
INSIDE:

What About The Women?  2

Tomb Raiders 4

Etruscan Treasures in Tuscany 7 

Masterpieces Not to Miss in
Rome 8

routes. Colonization—and conflict—
became a catalyst for cultural change.

From this time of transition,
one group emerged with a
distinctive culture that would
persist for some 700 years—
the Etruscans. From the 8th
century BCE onward, many
Etruscan works of art seem to
answer the question: Who are
we, and how are we different
from them?

Are they really mysterious?
Countless books, courses, and
documentaries center around the
theme of the “mysterious Etruscans.”
Historians have fueled this concept of the
Etruscans as somehow difficult to
understand or interpret.

continued on page 2

In about 750 BCE, the people of
central Italy had a problem. 

To their south, ships carrying
strange soldiers, merchants,
and citizens were landing in
the peninsula’s port towns. It
was a time of expansion and
colonization across the
Mediterranean, especially for
the ancient Greeks who were
seeking apoikia—“homes
away.” The island of Sicily
and the southern Italian peninsula
seemed like the perfect spot.

With the arrival of these new colonists,
the disparate tribes of prehistoric
Italy—each with its own language and
customs—realized that the newcomers
wanted the same things they did:
fertile land, security, and viable trade

Sarcophagus of Seianti Hanunia Tlesnasa

y the 6th century BCE, some
of the richest burials in the
Mediterranean world were

located in central Italy. 

Much of our knowledge of the
Etruscans comes from the incredible
troves of material goods yielded from
this well-established funerary culture.
It’s through tomb excavations that we
have the greatest treasures of
Etruscan art, and that we gain the
most knowledge about the Etruscans
themselves.

The Etruscan Necropolis
The Etruscan necropolis—or city of
the dead—was a parallel universe to
the city of the living. Many of these
cities of the dead were extensive, laid
out on a grid plan much like the
Etruscan towns, with paved roads,
sidewalks, and regular blocks. Just
like a town, they grew organically
over centuries, spreading out into
ever wider zones as time passed.

Similar to the ancient Egyptians, the
Etruscans seem to have conceived
tombs as homes for their dead. They

Etruscan culture was distinct in the ancient world.

Who were the Etruscans?
I
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The truth is that we know a lot about
the Etruscans—even more than we
know about many other cultures of the
ancient Mediterranean. 

The Etruscans formed a linguistic and
cultural group occupying a swath of
central Italy stretching roughly
between Campania to the south, and the
Po River in modern-day Lombardy. The
name “Etruscan” formed the root of
the word Tuscany, and the Greek word
for the people of central Italy, tyrennoi,

gave the name for the Tyrrhenian Sea.

Etruscan wealth came
from fertile soil and an
abundance of metal
ore. They consolidated
their people around
hilltop city-states, and
formed loose alliances
with one another, but
they were never fully
unified. 

The Etruscans were the
first city builders of
Italy. They founded cities that became
Bologna, Pisa, Siena, Orvieto, Pompeii,

Capua—even Rome in its earliest state.

What did the neighbors think?
Ancient Greek and Roman writers
were fascinated with their neighbors to
the north, and wrote a lot about them.
These ancient writers tell us that the
Etruscans were farmers and artisans,
builders, sailors, and merchants. At the
same time that Etruscan pirates were
renowned for cruel treatment of their
enemies, their priests were esteemed
for a deep knowledge of the spiritual
world. 

These contemporary writers tell us that
the Etruscans were noted for their
wealth, their feasts, and for an unbridled
enjoyment of earthly pleasures.
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, writing in
the late 1st century, sums it up by
saying that the Etruscans “were a people
with customs unlike anyone else.”

So, if we actually know
a lot about the
Etruscans, then why are
they considered
mysterious? The legend
of the mysterious
Etruscans persists, I
think, because of the
two main questions
that have occupied
historians the most:
Where did they come
from, and what’s the

deal with their strange language?

Where did they come from? 
For some two thousand years, people
have offered theories about the origins
of the Etruscans, whom they
recognized as a distinct and separate
cultural group. (Spoiler alert: They are
not likely to have been extraterrestrials,
as some have claimed!)

