in our roots.” 3
Sculptor Marino Marini added |
to that sentiment when he said,
“We live among the monuments
of the past. I, for instance, was
born in Tuscany, where the re-
discovery in the last 50 years of
Etruscan art has been some-
thing of great importance in
contemporary local life.” Not

surprisingly, the work of /
/4

LV«

Pomodoro, Marini, and fd

fellow artist Alberto Gia- g 4 SE
cometti is filled with al- 52X "

lusions to Etruscan tomb - g
paintings, sculpture, and
necropolises.

The design, tex-
ture, and colors of
Marini’s 1942 terra-
cotta Cavaliere (left)
echo the Etruscan wall
painting above from
the sixth-century-BC
Tomb of the Bulls at
Tarquinia. “I like go-
ing to the source of
things,” be wrote. “I am
interested in a civiliza-
tion at its beginning.”




& Etruscologists have vemarked on the
elongated proportions and uncanny re-

- G semblance between sculptor Alberto
e 1} Giacometti’s 1948, six-foot-tall bronze,
: - “Standing Woman” (left) and the
B third-century-BC, two-foot-tall Etrus-
R can bronze of a young boy (far left).
“9 Such expressiveness became a hallmark
of Giacometti’s work.
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Reminiscent of Etruscan necropolises,
Pomodoro’s 1974 cemetery design was
seen by the artist as “a crack in the
hillside, opening to the sky.” Urbino be-
came embroiled in a fierce community
debate over its paganism, and this
“neo-Etruscan” work was never built.
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ETRURIA’S INDELIBLE MARK ON HISTORY

Dwelling between the Arno and
Tiber Rivers in west central Italy
during the first millennium BC, the
Etruscans rose swiftly to prominence
in the ancient world, their mineral
wealth a magnet for eager traders
from other lands. Foremost among
these merchants were the Greeks,
who influenced the political, cultur-
al, and arustic direction of Etruria, a
loose confederation of independent
city-states. The Etruscans, in turn,
shaped others as they expanded their
territory north and south and estab-
lished a dynasty that ruled Rome for
a hundred vears.

Etruscan history 1s divided into a
proto-Etruscan era (the Villanovan,
named for the estate where its arti-
facts were first identified) and four
later periods—Orientalizing, Archa-
ic, Classical, and Hellenistic—based
on phases of Greek history. These
latter divisions are not strictly appro-
priate to the Etruscans but are gener-
ally used by scholars.

Etruria vanished almost as quick-
ly as it had appeared. The Romans,
once ruled by Etruscans, conquered
the Etruscan city-states one by one,
and by the beginning of the third
century BC what could be called an
independent Etruria no longer exist-
ed. Later, the Etruscans’ language
fell into disuse, and their written
works ceased to be copied. But a part
of Etruria survives, in the histories of
Greeks and Romans, in evocative
pieces of Etruscan artwork, and in
the lasting imprint the Etruscans left
on Western civilization.

VILLANOVAN
PERIOD
1000-700 BC

IMPASTO CINERARY URN

The Iron Age people of the Villanovan pe-
riod, the proto-Etruscans, lived in small
villages of wattle-and-daub huts, often
clustered on hills and other easily defensi-
ble positions. Regional differences existed,
but the culture was fairly homogeneous
and egalitarian in nature. Burials, for in-
stance, showed no great distinction based
on social rank or wealth. The dead were
usually cremated, their ashes placed in an
impasto (unrefined clay) or terra-cotta
urn—sometimes shaped as a hut (above)—
which was buried in a circular pit.

Change arrived early in the eighth cen-
tury BC. Greek traders from the Aegean
island of Euboea were drawn to the
western side of Italy by its vast mineral
wealth. The Euboeans founded a trading
colony, Pithecusae, on the Italian island of
Ischia. In the next few decades, so many
Greek colonies were established on the
coasts of southern Italy and Sicily that later
writers dubbed the area Magna Graecia
(Great Greece).

Trade from the east brought new ideas
as well as material wealth. A new aristocrat-
ic class arose. Crafts became specialized.
And the villages began to consolidate into
larger towns, which would become the
cities of Etruria.

ORIENTALIZING
PERIOD
700-600 BC

BUCCHERO PYXIS

Made rich by trade, the Etruscan cities
flourished in the seventh century. Despite
a shared culture and history, however,
they composed not a country but a loose
confederation of city-states, each ruled by
its own government. Their inhabitants
were master seafarers, who ruled the
Tyrrhenian Sea and protected Etruscan
shores and interests.

