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LOOKING AT ETRUSCAN ART

IN THE MEADOWS MUSEUM!

l N 1967 JOHN BOARDMAN WROTE : “THE ART OF ETRURIA HAS ATTRACTED
far more attention than it deserves.™ It is ironic that his statement begins a chapter on Etruscan art
in a book devoted to Greek art and takes up nearly 10% of that book. Boardman explained:
“[Etruscan art] carns a place in this book less for its intrinsic merit or its contribution to the history
of western art, than for the revealing contrast it affords to the achievements of the Greeks, and for
the way it shows what the effect of Greek art could be on a relatively primitive people.” Boardman
has compacted into this sentence the major issues confronting anyone studying the Erruscans. Their
—shall we say—products are mere reflections of a greater art, that of the Greeks. And, of course,
the Exruscans weren't 0o sophisticated—rich enough to afford Greek art, but certainly not educated.

Twenty-seven years later Boardman has mellowed: “Etruscan art holds a great appeal for the
twentieth century. Ie affords a degree of relief from the apparent austerity of classical Greece. Its
color, life and assumed passion, together with the mystery that generally accompanies discussion
of the origins and language of the Etruscans, make it more glamorous, more artistic, even Artistic
[with a capital “A”].™ Boardman still has difficulty with the idea tha Ecruscans produced “art”,
even though he now grants that its products are appealing, “Are with a capital ‘A’ however, is an
entirely different matter. Fiftcen years after Boardman's second book, a session at the annual meet-
ings of the College Art Association in February 2008 confronted the same question: “whether
there is an Etruscan “gaze,” a characteristically Ecruscan mode of representation.” And so, here,
by way of an introduction 1o Etruscan art and in hopes of putting the idea of incompetent
Etruscan artists to rest, once again I am going to put the case for the Etruscans as having a cul-
ture that was sophisticated, wealthy, and knowledgeable and, most importantly of all, a culwure
that not only produced Art with a capital “A” but artistic objects that no Greek could ever have
made.” Please note both Boardman and I refer to Greek art, because scholars define the Erruscans
as a derivative of a “greater” civilization.

First, an aside on the phrase “Art with a capital ‘A™ is necessary. It is perhaps best known from
Ernst Gombrich’s “Introduction” to his Story of Art where he devotes considerable space to damn-
ing the whole idea. He says: “as long as we realize that Art with a capital A has no existence. For Art
with a capital A has come to be something of a bogey and a fetish.™ Despite Gombrich’s stature and

the sixteen editions and additional reprintings of his book, the idea stubbornly persists, as my quo-
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tation from Boardman shows, or even in Gregory Warden's more
contemporary phrasing of the issuc as “Etruscan gaze." The full-
blown concepr of the Artist with a capical A we have roday
doesnt occur until the 18th century at the earliest. Before then
there were just lower-case artists and in Classical Antiquity, with
a capital A, those artists were considered craftsmen. When 1
googled the particular phrasing that I've been using, the carliest

citation I came upon was a poem by Gelert Burgess, enritled lit-

erally “Art with a Capital A,” published in 1913 as “a metrical

Sa, it would seem that the

plea” to avoid the phrase entirely.
concept must have become popular in the late 1800s to carly

19005, and once the idea of Art with a capital A and its relatives ok hold. it has been impassible
to get rid of. [ believe its catchy wording does less to keep it alive than the fact that it neady encap
sulates how we view the production of artists from any time any place today. And so | am forced to
perpetuate the phrase, if only to save the Etruscans from its collateral damage, because modern
scholars persist in viewing what the Greeks produce as Art with a capital A, but what the Etruscans

make as ill-formed, misunderstood copies of the greater Greek culture

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ETRUSCAN AND GREEK ART

And speaking of culture, no one questions the idea that the Erruscans had a distinct culture,

Somehow or another—whether one admires or despises Etruscan art—there is a consensus that
Etruscans did produce objects that can be called Etruscan for something like 800 years. They
had their own language that they shared with none of their trading partners, even though their

lefoward writing has affinities with other Mediterranean scripts, They had their own religion and

even something referred to as the “Etruscan rite” by the Romans. They had names for their reli-
gious and legendary figures that defy many people’s ability, including mine, to pronounce. They
also made objects that were never made by Greeks, such as biconical urns (4 and 15) used for bur-
ial, Their burial rices differ from those of the Greeks, and, in particular, the Etruscans are norable
for their formal, built cemeteries such as at Cerveteri, Tarquinia and Orvieto, as well as their
painted tombs, especially at Tarquinia, Chiusi and Vulci. They traded all over the Mediterranean,
as we know from foreign objects, like Phoenician plates and ostrich eggs, found in Etruria and

Erruscan objects found abroad. They had their own history that has been sporadically preserved

"()r us, .\ll\h as in th l§|||(~l|ill"g "r;\g"]c"l l‘")"'l (h‘.’ cmperor (.Id\ldill\‘ ||i$l(,‘1v\' U'. l,“.' F-"\l!(.i"‘.\
that correlates with one of the scenes depicted in the Frangois Tomb in Vulci. The Etruscans,

then, were rooted in a particular geographical area, roughly modern-day Tuscany, and continued

as an independent political group unil the first century B.
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HELMET. Florence, NMA, Inv. 85531.
8th century B.C.E,

4

BICONICAL URN WITH VESSEL
SHAPED LID. Florence, NMA, Inv.
83676/A. 8th century B.C.E.
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FEMALE BELT. Florence, NMA,
ny. 74280. 8th century B.C.E.