One theory is that the Etruscans
originated in Asia Minor. The Greek
historian Herodotus first wrote down
this idea, arguing that the Etruscans
came from Lydia, an area of modern-
day Turkey. This idea that the
Etruscans had migrated centuries
before from Lydia was something that
the Romans continued to hang onto
and repeat.

The opposing theory, espoused by
another Greek historian, Dionysius of

Halicarnassus, was that the Etruscans
didn’t come from somewhere else, but
rather, were native to the land of
central Italy.

Most recently, scientists have brought
DNA testing to bear on this centuries-
old debate. Testing of Etruscan burial
remains seems to support the claim
that the Etruscans were native to
central Italy.
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The Etruscans continued from page 1

From the Etruscan culture of the dead,        
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What about the ladies?
“Etruscan women are expert drinkers and are
very good looking,” the Greek historian
Theopompos of Chios tells us, writing in the 4th
century BCE. 

He goes on to give even more tantalizing
details: “They take particular care of their bod-
ies and exercise often. It is not a disgrace for
them to be seen naked. Further, they dine not
with their own husbands, but with any men who
happen to be present.”

It seems that Etruscan women were distinct
among the cultures of the Mediterranean. 
I wondered what made them special, 
so I went searching for answers...
which I have turned into an online course 
about Etruscan women. Join me, art historian
Laura Morelli, for a free online class on 
women in Etruscan art. Register at: 
www.lauramorelli.com/EtruscanWomen

Tomb of Orcus, Tarquinia
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However, their origin has not been
conclusively solved, and I imagine that
this topic will continue to engage
Etruscologists for some time.

Why is their language so strange?
I think the other reason why the
Etruscans are called mysterious is
because of their language. The
Etruscans spoke a non-Indo-European
language that remains unique in the
world, unrelated to the ancient dialects
of the adjoining regions.

From the 8th century BCE onward, we
have evidence of the Etruscan
language in written form. There are
some 13,000 existing texts in the
Etruscan language, mostly inscriptions
on stone or metal, or painted on
pottery. Most of these texts come from
funerary or religious
contexts. 

The good news is that
modern historians
can read these texts.
The alphabet adopted
by the Etruscans
derived from the
Phoenicians, and was
widely read across
the Mediterranean. It wasn’t the
characters but the grammatical
structure and use of the words that
were unfamiliar.

The bad news is that the surviving
texts shed light on a very narrow slice
of Etruscan culture. They tend to be
short and uninformative, mostly
simple dedications or names.

So, although it’s inaccurate to say that
the Etruscan language is “mysterious,”
it’s true that the language itself only
takes our understanding of the culture
so far.

How do we know anything?
It’s important to realize that nearly any
shred of Etruscan material 
culture that exists today was found
underground. In this respect, studying
the Etruscans is similar to studying the
ancient Egyptians. 

Etruscan cities—
including Bologna and
Pompeii—as well as
smaller towns like
Tarquinia and Volterra—
continued to be built 
over and used over the
centuries, so very little
monumental architecture or city
planning from the Etruscan era is there
for us to observe.

On the other hand, there is a great
wealth of many other
types of objects—
pottery, gold,
metalwork, and other
treasures. However,
we have to bear in
mind that the vast
majority of objects
that survive were
found in a funerary
context. It is from this

culture of the dead that we do our best
to interpret the culture of the living.

I believe that art opens a special kind
of window on the past, and gives us a
way to visualize what a group of
people valued, what they loved, what
they wanted to last. 

By looking at Etruscan art and material
culture, we can learn quite a bit about
their language, their religion, their
ways of dressing and adorning
themselves, and how they lived.

Etruscology is a relatively young field

compared to the study of ancient
Egypt, Greece, and Rome. There are
more questions to be answered, and
much more to be learned.