Etruscan minerals, so scarce elsewhere in
the Mediterranean, were traded for luxury
goods from Egypt, the Levant, Syria, Asia
Minor, and Greece. Local art assumed
Oriental, or Middle Eastern, motifs (many
borrowed from the Greeks), but skilled
Etruscan artisans were never mere imita-
tors. They developed a high-quality black
pottery called bucchero, for instance, and
used it to make objects traditionally done
in metal (above).

The Greeks brought the alphabet to Etru-
ria before 700 BC. By the end of the seventh
century, Etruscans had adopted Greek myth-
ology and were fortifying their citdes with
cut stone walls as the Greeks did. Aristocratic
banquetng, hunting, and ceremonial games
were based on Greek models as well.

Meanwhile, the Etruscans’ influence
began to spread south, near the Greek
colonies. In 616 BC, the Etruscan Lucius
Tarquinius Priscus became ruler of Rome.

ul




ARCHAIC
PERIOD
600-480 BC

TARQUINIA WALL PAINTING

The Etruscans reached their zenith in the
sixth century BC, expanding north across
the Apennines. The Etruscan rulers of the
Tarquin dynasty transformed Rome into an
urban center, building monumental struc-
tures, paving the Forum, and installing a
sewer system.

Etruscan art, often inspired by Greek
work, thrived, particularly in architecture,
sculpture, and painting. Colorful and lively
painted figures (above) filled the walls of
monumental tombs.

Outside the art world, the Etruscans and
Greeks battled for supremacy. Etruscans
allied themselves with the Carthaginians to
protect against the threat of Greek expan-
sion. When Greeks from Phocaea settled on
the island of Corsica, the allies were un-
doubtedly alarmed. Around 535 BC they
fought a fierce naval battle with the Pho-
caeans, who won a narrow victory. The
Phocaeans lost so many ships, however, that
they were forced to abandon the colony. A
decade later, a large Etruscan army near the
Greek colony of Cumae, in Campania, fell to
a much smaller Greek force.

In 509 BC the Tarquin dynasty came to
an end when the people of Rome threw
out Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, establish-
ing a republic and changing forever the
city-states’ relationship to Rome.

CLASSICAL
PERIOD
480-300 BC

TERRA-COTTA HORSES

Enemies threatened the Etruscans at every
turn. Near Cumae, in 474 BC, Etruscans
lost a sea battle to a Greek fleet from Syra-
cuse. An emboldened Syracusan fleet then
raided Etruscan sites on Elba and Corsica. In
the north, the Gauls continued to attack
Etruscans in the Po Valley, as they had since
the previous century. Rome and the city-
state of Veii began an intermittent conflict
around 485 that would not be resolved until
396 BC, when Veii fell. In Campania, a force
including Samnite tribes from central Italy
attacked the now-isolated Etruscan colonies,
capturing Capua in 423 BC.

Embattled on all sides, trade disrupted,
southern Etruscan cities experienced a reces-
sion. Artisanship declined. Fortunately, the
fourth century BC brought an economic
and artistic revival. Greek style again influ-
enced Etruscan art, as evidenced above by
classical horses from Tarquinia.

The battles, however, continued. The
Gauls moved south across the Apennines.
From 358 to 351 BC, Tarquinia fought
almost continuously with Rome, until the
Etruscans were forced to sue for peace.
Around 311 BC, the Etruscan city-states did
what they had rarely done before: They
united to fight an enemy. They laid siege to
a Roman settlement, Sutri, but had to flee
north when defeated.

HELLENISTIC
PERIOD
300-89 BC

BRONZE HEAD OF A BOY

Roman armies marched at will across Italy
by the third century BC. Still defiant, some
Etruscans united with the Samnites and
Umbrians of central Italy and the Gauls on
the other side of the Alps to challenge
Rome. The republic crushed the combined
army at Sentinum, in Umbria, in 295 BC.
A decade later, Etruscans and Gauls battled
Rome near Lake Vadimo, only to fall again
to Roman might. By 280 the Etruscan city-
states had become subject-allies of the Ro-
man Republic, even supporting Rome
when it waged war against the Carthagini-
ans and the Gauls at the end of the century.

Greek Hellenistic artistic styles, includ-
ing sculpture, could be found in Etruria
around 300 BC (above). In this period and
soon after, however, Etruscan art con-
verged with Roman.