The scholarly issues with Etruscan art begin not with the earliest Etruscans, bur in the seventh
century B.C.E., when the Etruscans started importing vases from Greece in vast quantities. Thar the
Erruscans were receptive to Greek art is undeniable. But it is equally undeniable that the Erruscans

produced objects that are equal in quality to contemporary Greek objects, if not better, before the sev-

enth century B.C.E. For example, Villanovan bronze helmets (20) have a certain elegance in their
balance of bosses and lines echoed in the design of a contemporary Villanovan bronze belt (26).
Another bronze helmer (18) without the crest works simultaneously in two modes: a design that can
be interpreted as an abstraction and as a face. The “face” is placed between two decorative rectangles
with bosses and birds' heads. In particular, note the precisely formed circles for che “eyes” and the cen-
ter of the “mouth” placed between a more roughly produced brow and nose line, Full-bodied birds
can be seen painted on an olla and its supporting holmos (50). The two hut urns (2 and 13)—
containers shaped like huts to hold the ashes of the deceased—are similarly decorated with geomet-
ric parterns that particularly on 13 exhibit a sense of design and balance with their removable “door”
decorated with a central incised square with two triangles that meet and are surrounded by pendant
triangles, Five ridges accentuate the opening. The roof reflects actual huts with its series of support-
ing spines, but with the added decorative effect of incised geometric morifs.

The question, however, is whether the Etruscans in the Archaic period and after produced
only objects that are bad, misunderstood imitations of Greek art or whether they knowingly se-
lecred elements from Greek objects to create their own distinctive Erruscan objects. It is easier to

answer the question by rephrasing it in the negative. Does any Greek art exist that they neicher

buy nor copy? The best known example of a Greek object not found in Ecruria is the Iekythos.®

Despite the thousands that the Greeks produced and sent abroad, this shape was used in Greek
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rituals and has been found only on sites inhabited by Grecks. Of course, that situation may be
due 1o the Grecks not being willing ro sell objects sacred to them, although the vast number of
Panathenaic amphorae found in Etruscan tombs might disprove that idea.” More importantly,

since a stray Attic lekythos could turn up in Etruria, the Etruscans, who do adopt a number of

Greek vase shapes, do not themselves produce Iekythoi. Nor can it be claimed that the Etruscans
never saw a lekythos, since they actively traded with the Greeks both on the mainland and in

South Italy {Magna Graecia). In short, because the shape had no purpose for the Etruscans, they

felt no need to buy or copy it. When the Etruscans do adopt a Greek vase shape, they often trans-
mure it by altering the proportions, the placement of the handles, or how the scene is viewed on
the vase. For example, note how the handles spring from the lips on some Etruscan amphoras
(125, 130 and 186), but from the middle of the neck on an Artic black-figure amphora (171)—
a long-lived trait of Etruscan pottery. Do note, however, that some Etruscan amphoras follow the
Greek fashion (126 and 221), bur Greek vases, except for a small subset known as Nikosthenic

amphoras, made expressly for the Erruscan market, never adopr the Etruscan mode.

s on Greek vases found in

Similarly the Etruscans do not copy every Greek scene that appe:
Erruria. The birth of Erichthonios and other stories about the founding of Athens never occur in
Erruscan art. Somerimes the Erruscans choose events not depicted by the Greeks, such as the re-
markable image of Pasiphae cuddling her baby the Minotaur." Even those subjects that the Greeks
depict are often changed by the Etruscans. For instance, the Ecruscans Hip the direction in which
the scene unfolds in the judgment of Paris on a Pontic amphora.'" (Figure 1) The depiction also
exhibits a playfulness that doesn't appear in Greek art." The figures here are not the staid ones of
their Greek models. Aphrodite in the rear has to restrain herself from bumping into Athena as she

bounces along. Moreover, each goddess is clearly recognizable by her different clothing and action.

Finally, the artist has added a second herald who turns his head back to chat with Hera. Two cen-

turies later on a calyx-krater by the Nazzano Painter the end resule of the Judgment of Paris is
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ETRUSCO-CORINTHIAN AMPHORA.
Florence, NMA, Inv. 73397. Circa 610-580

B.C.E.

171

ATTIC BLACK-FIGURE AMPHORA.
Florence, NMA, Inv, 3800. 540-520 B.C.E.

221

ETRUSCAN RED-FIGURE AMPHORA

Florence

MA, Inv. 91369. 490-470 B.C.E,






portrayed." In the lower left FIGURE 1 - PONTIC AMPHORA
JUDGMENT OF PARIS. Circa 550-540

register Menelaos is reunited B.C.E. Munich, Sexadiche Antikensammlungen
! und Glyprothek Miinchen, Tnv, 837
with Helen, He drops his Photographs by C. und M. Koppermann

sword, as a rather matronly FIGURE 2 - RIDER. Circa 430 B.C.E

Detroir, Institute of Arts, City of Der
Purchase, 260. © 1985 The Detroi
[nstitute of Ares.