In addition, new tombs and
archeological remains turn up across
central Italy on a regular basis. That

means that
Etruscan culture
will continue to be
a vibrant, lively
topic. While we
know much about
the ancient people
who inhabited Italy
before the Romans,

I believe that there are exciting finds
out there just waiting to be discovered.
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Inscription at Crocifisso del Tufo Necropolis

       we learn about the world of the living.
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heirlooms while they shared stories
about those family members who had
gone before them.

New Discoveries
Over the last 200 years, tens of
thousands of Etruscan tombs have
been documented. There continue to
be discoveries of intact Etruscan tombs
in the present day. A major Etruscan
villa was discovered at Vetulonia in
2017, and in March of this year, the
first major Etruscan settlement on
Sardinia was uncovered. 

took place in the adjacent city of the
living.

Toward the 3rd and 2nd centuries
BCE, the Etruscans experienced
confiscation of land and relentless
Roman military victories. These threats
and terrors must have seemed so
insurmountable that they were
inescapable even in death. 

Symbols of the afterlife take on a
fearful aspect; demons, serpents, and

other creatures of the
underworld appear on
the scene. Gone are the
images of the afterlife as
an abundant banquet of
earthly pleasures.
Instead, the soul is
locked in an eternal
battle between good and
evil.

Grave Goods
The Etruscan tomb was
not only a repository for
human remains. For
more well-to-do families,
the tomb became a

treasure trove of luxury goods made
over a long span of time, from terra-
cotta cinerary urns and sarcophagi to
fine works of gold, silver, bronze, and
other media. 

The family would then see these
objects over and over again as they
entered the tomb over the generations
as they interred their dead. I imagine
them handling beloved family

Art and Afterlife continued from page 1

carved out structures of rock and
volcanic stone—meant to last for
eternity—and filled them with their
most valuable and precious
belongings.

Inside each tomb, the bodies of
multiple generations of one family
might be collected. This practice set the
Etruscans apart from the ancient
Greeks and Romans, who buried only
the immediate family together. I find
this practice fascinating, since it shows
that strong multigenerational family
ties—such an important foundation of
Italian culture—have very ancient
roots.

Tomb Decoration
When you realize that the Etruscan
tomb was designed as
a house, it’s no wonder
that they were
decorated like one.
Some tombs have
realistic-looking ceiling
beams, decorative
columns, door jambs—
even furniture—carved
directly into the stone
or volcanic tufa. 

Based on the limited
number of surviving
tomb paintings, it
seems that Etruscan
painters had a
remarkable ability to
suggest that their subjects had a bright,
tangible world just beyond the tomb
walls. Many of the activities depicted
in tomb painting might have been
things the Etruscans carried out during
funerary rituals: elaborate processions,
games, contests, dances, animal
sacrifices, ritual meals, and drinking
parties. If so, then perhaps the
paintings in the city of the dead carry
on an eternal celebration of life that

New discoveries of Etruscan art       
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Bronze chariot from tomb in Monteleone
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Tomb of the Capitals, Cerveteri
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Tomb of the Triclinium, Tarquinia
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Tomb Raiders
The Romans left Etruscan tombs largely undis-
turbed, but later cultures pilfered them—if they
could find them or get into them. 

The culture of amateur archaeology that per-
meated the late 18th and early 19th century
started new quests to rediscover Etruscan-era
tombs. Some of these “excavations” were less
than ethical.

One of the most notorious tomb raiders was
Luigi Perticarari, a Tarquinian farmer-turned-
grave-robber who admitted that he personally
emptied some 4,000 Etruscan tombs during his
career, and eventually grew his illicit business
within a complex organized crime network that
included many middlemen and antiquities 
dealers. After he was prosecuted, he published
an autobiography entitled I segreti di un
tombarolo, Secrets of a Tomb Robber, in 1986.

Tomb of Hunting and Fishing, Tarquinia
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We will surely see more exciting finds
in the near future, so keep your eyes
out for newly discovered Etruscan sites
in the news!

Visiting Etruscan Tombs
In central Italy, Etruscan tombs are…
everywhere! Once you learn how to
spot them, you’ll be amazed that
you’ve never noticed them, even if you
are a frequent visitor to Italy.