The continual wars and economic hard-
ships created social problems, erupting in
Volsinii around 265 BC as a struggle be-
tween serfs and aristocrats. Rome razed the
city. The Romans also quickly suppressed
an Etruscan slave uprising in 196 BC. In 89
BC, Rome conferred citizenship on the
Etruscans, one of the final steps taken
toward their complete Romanization.
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Leopold 111: 56

Lerici, Carlo: 69; tomb probe tech-
niques, 66-70, 140

Levant: trade, 76, 158

Liver of Piacenza: 122-123, 125, 127

Livy: 11, 14, 18, 59, 60, 61, 90, 91, 95, 98,
142,143

Louise, Queen: 102

Lucretia: 91-93

Lucumo: 90

Luni sul Mignone: excavations at, 102

Lvdians: 30, 31, 32

M

Macaulay, Thomas Babington: 59, 62

Magna Graecia: 52, 158

Maremma: 15

Margherita Gardens: reconstructed
Villanovan period hut in, 30

Margrethe, Princess: 102, 103

Marini, Marino: sculpture by, 156

Marta River: 54

Martial: 100

Martianus Capella: 123

Mary Rose (warship): 46

Marzabotto: 128, 143; bronze cande-
labra found at, 82; excavations at,
106-107

Matunas family: 86; tomb of, 83-85, 87,
112-113

Medici, Cosimo de: 147

Melanippus: 135

Menerva (deity): 122; statue of, 123.
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See also Minerva

Metalwork: bronze belt plaque, 16;
bronze buckets (situlac), 52, 58;
bronze candelabra, 82; bronze flask,
8; bronze helmet, 33, 47; bronze
horse bit, 16; bronze incense burner,
94; bronze strainers, 95; bronze vase,
17, 152; bronze votive offerings, 104,
126; dentistry, 99; Etruscan skills in,
14, 51, 99; gold fibula, 53; gold gran-
ulation, 52-53; gold pendant, 52;
Greek influences, 55; Liver of Pia-
cenza, 127

Metropolitan Museum of Art (New
York): and Euphronios Vase, 136-
137; take statue acquired by, 129

Michelangelo: 148

Miletus: 120

Minerva (deity): 123, 128, 132. See also
Menerva

Minto, Antonio: excavations at Cor-
tona, 120

Morigi, Giovanni: restoration of Veruc-
chio site throne, 12-13

Murlo: 52, 71-81; terra-cotta plaque
found at, 58-59, 75

Music: double pipe, 41, 96; Etruscan
regard for, 14, 95-96; replication of
Etruscan musical scale, 47-48

Mussolini, Benito: 14

Mycenaeans: 32

N

National Museum (Zagreb): 23

New York Times, The: and the Euphro-
nios vase, 137

Nielson, Erik O.: excavations at Poggio
Civitate, 78, 80

Norchia: tombs at, 19

North Africa: trade, 76

O

Orator, the (statue): 145, 146

Orvicto: 61, 141; pottery produced at,
49 tomb at, 93

Oxford University: 47

P

Palladio, Andrea: 150, 151

Pallottino, Massimo: excavations at
Pyrgi, 25-26, 27-28

Percumsna, Vel: 86

Pernier, Luigi: 32

Perugia: 100, 117; tomb at, 143-144

Pherecrates: 17

Philistines: 32




Phillips, Kvle Meredith, Jr.: excavations
at Poggio Civitate, 71, 72, 74, 76, 78

Phocacans: 159

Phoenicians: 26, 55, 138; influences on
Ertruscans, 31; trade, 15, 34, 48, 50-51;
vases, 35

Piacenza: 123

Piano del Tesoro: 72

Piordo River: 132

Piranesi, Giovanni Battista: interior de-
sign book by, 155

Pithecusae: 34, 52, 158; shipwreck
krater found at, 35

Pliny the Elder: 60, 124

Poggio Civitate: decorative pieces
found at, 76, 77, 79; excavations at,
71-81; festival at, 61