- . i
Aphrodite negotiates with

and separates him from
Helen who pulls back her
mantle to reveal not juse her
face but all of her bodily en-
ticements, as she minces her
way to the right, while look
ing back to make sure she
has his full awention, The
Grecek artists emphasize the
besotted Menelaos, bur the

Etruscans switch to a know-

ing, amused Helen—the
Angelina Jolie of her age
aided and abetred by Aphrodite, a conniving woman of a certain age."* The reuniting of the two
lovers has become the subject of domestic comedy:

While I could give more examples of the explicic and conscious Etruscan use of Greek
art, | think that we have a sufficiency to support my case and we can move on to the larger ques-

tion of whether the Etruscans produced “are with a capital ‘A" Otto Brendel offers an example,

the Detroir rider, from around 430 B.C.E." (Figure 2) He said:

here for the first time we find a reflection of the art of the Parchenon in
Exruscan sculprure. The telling symptoms are not only details such as the easy
folds of the mantle, but the whole bearing of the figure... As he meets us
squarely, his earnest face bowed slightly to the left, he shows himself equally
remote from the eccentric mannerism as from the forced abstractions thar hall-
mark so much Etruscan imagery of this time; instead, he is calm and
collected.... these ateributes... bespeak a certain attitude of arc which favours
understatement, avoids exaggeration, and tends to minimize the artist’s inter-
ference with natural appearance.... Its dignity, which seems so artless, is a

stylistic trait; it represents the most marure response to Greek Classicism of

which the Etruscan tradition proved capable.'*
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BEANOPIC™ URN. Sicna, MA, Iny

BBth century B.C.

) Massimo Listri/C(

1 find it remarkable that Brendel does not find anythin of comparable high quality in Extruscan

art uncil after the height of the Erruscan power in the Archaic period and about 400 years after
Etruscan art began. Even then he ends on a somewhat sour note: “it represents the most marure

response (0 Greek Classicism of which the Eerusc

tradition proved capable.” Shades of Samuel
Johnson: “Si, a woman's preaching is like a dogs walking on his hind legs. It is not done well;
TR

burt you are surprised to find it done at all.

The real problem is thar Brendel and other scholars are searching not for Etruscan art that

is distinctive to the Erruscans, but for high quality reflections—and they can only be reflections
in their minds—of high quality Greek art that has not survived. But it is a mistake 1o think the

Greeks produced only great art, If nothing else, 21 years as Director of the U.S. Center of the

Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae taught me that the Greeks made an incredible

ount of

kiesch, if not outright junk." Instead of focusing on the derivative and equivalent

crummy picces of Erruscan art, I would like to present some examples of Exruscan art with a cap-

ital "A" 1

am tempted to add that you can be the judge of my judgments, but thar route is
invidious, because aesthetic assessments change with time, as is apparent from the two quotations
from John Boardman with which I began. Instcad lec me give you a brief, roughly chronologi-

cal, tour of the Art of Etruscan art, as exer

wplified primarily by the objects in this exhibition.

LOOKING AT ETRUSCAN ART

See Supplementary Pictures at Back



TOUR OF ETRUSCAN ART

Early Etruscan Art through the Archaic period

Consider this scemingly unprepossessing “Canopic” urn from Siena dating to the seventh cen-
tury B.C.E. (165) (Note that the term “Canopic” is a misnomer that has stuck. These objects tend
1o be made of clay and were used to store the ashes of the deceased.) From the front, according
o my students, he looks like Mr. Potato Head. His facial features are simple forms: gashes for the
eyes and lips, a small slightly raised section for the chin. He looks woebegone. Yer, unlike Greek
sculpture of the same period this head works three-dimensionally by providing the viewer with
dramatically more information from the side. His head is thrown back with a slight downward
cast 1o his mouth, which gives him a somewhat supercilious look that recalls Alfred Hitchcock."”
While their noses differ, the overall impression is remarkably similar, as can be seen in the way
the two heads are poised, the look to the eyes, and the wonderfully fat neck springing from the
tiny chin. In other words, the urn that seems at first glance 1o be unrealistic and cartoon-like ac-
tally may caprure an Etruscan who bore an uncanny resemblance to Hitcheock. Greek art doesn

achieve recognizable likenesses until the fifth century B.C.E. at the carliest, and not consistently
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98
MALE "CANOPIC” URN. Florence, NMA,
Tnv. 79197. 7th century B.C.E.




OPIC" URN ON A THRONE.

ALE FIGURE. Florence, NMA,
14-8553. 7ch cenrury B.C.E.

NMA, Inv. 25962, 6th century B.C.E,

until the Hellenistic period. Objects that work three-dimensionally slowly appear anatomical
part by anatomical part in Greek are until, again, in the Hellenistic period they work totally in
the round. Greek art never achieves the Etruscan combination of the abstract with the real.