And, while your friends are fanning
themselves in the endless lines at the
Colosseum and the Uffizi, you could
spirit yourself off on an incredible
journey to the quiet, nearly deserted
necropoli of central Italy, where you can
experience Etruscan culture firsthand.

Here are some places where you can
take a deep dive, so to speak, into
Etruscan tombs:

Cerveteri

Banditaccia Necropolis
Via della Necropoli, 43/45
Cerveteri (Lazio)
(39) 06 9940651
www.tarquinia-cerveteri.it
This city of the dead is one of the most spectacu-
lar remains of Etruscan civilization, named a
UNESCO World Heritage Site. This necropolis
developed over the course of some 500 years,
between the eighth and sixth centuries BCE. 

As time went on, in addition to the large, circular,
grass-covered round tombs known as tumuli,
there were also squarish tombs constructed of
hewn blocks and organized into regular units.
Many of these tombs were not just reserved for
the elite but were like middle-class neighborhoods.
The tomb chambers were either partially or entire-
ly excavated below the ground, some even hewn
out of solid bedrock. The tomb structures have
been mostly excavated so that it is possible to feel
what it must have been like in Etruscan times. 

The tombs themselves are organized along paved

roads with gutters, drains, sidewalks cut out of
rock, all representative of Etruscan urban plan-
ning. To walk the streets of Banditaccia, you get a
feel for what it might have felt
like to explore an Etruscan
town.

Cortona

“Meloni” Etruscan Tombs
Località Il Sodo (Tuscany)
A short drive outside of
Cortona into the village of
Sodo, there are two Etruscan
tumuli known fondly as “mel-
oni” because of their melon-
shaped domes. Though some-
what neglected, an impres-
sively carved Etruscan altar is
part of the attraction. Grave
goods from these tumuli are
now in the Etruscan 
Academy Museum in town, 
as well as in the Archeological
Museum in Florence. Stop by the Etruscan
Academy Museum or call ahead (39-0575-
637235) to arrange a visit to the tombs as this site
does not maintain regular opening hours.

Orvieto

Crocifisso del Tufo Necropolis 
Località Le Conce
Orvieto (Umbria)
(39) 0763 343611
www.paao.it
This necropolis, a short walk out of town, contains
a well-laid-out plan of tombs carved from the tufa
rock that defines Orvieto. Many of the tombs have
Etruscan names carved into the stones. The so-
called Anello della Rupe path, an approximately
three-kilometer path around the perimeter walls of
Orvieto, affords beautiful views of the countryside
and access to several quiet Etruscan tombs.

Tarquinia

Necropolis of Monterozzi 
Strada provincial Monterozzi Marina
Tarquinia (Lazio)
(39) 0766 856308
www.tarquinia-cerveteri.it

This necropolis is one of the only places in all of
Italy where you can view painted tombs and gain
an appreciation for the richness and color that

might have adorned many
other tombs now emptied.

The city of Tarquinia, located
north of Rome, was one of the
most important Etruscan
towns. Along with the
Banditaccia necropolis of
Cerveteri, the so-called
Monterozzi necropolis at
Tarqunia is one of the
treasures of Etruscan
civilization. 

Of the more than 6,000 tombs
discovered at Tarquinia, fewer
than 200 have surviving wall
painting, an indication that
perhaps only the wealthiest
families could afford that

luxury, or maybe that those are the only ones to
survive the centuries.

5
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     and tombs are made all the time.

Banditaccia Necropolis, Cerveteri
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Few and Far Between
Within Etruscan art, tomb painting is a
special topic. Etruscan tomb paintings
survive in a very narrow geography and
context. About 180 Etruscan paintings
are known; of those, 140 are from

Tarquinia. Very few tomb paintings are
found in the northern half of Etruria. The
others are scattered across different

cities and time periods.

Dancers from the Tomb of the Triclinium,
Monterozzi Necropolis, Tarquinia
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On a recent visit to the National Etruscan
Museum in Rome at the height of the tourist
season, my kids and I arrived at opening

time and had the entire museum to ourselves for
nearly an hour. What a treat! 