Polybius: 100

Pomodoro, Arnaldo: 156; Etruscan-
stvle designs of, 157

Populonia: 15, 100: shrine tomb at, 65

Po River delta: 104, 106

Po River valley: 11, 61, 143, 159

Porsenna, Lars: 59-61

Porto Clementino: excavations at, 54-
55

Poseidon (deity): 120

Posidonius: 93, 98

Pottery: bucchero vases, 48, 49, 51, 56,
81,105, 153, 158; 18th-century Euro-
pean vogue for Etruscan vases, 20;
Etruscan kiln, 92; Etruscan skills in,
14, 51; Euphronios Vase, 136-137;
Frangois Vase, 56-57, 119; funerary
vessels, 32, 33; Greek, 55-56, 95, 105,
106, 152; proto-Etruscan, 33; varied
stvles of, 56-57; vases, 44, 152;
Wedgwood, 152, 153

Proto-Etruscan period. See Villanovan
period

Proto-Etruscans: 33

Pyrgi: temples at, 25-26, 133, 134, 135-
138

Pyrgi plaques: 25-26, 27, 133

R

Ramses 111: 32

Rasenna: 16

Rasna: 16

Regolini, Alessandro: 49

Regolini-Galassi Tomb: 49, 55; fibula
found in, 53; pendants found in, 50;
wooden cart and bronze funerary
couch found in, 51

Religion: demonology, 138; divination,
14, 95,121-123, 124-127; Etruscan
concern for, 14, 120-122; Etruscan
notion of afterlife, 37 42, 85, 109, 110,

116, 138-140; Greek deities, introduc-
tion of, 122; human sacrifice, 141;
open-air altars, 119-120; priesthood,
124-127; ritual books, 24, 122, 124;
ritual garb and paraphernalia, 125,
126, 127; ritual prostitution, 138;
rural sanctuaries, 101

Reno River: 106

Rhodes, Dennis: 63

Romans: 16, 31, 39, 116, 121; accounts
of Etruscans, 17, 18, 86, 88, 89-
93, 98; conquest of Etruscan cities,
132, 141-144; divination, 125, 126-
127; dress codes, 98; establishment
of republic, 91-93, 140, 159; Etrus-
can heritage subsumed by, 14, 22, 85,
108, 125, 141, 146; third triumvirate,
146

Rome: Etruscan dynasty in, 11, 48, 59-
60, 90-93, 140, 158, 159; sacked by
Gauls, 143; sacked by Visigoths, 127;
Temple of Jupiter, 48, 127-128, 140

Romulus: 104

Roselle: 100

Rosetta Stone: 24

Ruspi, Carlo: 88

S

Samnites: 141, 143, 159

Sandals: 97

San Giorgio Maggiore (church): 151

San Giovenale: excavations at, 102, 103

Sani, Sergio: 10

Sansovino, Andrea: sculpture by, 148

Santa Severa: tablets found at, 25, 26

Sardinia: Etruscan goods found on, 51;
Phoenician settlements in, 34

Sarpedon: 137

Saserna the Elder: 100, 101

Saserna the Younger: 100, 101

Saties, Vel: tomb portrait of, 124, 141

Scandinavians: 22

Scipio Africanus: 98

Sea Peoples: 32

Second Punic War: 145-146

Seneca: 121

Sentinum: Etruscan defeat at, 143, 159

Servius Tullius: 48, 90-91

Sicily: 15; Etruscan goods found on, 51;
Greek colonies in, 52

Situla people: 52

Sostratos: 55

Spina: 61, 62, 107; cemetery at, 105,
106; rediscovery of, 104-106; sar-
cophagus found at, 107

Spurinna: 14, 126-127

Steles: 29, 32, 64

Strabo: 48
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Straits of Messina: trade routes
through, 141

Styx: 139

Sutri: Etruscan defeats at, 143, 159

Swedish Archaeological Institute
(Rome ): 102

Sybaris: 52, 141

Syracuse: 25, 52, 141, 159

Syria: 31, 34, 35, 50, 55
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Tacitus: 60, 126

Tages: 121,122

Tanaquil: 90, 95

Taras: 52

Tarchon: 121

Tarquin dynasty: 11, 48, 59, 60, 90-93,
140, 158, 159

Tarquinia: 48, 54-55, 63, 90, 100, 121,
141, 143, 159; excavation of tombs at,
20, 65, 70; pit burial at, 32; tomb
paintings from, 37, 38, 39, 40-41, 42-
43, 62, 88-89, 93, 96, 100-101, 138,
139, 156, 159