The exhibit at the Meadows Museum is particularly fortunate in displaying a number of “Canopic”
urns that are not ordinarily scen together. A closer examination of some of them will demonstrate that
the Siena “Canopic™ urn is not an anomaly. Women also were buried in these urns and one of the most
interesting is a seventh century example now in Florence (99). As with the Siena urn, one’s impression
of her changes from view to view and even angle to angle. Her form is conveyed by simple masses that
depend more on outline or exterior shape than detail for their definition. In profile, the smooth arc of
the head is balanced by the sharp, raised curve of the arm which accentuates the roundness of the
womanss and the pot’s belly. The stylized car, lying sideways, completes the bend of the arm, and also
interrupts the smooth back of the head. She truly works three-dimensionally, for the side view docs not
prepare the on-looker for the high, bat wing-like shoulders or the broad face with its gash for a mouth
and soulful, deep-sct cyes. While in profile the pointed nose, slighdy parted lips, and jutting chin ap-
pear inquisitive, yet noble, they become dubious and concerned from a three-quarter's froncal view, and
then rather well-fed and satisfied when scen head
on. In other words, despite an abstract design de-
termining the parts and their relationships to the
whole, she has as much, if not more, personality
than if strice rules of anatomy were followed, as

they were on the Detroit rider whose expression re-

sembles every other silent, stoical Classical figure.
Three other “Canopics” on display in Dallas
resemble the Florence woman in chat they have
cither arms and hands clasping their bellies, or at
least handles on the body that can be interpreted
as arms (100). The last, as is common with the
later urns, sits on a throne and has holes for metal
attachments. 98 is remarkable for his inset cyes
that grab the viewer. Like the Siena and Florence
“Canopics,” his expression seems to change de-
pending on the view. As time passes, some of the
“Canopics™ get more developed bodies. 164 is
portrayed to below the waist and sits on an elabo-

rately decorated throne. The way his arms cross

his body recalls the morc or less contemporary
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limestone statue of a woman from Verulonia (90). With her we have left the realm of the “pure”
Etruscan, if I may put it that way, and have entered the world of objects combining Ecruscan with
Greck elements, Finally, related 10 the “Canopics™ is the statue of “Mater Matura” (199) holding a child
across her lap. She shares the mix of Exruscan and Greek elements with the Verulonia woman, but in
her case she also functions as a container for funcrary ashes that is just under her removable head. On
the whole, like the Vetulonia woman, she scems massive, inclegantand dunky. In short, adding Greck
elements to an Exruscan base often docs neither style justice, though, as will be seen, sometimes the
results are maseerful,

Another area Etruscan artists excelled at was jewelry. A gold fibula or pin from the Regolini-
Galassi Tomb in Cerveteri, once of the major Orientalizing princely tombs, shows five lions on two
levels parading on the disk and surrounded by three bands, two of which consist of palmettes with
connected stems separated by a plain band.® (Figure 3) The artist has achieved a balance between
detailed and undetiled arcas. Brendel, however, finds the absence of a ground line for the top
lions deeply disturbing, in his words “an irregularity; indeed, an offence”, because *[w]ithout base
lines the sithouetred images would lack stability and firm direction; they would look haphazard,
prehistoric evens chat is, less civilized.™! Brendel does not seem to grasp that art does not always
aim at imitating nature, as the Greeks put it. In any case, if one is interested in reality, then lions
do nor belong on a pin keeping a woman's garment in place. In other words, the aim of Frruscan
ar differs, sometimes radically, from that of the Greeks. One ather aspece of this pin is important.
Look at its hinge and the arc with its griffins. There you'll see minuscule beads of granulated gold
thacare barely discernible. In fact, the Etruscans excelled all other artists until modern times in their
mastery of this technique. The Greeks do not come even close, as even with my increasingly my-
opic eyes, I can still see their beads unaided. Fibulae with granulation appear in the Dallas show,
of which the one from Vetulonia (81) has exceptionally fine pulviscolo granulation.

The next century—the sixth—marks the height of the Etruscans in terms of their wealch and
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81
LEECH-SHAPED FIBULA. Florence, NMA,
Inv. 77261, 7th century B.C.E,

FIGURE 3 - GOLD "LION" FIBULA
FROM THE REGOLINI-GALASSI TOMB
CERVETERI. Circa 675-650 B.C.E. Varican
Ciry, Museo Gregoriano Etrusco, Vatican
Muscums, [nv. 20552,



URE 4 - TARQUINIA. TOMB OF
E TRICLINIUM, Male and Female

Circa 480-470 B.C.E. Scala/Art
purces, NY.

the amount of Jand they controlled in Italy—as far south as Campania and as far north as the Po

Valley. It is during this era that the Erruscans import thousands of Greek vases not just from
Athens, but also Corinth, Sparta and Tonia (roughly eastern Turkey today). It is also the period
when elaborately painted tombs become relatively common. Consider a segment from the Tomb
of Hunting and Fishing in Tarquinia dated to circa 510 B.C.E. In the outer chamber men are
dancing with abandon—again something that the Greeks never quite manage.” For instance com-
pare the scenc on the Attic black-figure amphora (171) with a satyr dancing on either side of 2
maenad. Notice how the satyr on the left who, instead of throwing back his head in joy, looks
down so he can figure out where to put his feet. The finest Etruscan example of this emotion oc-
curs in the female dancer, on the righe, from the Tomb of the Triclinium in Tarquinia, dated to
circa 480-470 B.C.E.* (Figure 4) She throws her head back and spins round in total ecstasy with
her skirt and shawl swirling, her left foot in profile, and her right delicately poinced in front. She
feels just sublime. No Greek representation comes near to portraying such an emotion. The com-
position exhibits the Etruscan interese in design. They take poses that cannot be held—typical of
Etruscan art. In fact, one of the hallmarks of the differences between Eeruscan and Greek art is

that Exruscan figures are like movie stills—a single moment excerpted from a continuous action,

LOOKING AT ETRUSCAN ART 51



while Greek figures resemble snapshots—an action captured at a point that can be casily held for
all erernity. [n spite of poses thar cannor be held, the two Etruscan dancers attain a visual stabil-

ms bent in

ity through corresponding gestures. They balance on their outer feet with outer
opposite directions. The central tree divides them symmeerically, yet pulls chem rogether by its
vertical support, Simultancously as his powder blue mantle gives him a sense of lightness, her dark
brown cloak keeps her from flying off the ground.