Across central Italy lie hundreds of little-visited
museums and archeological sites that transport
you to the world of the Etruscans. If you want the
pleasure of enjoying fantastic treasure troves of
Etruscan art, put at least one of these destinations
on your itinerary: 

EMILIA-ROMAGNA

Bologna: Archeological Museum 
Museo Civico Archeologico
Via dell’Archiginnasio, 2

Bologna
(39) 051 2757211
www.museibologna.it
This museum displays works from prehistory,
ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome, in addition to a
large collection of Etruscan works from Emilia-
Romagna. The region around Bologna is known
for some of the earliest archeological finds related
to the Etruscans. These so-called “proto-Etruscan”
objects offer a fascinating window into the emer-
gence of the Etruscan culture from the more
remote story of prehistoric Italy.

v

Marzabotto: Etruscan Museum and
Archeological Site
Museo Nazionale Etrusco Pompeo Aria
Via Porrettana Sud, 13
Marzabotto
(39) 051 932353 
www.archeobo.arti.beniculturali.it
This off-the-beaten track museum and archeologi-
cal park offer an excellent overview of the
Etruscan town of Marzabotto. You can wander
among the foundations of temples, a foundry, and
other buildings that give you a feel for what a
prosperous Etruscan town must have been like.
The adjacent museum holds many of the bronzes
and other objects uncovered in Marzabotto and
elsewhere in the region.

LAZIO

Cerveteri Museum
Museo Nazionale Cerite
Piazza Santa Maria
Cerveteri
(39) 345 9193132
www.tarquinia-cerveteri.it 

After visiting the Banditaccia necropolis outside of
town, don’t forget the local museum, which occu-
pies a medieval castle of the princes of Ruspoli
and displays a plethora of Etruscan grave goods
from the region. My favorite: a pair of shoe soles
made of iron!

v

Rome: National Etruscan Museum 
Villa Giulia
Piazzale di Villa Giulia, 9
Rome
(39) 06 3226571
www.villagiulia.beniculturali.it
Along with the Etruscan collection of the Vatican
(below), the Villa Giulia holds some of the most
important masterpieces of Etruscan art, including
the famous terracotta Sarcophagus of the Spouses,
the Apollo from Veii, the Ficoroni Cista, the Tita
Vendia vase and the Centaur of Vulci, among many
other specimens of pottery, painting, bronzes, and
other works. This must be one of my favorite muse-
ums in all of Italy—and that’s saying a lot!

v
Etruscan Collection of the Vatican Museums
Museo Gregoriano Etrusco
Vatican Museums
Vatican City
(39) 06 69884676
www.museivaticani.va
Many visitors miss this museum as they are being
pushed along by the crowds headed toward the
Sistine Chapel. Take a detour into the Museo
Gregoriano, and immerse yourself in the world of
the Etruscans. Several galleries are dedicated to
masterpieces of Etruscan art, including the Mars
of Todi and the spectacular finds from the
Regolini-Galassi Tomb from Cerveteri. 

v

Etruscan ruins at Marzabotto
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Where to See Etruscan Art:    

Etruscan bridge at Vulci (Ponte dell’Abbadia)
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The short answer is that they were assimilated
into Roman culture—through means both
peaceful and violent—over the course of sever-
al hundred years. Yes, the Romans overtook
them, but in return, the Etruscans contributed
much to Roman culture. Many of the things we
consider purely “Roman” were pioneered by the
Etruscans, including:

• Paved roads
• The toga
• The arch
• The concept of portraiture

The Etruscans even drained the swamp that
would become the Roman Forum, and built a
temple on the Capitoline hill. In short, they
made Rome a city—an Etruscan city!

What Happened 
to the Etruscans?