Tarquinius Priscus, Lucius: 48, 90, 128,
140, 158

Tarquinius Superbus, Lucius: 48, 60,
90, 91, 140, 159

Tarquinius the Younger, Lucius. See
Tarquinius Superbus, Lucius

Temple of Jupiter (Rome): 48,127-128,
140

Thanchvil Tarnai: sarcophagus of, 115

Thefarie Velianas: 27, 135

Theopompus: reports of Etruscan im-
morality, 88-89

Thetis (deity): 57

Tiber River: 11, 48, 59, 143, 158

Tin (deity). See Tinia

Tinia (deity): 123; statue of, 122

Tolfa Hills: mineral resources in, 15

Tomb of Hunting and Fishing: wall
paintings from, 38, 96, 100-101

Tomb of the Alcove: 111

Tomb of the Augurs: wall painting
from, 39

Tomb of the Blue Demons: wall paint-
ings from, 138, 139

Tomb of the Bronze Statuette: 65

Tomb of the Bulls: wall painting from,
156

Tomb of the Capitals: 111

Tomb of the Leopards: wall paintings
from, 37, 41, 42-43

Tomb of the Olympiad: 70

Tomb of the Querciola: wall painting
trom, 89

Tomb of the Reliefs: 83-84, 85, 87; wall
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paintings from, 112-113

Tomb of the Shields: wall painting
from, 42

Tomb of the Shields and Chairs: 110

Tomb of the Triclinium: wall paintings
from, 40-41, 88-89, 93

Tomb of the Two-Horse Chariots: wall
painting from, 96-97

Tomb robbers: 70, 105, 136-137, 140

Torelli, Mario: 146; excavations at Por-
to Clementino: 54-55

Tour to the Sepulchres of Etruria in
1839: 62, 64

Tuchulcha (demon): 116, 139

Tullia: 90-91

Tuscania: field surveys conducted
near, 100; grave marker (cippus)
from, 64

Tusci: 16

Tydeus: 135

Tyrrhenian Sea: derivation of name,
16

Tyrrhenoi: 16

Tyrrhenus: 30, 31

U

Uftizi: 56, 150

Umbrians: 159

Uni (deity): 123, 133; sculpted head of,
29

University of Evansville: excavations
sponsored by, 78, 80

University of Florence: 47

University of Pisa: 19

University of Rome: 25
University of Vienna: 23

\Y

Vadimo, Lake: Etruscan defeat at, 143,

159
Zalle Pega: 105

Vallintine, Reg: excavation of the
Giglio wreck, 45, 46, 47

van der Meer, L. Bouke: 125

Vanth (demon): 139, 140, 141

Vasari, Giorgio: 147, 148; sketch by, 150

Vatican: Etruscan artifacts displaved by,
50

Vegoia: 122

Veii: Portonaccio temple complex, 130,
131-133; Roman siege of, 141-142,
159; statues found at, 131, 132; tem-
ples at, 119, 128; votive figure found
at, 132

Velia Seitithi: 42

Venice: 106, 151

Venus (deity): 123

Verucchio: bronze helmet found at, 10,
11; excavation of tombs at, 9-10;
fibula found at, 11; wooden throne
found at, 10, 12-13

Vesta (deity): 143

Vestal virgins: 143

Vetulonia: excavations at, 19

Villanovan period: bronze flask, 8; dat-
ing for, 33, 158; grave goods, 16; re-
constructed hut, 30

Virgil: 25

168

Visigoths: 127

Viterbo: 128; excavations at, 100-101;
vase found at, 23

Vitruvius: 128, 133, 150

Volsinii: 61, 144, 159; statues from, 145

Volterra: 6-7, 100, 116; Etruscan gate,
105; excavation of tombs at, 19-20;
mirror found at, 87

Voltumna (deity): 145; sanctuary of,
6l

Volumnii family: tomb of, 117

Vulca: 132; statue attributed to, 118

Vulci: excavation of cemetery at, 56;
pottery found at, 20, 48, 49; sculp-
ture found at, 28; tomb paintings
from, 124, 140, 141; votive offerings
found at, 133

W

Wedgwood, Josiah: 20, 152, 153, 155

Wetter, Eric: 102

William of Malmesbury: 18-19

Writing: Capua tile, 122; Etruscan al-
phabet, 22-23, 158; Etruscan devel-
opments, 14, 22, 36; inkstand, 23;
Phoenician, 26, 27; Pyrgi tablets, 26,
27; runes, 22; Zagreb mummy-wrap-
ping text, 23-24, 25,122

7

Zagreb mummy: 22-24, 25,122
Zeus (deity): 57,122,123, 135
Zonoras, Johannes: 144, 145
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