In short, while Brendel may extol the rootedness of
Greek art with ics figures firmly entrenched on a ground line
unlike the lions on the gold fibula, the Etruscans instead por-
tray their figures with a joie de vivre not marched by any ocher
ancient culture. Even a routine Erruscan black-figure stam
nos by the Micali Painter (174) portrays its running figures
as truly rushing. Note the distance berween cheir feet and
their long hair streaming behind them. Morcover, when the
Exruscans model their figures closely on Greek examples,
such as a Greek Corinthian oinochoe (122) with the usual
parade of animals as decoration, the Erruscan take-offs tend
to be less ecarnest and more loopy, as on an Etrusco-
Corinthian olpe from Vulci (128), Look at the rubbery neck
and expression on the panther in the bottom register. Also in
this show is one of the distinctively Etruscan amphoras in the Etrusco-Corinthian seyle. 125 has han-
dles springing from the rim of the vase—something typically Etruscan as 1 said above. The body of
the vase has three animals incised and painted on its broad band: a lion with an Erruscanized extended
bady with patches of white and red, an eagle in flight and a grazing deer.

Bucchero poteery is made only by the Etruscans. It is produced from a fine black clay and
comes in two main varieties: bucchero sottile or “light” bucchero, generally earlier, and bucchero
pesante or “heavy” bucchero, generally later. Both types are well represented in the Dallas show.
92 and 93 are two similar oinochoes with ribbed bodies thar differ in the width of their ribs in a way
analogous to modern corduroy that comes in narrow and wide wales. Both have stamped animal

and monster processions around their necks and lids with handles in the shape of quadrupeds,

an ass for ¢

and a sphinx fc

r 93. The handle of the latrer takes the shape of a roughly formed

man. A pair of simple, but elegant chalices (153 and 154) have typical high stems, but are elab-

orated with a series of rounds that balance the lozenges around the cups. When a single handle
is added ro this basic shape, it becomes a kyathos. The simplicity of 134 is made up for by its size.
Imagine drinking from a cup more than 13 inches high! Also typically Etruscan (and not Greek)

is an amphora with four handles (130}, each with a stamped design and handles springing from
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92
VASE ITH FIGURAL L1D. Florence,
NMA, Inv. 71212. 7th century B.C.E

93
VASE WITH FIGURAL HANDLE. Florence,
NMA, [nv. 73040. 7th century B.C.E,

134
KYATHOS. Florence, NMA, Inv. 96484,
6th centary B.C.E



132
CARYATID CHALICE. Florence, NMA,
Inv. §1527. 7ch century B.C.E.

180 AND 181
REVETMENT PLAQUES. Florence, NMA,
Inw, 01507 and 01506, 540-520 B.C.E.

the fip, Instead of the typical standing winged women on the supports, a chalice (132) has a
woman scated on a throne and a woman holding a spear among its motifs,

Also from the sixth century B.C.E. are two ivory plaques (180 and 181) that were used to dec
orate a box or chest. Both have scenes in low relief that exhibit the Erruscan sense of design and its
Joie de vivre, On 180 two men wrestle a stag, The man on the left takes it by one of its antlers and
its righe rear leg, as his companion grasps it by the neck. This man is particularly interesting because
of the way the stag covers most of him, but, nonetheless, lets us see juse enough of his face to show
his tell-tale “Archaic” smile. The other plaque portrays two men chatring together, as they recline
together on a couch. The man on the right raises his chalice, while his companion holds a low bow.

T'he Etruscans are fond of showing themselves talking, whether at the games as in the Tomb of the

Chariots or in the double-sarcophagi with husbands and wives engaged in eternal conversation.*
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30
NHEELED-BIRD ASKOS. Florence, NMA.
Inv. 73463. 8th century B.C.E

151
DEER BALSAMARIUM. Florence, NMA,
Inv. 72862, 6th cencury B.C.E,

145
LOCUST-SHAPED ALABASTRA. Florence,
NMA, Inv. 71197, 600 B.C.E.



IGURE 5 - WOMAN. BRONZE
TUETTE, From the sanctuary of Diana at
emi, ltaly. Circa 350 B.C.E. Paris, Louvre.
otographer Hervé Lewandowski; Ré
Musées Nationaux  Art Resource, NY.