Across central Italy lie hundreds of little-     



the display of sarcophagi as they were originally
placed in the tomb.

v
Chiusi: Underground Civic Museum 
Via Il Ciminia, 1
Chiusi
(39) 0578 20915
www.prolocochiusi.it
This “underground city” consists of subterranean
tunnels, passages, caves, and a large cistern. The
guided tour takes you along rows of Etruscan sar-
cophagi, carved tablets, pottery, and other items
from Chiusi’s archeological record.

v
Florence: National Archeological Museum 
Piazza Santissima Annunziata, 9b
Florence
(39) 055 23575
www.polomusealetoscana.beniculturali.it 
This collection is the prime repository of Etruscan
goods discovered within the boundaries of
Tuscany. The museum holds the famous Chimera
of Arezzo, the life-sized Etruscan bronze statues
of Minerva and the Orator (L’Arringatore), as well
as many other important works from ancient Egypt
and Rome. 

v
Poggio Civitate: Archeological Museum
Palazzo Vescovile
Murlo / Poggio Civitate
(39) 0577 814099 
Ancient Murlo (Poggio Civitate) was an important
early Etruscan town, and the remains of its now-
destroyed necropolis are housed in this wonderful
small museum filled with pottery, gold fibulae,
sculpture, and other grave goods. 

v
Volterra: Guarnacci Etruscan Museum
Via Don Giovanni Minzoni, 15
Volterra
(39) 0588/86347
www.comune.volterra.pi.it
Volterra is one of my favorite destinations of cen-
tral Italy, and it is an important place for the
Etruscans. This museum contains a vast assort-

ment of Etruscan funerary urns and characteristic
vases made in Volterra during Etruscan times.
There are also many examples of alabaster wares
made with the translucent material mined near
Volterra and still worked today.

UMBRIA

Orvieto: Archeological Museum
Piazza del Duomo
Orvieto
(39) 0763 341039
polomusealeumbria.beniculturali.it

The museum holds the grave goods from the
Crocifisso del Tufo necropolis and other tombs
from the region around Orvieto, which is 
particularly rich in Etruscan finds.

7
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Tarquinia National Archeological Museum
Piazza Cavour, 2
Tarquinia
(39) 0766 850080
www.cerveteri.beniculturali.it
This archeological museum, housed in Palazzo
Vitelleschi, is dedicated primarily to Etruscan civi-
lization and contains many works excavated from
the necropolis of Monterozzi located to the east of
the city. One of its most impressive holdings are
the winged horses that once decorated the pedi-
ment of the Ara della Regina temple.

TUSCANY

Castellina in Chianti: Archeological Museum
Piazza del Comune, 17
Castellina in Chianti
(39) 0577 742090
www.museoarcheologicochianti.it
Visit Museo Archeologico del Chianti Senese as
much for the views from the castle tower as for the
collection of Etruscan finds from the local area.
One of its treasures is a restored Etruscan chariot
pulled from one of the nearby tombs at
Montecalvario.

v
Chiusi: National Archeological Museum and
Tomb of the Pilgrim
Via Porsenna, 93
Chiusi 
(39) 0578 20177
www.archeotoscana.beniculturali.it
This excellent museum is one of the best of
Etruria. It displays a wide range of Etruscan
objects from cinerary urns to sarcophagi, pottery,
gold jewelry, works in bronze and other metals. If
you want a spine-tingling experience, don’t miss

Laura with sarcophagus at the Tarquinia
National Archeological Museum

Guarnacci Etruscan Museum, Volterra
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      -visited Etruscan sites and museums.

Guest Editor
Laura Morelli is an art historian and historical 
novelist with a passion for Italy. She holds a
Ph.D. from Yale University and has taught col-
lege students in the U.S. and in Rome. You can
find more about what to bring home from Italy in
her guidebook series, including Made in Florence
and Made in Italy. Learn more about these
books, along with Laura’s Venice-inspired histori-
cal novels, The Painter’s Apprentice and The
Gondola Maker, at www.lauramorelli.com.
Register for Laura's online course on Etruscan 
art at www.lauramorelli.com/etruscans
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Many Roman traditions were pioneered by the Etruscans.

Etruscan Art continued from page 7

Sarcophagus of the Spouses
National Etruscan Museum, Villa Giulia
This amazing sarcophagus, the so-called
Sarcophagus of the Spouses (sarcofago degli
sposi) was discovered during the course of
archaeological excavations in 1881 at the
Banditaccia necropolis, outside of Cerveteri.