CLASSICAL PERIOD

The Dallas exhibit has fewer objects from the Classical period, roughly the fifth and fourth cen-
turies B.C.E., than from cither the earlier or later periods. In addition to some routine Etruscan
red-figure vases, such as the two stamnoi (220 and 222), two askoi in the form of birds from the
fourth century B.C.E. continue the long-lived tradition of making vases in the shape of birds
and animals. Four of the carlicr examples are 30: the bird on wheels from the Villanovan period;
151, an oil jar in the form of a deer from the 6th c. B.C.E.; and 145, two grasshoppers who also
function as alabastra, again for holding either oil or perfume. The grasshoppers have cartoon-like
faces with their bodies neatly forming the container. Their wings, legs and body are distinguished
by different patterns. Similarly the nwo Etruscan red-figure bird askoi (270 and 271) from the
Classical period are well-adapted to their shapes. The parts of the bird receive distinctive deco-
ration. Note the striated tail feathers compared to the neck and chest with its scalloped feathers.
On the bodics, one includes just the front half of a female head in profile and the other portrays
awinged woman, perhaps a Nike, holding a helmet and flying to the front of the bird. Note how
her wings are set off from that of the birds.

Two candelabra (214 and 215) and a thymiaterion (216), an incense burner, give an idea of
what the Etruscans could accomplish in bronze in the Classical period. All three have tripod bases
with feet ending in animal paws (215) or hooves (216), and long stems ending in either the cup
for burning the incense or “petals” with “spikes” to pierce the candles just above their bottom ends.
The thymiaterion has a dancing woman at its base and the candelabrum tops its stand with a bird.
Because these bronze picces belong to a larger group, (204-217) from a single tomb in Populonia
with hydriai by the Artic red-figure Mcidias Painter, they give an idea of what a reasonably well-
oft person would be buried with in the middle of the fifth cencury B.C.E. Also present were a
number of bronze vessels (204-207 and 209-210) and a bronze mirror (217) incised with a youth
reclining on a couch and a bearded man standing at its end.

While we are discussing bronzes, consider one of the magnificent Etruscan statuettes from
the fourth century B.C.E. and now in the Louvre.” (Figure 5) It portrays 2 woman. Her head re-
calls, in Brendel’s words, the “calm and collected [Detroit rider whose].... attributes... bespeak a
certain attitude of art which favors understatement, avoids exaggeration, and tends to minimize
the artist’s interference with natural appearance.... Its dignity... seems so artless.” Yet when she
is viewed as a whole, something radically different has happened to her body. Brendel says thar
she is “fantastically lengthened [and thar]... these strange inventions [are] so clearly out of step
with their times.™ Cercainly this figure is out of step with both contemporary Greek art and art
as Brendel defined it. Giacometti, however, was entranced by the “skinny figurines” as they are
sometimes called. I believe that the overall impression is one of extreme elegance from the aris-

tocratic face through the atcenuated body to the pointed shoes. The difference in textures berween
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the head with its wavy hair, cross-hatched diadem, and precisely delineated features and the
smooth surface of the body imparts a pleasing visual balance, The knobby knees and breasts ap-
propriately punctuate the body to indicate the bare minimum of anatomical structure, and all
occur where we expect them to be, The contrasts in forms, patterns, and two- and three-dimen-
sionality produce a geomeric, almost stark effect-a masterpicce of design. Like the Siena
“Canopic” head (165) she, w0, needs to be viewed not just from the frone, but from the side and

the back. Also like the Siena head, she combines che realistic with the abstract.

HELLENISTIC PERIOD
At this point let us tum o the Hellenistic period. While the Eruscans are considered to be on the
decline politically, nonetheless, many clearly were still very well off, if one can judge from their
tombs and their burial containers. This exhibition is remarkable for having on display some of the
most notable ums as well as the terra cotta pediment from Talamone (293), which served as a source
for scenes on ane group of the ums. As in the earlier periods, cremation was popular among
Erruscans who lived in the more norcherly areas, like Chiusi and Volterra, while inhumation was fa-
vored in the south ac Tarquinia, Tuscania and Vuldi. As a result, the north buries their dead in smaller
urns and the south in larger sarcophagi o accommodate the full body. Despite the two different
choices—still the most popular today—the urns and sarcophagi share the same basic structure. The
deceased reclines, as if ac banquet, on the lid that tops a cask, which generally carries a figured scene.
Often the narrow ends are decorated, but only the sarcophagi sometimes have scenes on the other
long side. The heads of the reclining figures can be particularized to the poinc that they are not
mere stock heads bur actual portraits, as one would expect from the tradition thac goes back to the
time of the “Canopic” urns, such as the Siena man (165) and the Florence woman (99),

Keep in mind thar the Greeks are also maki its in the Hellenistic period of real people that

o

resemble those people, but two differences set them apart from the Exruscans. The Greek portraits we
have tend to be only of notables like rulers or philosophers, while the Esruscans have an extensive num-
ber of wealthy, but not otherwise nocable, people portrayed on the lids of sarcophagi and urns with
inscriptions that tell us precisely who they are. At the same time the Greek portraits never lose their ide-
alistic quality. It is almost as if their faces had been air-brushed, albeit in stone or bronze. The Exruscan
heads, on the other hand, often capuure physical likenesses. [ am particularly fond of a gentdeman from
Volterra who looks not straight out at the viewer, as most do, but up to our tight.* His right hand plays
with his garland, as his left hand holds a scroll —indicaring that he is fiterare and probably was once with
an inscription—and he wears a rather large signet ring,. In his pose he resembles a gentleman from Siena
(234) who, somewhat unusually, is actually looking ar a small child. Also typical are the reclining men
with their enormous, almost Buddha-like, bellies, such as 224, that led Carullus (39.11) to refer to the
“obesus Etruscus,” a label that needs no translation,
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Some of the heads on the late Etruscan funerary urns (233 and 234) seem to resemble cach other

more than one might expect for poreraits. Firse, the lids may have stock Faces that were only superficially

modified to represent & recently deceased person, especially if the person died suddenly. Unfortunately,

we know nothing about how Exruscan artists went about making portraits and even whas they thought
constituted a likeness. In recent years, however, developments in forensic science have been applied to

the remains of ancient bodies, Perhaps best known is the scanning of Egyptian mummies to learn more

abour who they were and what happened to them, inc luding the causes of their deaths. A particular sub-
set applies to porueaits, because one late, second century C.E. Egyptian mummy, that of Artemidorus,
with a painted “Fayum” portrait in the Gracco-Roman tradition, has been scanned and his face recon

structed from his skull. When we have a number of such reconstructions, we will be able o compare
them o the actual remains to understand what this group of Romanized Egyptians thoughr was a like-

ness. Seianti Hanunia Tleshna

ha, a woman, who now resides in her terra corra sarcophagus in London
at the British Museum is the lone Etruscan to have had her skull analyzed, reconstructed and compared
to her portrait on the lid of her urn.™ 1 find the resemblance between the reconstruction and the sculpred
head rather general—another one of thase plump, full-ficed Etruscans. | he analysis of her bones, how
ever, and what they tell about the kind of life she led is fascinating from her horse-riding accident as a
teenager to her severely rotting reeth as an adule

Second, the physical resemblances between portraits may reflect actual resemblances. since many
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of those depicted were, indeed, related to each other. In fact, 231 and 232 both befong to members of
the Purni family, as can be secn by their inscriptions identifying their occupants.® Unfortunately only
231 still has his head. Ac Volterra the Inghitami Tomb, named after che owner of the land where the
tomb was discovered, contained neary fifty urns arranged on a bench around a cencral pillar as if gath-
ered together in an eternal banquer.*' In some cases, what the deceased did is indicared either by a tide
in the inscripeion or in his actual depiction,

Women often received the same amount of attention in their burial containers as did the men, [
have already mentioned the case of Hanunia. In this exhibition note 228, another urn from Volterra,
with a woman elaboraely dressed and holding a fan in her left hand. Women do not wear garfands like
the men, but like the men who often wear more than one ring (227 and 231), she is bedecked with jew-
elry. She sports a bracelet on her righe wrist, probably had rings on the missing hand, and a choker, Her
cask carries a common scene of the husband raking his leave of his wife who reclines on a couch in the
center. Cinerary urns for the less wealthy were made of terra cotta and produced in numbers from
molds, such as 237-242, They were personalized by the names of the deceased generally painted in red
on the rop molding of the cask. In addition the colors and painted details in the stock scencs on the casks
vary from urn to urn.

Although Erruscans exhibiting the “poor” taste to paine their sculprure would not seem surpris-
ing to some scholars, the fact that Greek and Roman sculprure was just as gaudily painted has become
evident in the past decade through scientific examinarion of its surfaces.”” One urn (234) from Siena
has remarkable preservation of the color, especially for an object made of alabaster. On the cask ap-
pears a seven-figured scene with a winged woman in the center with her left foot resting on an altar.
Note her blonde hair, bluish-black wings, but with a yellow cye in her left wing, On either side of her
are two chree-figure groups consisting of a dying warrior on the ground being supported by a youth
with two more warriors on the ends, cach gripping a shield. The righr fallen warrior is remarkably
vivid with his black beard, staring eyes, cuirass, and his left arm hanging limply in his shield with ics
bright red interior. He wears an animal-headed helmet in contrast to the other fallen warrior who is
beardless and in heroic nudicy. A spear has pierced his gut with spurts of red blood dripping down. He
has apparently slain the bearded wartior with what looks like an uprooted tree. This scene is tradi-
tionally identified as Ercocles and Polyneices, the twin sons of Oedipus and Iocasa, after they have
killed each other simultancously in a duel.

To understand why this interpretation has been proposed, let's now wm o the terra cotta pedi-
ment from Talamone (293). The artist has managed (o squeeze a large number of figures and horses into
a triangular space to tell the complex rale of the Seven against Thebes. After Oedipus lears chat he has
married his mother and had children by her, he blinds himself and passes the rule of Thebes o his twin
sons. They agree to share the responsibility by cach ruling in alternating years. OF course, as Mel Brooks
said, “Its good 1o be king!” The result was that Ereocles did not relinquish the chrone after his year was
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up and Polyneices rounded up a force, the Seven against Thebes, to get his turn. The pediment shows
the final encounters, On cither end is a chariot. Adrastos escapes in the one on the left, while Amphiaraos,
a seer, will not be killed and so you can see him and his horscs, on the right, disappearing into the earth.
Above in the center the battle continues to rage on, while below in the most important position is the
blind Oedipus—note his closed eyes—supported by a man on our right. On cither side of Oedipus are
his two dying sons, each with his own assisting figure, cither locasta or Antigone on the left for Exeokles
and a male companion for Polyneices.