The Etruscan Museum at the Villa Giulia in Rome 
purchased the sarcophagus, that at that time 
consisted of some 400 fragments which had to be
pieced back together! This work stands as a 
symbol for the festive, fun-loving spirit of the
Etruscan culture of the 6th century BCE.

v

Apollo from Veii
National Etruscan Museum, Villa Giulia
This life-sized terracotta sculpture was part of the
roof decoration of the Temple of Apollo in the
sanctuary at Veii. The figure is what is known as
an acroterion, an ornament placed on a flat base,
often used in Etruscan roof decoration. This stat-
ue formed a sculptural group that included
Apollo’s mother (the goddess Leto) and Hercules.
In the Villa Giulia in Rome, where these sculp-

tures are now preserved, the curators have set
up the sculptures to give us an idea of how they
might have been arranged on the temple rooftop.

v

Chimera of Arezzo
Archeological Museum, Florence
This famous bronze was found in 1553, at the
height of the Italian Renaissance, when people
were captivated by works of antiquity. Cosimo I
de Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany, took the
chimera into his personal collection in Florence,
where it was carefully studied and celebrated. 
The chimera was a fire-breathing monster from
Greek mythology who caused all kinds of trouble
for the people of Lycia in Asia Minor. That is, until
Bellerophon, a hero from the Greek city
of Corinth, mounted his winged horse
Pegasus and slayed the chimera. The
chimera itself is usually represented as
a hybrid creature with the head of a
lion, a snake-like tail, and a goat
emerging from the middle of its back.
The Etruscan artist who made the
chimera of Arezzo managed to make
this fearsome creature beautiful and
powerful in its writhing contortions. No doubt this
sculpture was meant to be viewed in the round.
An Etruscan inscription on the right foreleg indi-
cates that this beast was meant as an offering to
the sky god Tinia.

v
Mars of Todi
Museo Gregoriano Etrusco, Vatican Museums
This striking warrior (image on page 1), discov-
ered near the town of Todi in 1835, would have

worn a helmet and carried a lance in one hand. In
the other, he probably carried a patera or libation
bowl, probably as a ritual performed before going
into battle. There is an inscription written on the
skirt below the breastplate. It is written using
Etruscan characters, but in the Umbrian lan-
guage. The inscription tells us that a man called
Ahal Truitis—a name that is Celtic in origin—dedi-
cated this sculpture. So, we have an Etruscan
object in an Umbrian sanctuary, dedicated by a
Celt, giving us a fascinating glimpse into the rich
cultural exchanges of the ancient Mediterranean.
So interesting! Some historians believe that this
sculpture was ritually buried in a trench outside of
Todi after being struck by lightning. As you might
imagine, being struck by lightning was a portentous
sign for ancient people. No doubt the ritual burial
accounted for this particular sculpture’s survival.

v
Gold Jewelry
Museo Gregoriano Etrusco, Vatican Museums
This breathtaking work of gold was discovered in
1836 at the so-called Sorbo necropolis just out-
side of Cerveteri. The tomb is now known as the
Regolini-Galassi tomb, named for two of local offi-

cials that were involved in the
excavation. When the discov-
erers opened the tomb, they
found a female skeleton,
completely covered in gold
jewelry. Across her chest, she
wore a gold pectoral decorat-
ed with hundreds of tiny ani-
mals and plants, a symbol of
her high status. She wore a

belt with a spectacular gold fibula made with
repoussé and granulation techniques. She wore
two wide gold bracelets decorated with trios of
dancing females with long hair and long dresses.
She also wore necklaces with beads and amber
pendants, gold earrings, rings, and pins. At her
feet, the name LARTHIA was inscribed on each
piece an 11-piece silver set at her feet. We don’t
know whether Larthia was an aristocrat, a queen,
or a priestess, but clearly, she was a woman of
high status.

Sarcophagus of the Spouses, c. 520 BCE
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Aplu (Apollo of Veii) and related
sculptures

Chimera from Arezzo

Gold arm band from the
Regolini-Galassi Tomb, Cerveteri

Masterpieces of Etruscan Art
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