This central group is believed to be depicted on the Siena urn (234). One glaring discrepancy be-
tween the Talamone pediment and that urn, I believe, indicates that the umn depicts a different subject.
The absence of Oedipus is not truly the problem, since the artist could have decided to just depict the
central actors of the duel with assisting figures, who themselves could be varied at will. The real prob-
lem is the object sticking out of the gut of the right warrior on the urn. Most scholars interpret it as a
thunderbolt, even though it resembles no other Etruscan, Greek or Roman thunderbole. Morcover,
each of the other urns in this group portray the “thunderbolt” differently, but as, what looks to me like
differenc kinds of trees.” The problem then becomes what story the scene actually represents. And,
sadly, | have no explanation, although it must have involved two warriors in a duel, one of whom lost
his weapon and/or normally fought with an uprooted tree. While a number of duels have been recorded
in the extant literary texts, none quite fits the representations on these urns.

I do believe that it must depict an Etruscan story about two Etruscans, because we know that
Etruscans did depict stories about themselves, as is only 1o be expected. In fact the Dallas show has two
urns with Exrusco-Roman legends on their casks. 232, one of the two urns from the Purni family, por-
trays the ambush of Cacu, an Etruscan seer, and his assistant Artile, scated on our left, by the Vibennae
brothers, one on either side of the central group. We know the names for these figures, because they are
inscribed on an Etruscan mirror in the British Museum with the four central figures of the urn.* (Figure
6) The Vibennae brothers were either local heroes or mercenarics varying according to the locale depice-
ing their exploits. On the urn and the mirror one’s sympathy is with Cacu because of his central posicion,
seeming unawareness of the actack, and the contrast of his nude body compared to the overly armed and
cuirassed Vibennae, Cacu resembles Apollo in his form and pose, but is Erruscanized not only by the con-
text, but also in the elaborate necklace with its pendant bullac, not worn by the Greek Apollo. The figures
on the urn are in extremely high relicf, often with their limbs entirely in the round. The other Purni um
{231) depicts a battle, possibly between Frruscans and Gauls, on its front, but a more interesting subject
on its left end, There a fully armed warrior has collapsed to his knees, as a bird perched on his helmet leans
down over it to peck at the warrior’s eyes. Livy (7.26.3-5) relates that Valerius Roman, was about to lose
the duel, when a raven suddenly appeared and pecked ac his Gallic opponent until Valerius won. And
henceforth Valerius took the nickname of “Corvus,” “raven” in Latin.*

At this point some background on the relation between the Etruscans and the Romans is necessary:
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FIGURE 6 - CACU AMUSED BY THE
VIBENNAL, Bronze Mirror. Circa Late
4th/3rd century B.C.E. London, British
Museum, 633. Drawing after: £55: pl. 127,
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RN, Florence, NMA, Tnv, 86728/86707.

F2nd century B.C.E.

13
CHUT URN. Florence, NMA, Inv, 6609
[ Oh cenrury B.C.E.

At the beginning of the previous paragraph 1 used the term “Exrusco-Roman” to indicate legends shared
by both the Etruscans and the Romans, because their history—and even their cultures—are forever in

tertwined by their physical proximity to cach other that led not just to trade but a number of wars, In

the sixth century B.C.E.—the height of Etruscan power—the Etruscans ruled Rome. The first emple
of Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome was an Etruscan, nota Greek emple. Even lacer Roman temples depend
more on Etruscan than Greek design with their high podia, emphasis on the front, and absence of a
colonnade surrounding the entire building. As the Romans slowly conquer ltaly and extend their reach
into Erruria, encounters beween the Erruscans and Romans are likely to be subjects for Etruscan art, At
the same time some Etruscans are themselves becoming Romanized. Hence Etruscan umns from the
Hellenistic period can have scenes depicting encounters with Romans or even, depending on the sym-
pathics of individual Erruscans, Roman stories. This phenomenon does not differ in essence from its
counterpart, the depiction of Greek myths on the urns, such as the Seven against Thebes, which | dis-
cuss next. All three cultures— Ernuscan, Greek and Roman—interacted with cach other chroughour their
joint existence,

Three major centers produced urns in Erruria—Volterra, Chiusi and Perugia—and each of them
varied the basic form of the um. Volterran urns (227 and 228) have figures with large heads, somewhat

= casks tend o have crown

truncared bodies wich their left chighs flac against the bottom of the lid. The:
ing and base moldings with choices of elements that sometimes define different workshops. Chiusine
urns, such as the two Purni ums (231 and 232) have more proportionate figures reclining on the lids

with their legs more extended and often forming a riangular mass ac the left end. The casks have base
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moldings, but often lack the claborate crowning moldings of the Volterran urns, Urns

from Perugia are not well rep d in this exhibition. 244 belongs to a separate group
that roughly takes the shape of a building, perhaps a long-lived survival from Villanovan

hut urns (for example, 2 and 13). Those with figures reclining on the lids were ori-
ented more vertically than cither Volterran or Chiusine urns. They tend to have a simple
base molding and no crowning molding.*

Let us return to the pediment from Talamone (293), because it provides us with

an idea of how models and offshoots worked in Etruria. It was the source for depic-
tions of the Seven against Thebes at all three major urn centers. Most interestingly
cach center chose a different set of clements for its urns and consistently produced only those varia-
tions and not the ones sclected by the other centers. Perugia chose the center group of Oedipus with
his sons fallen on cither side of him and the attack on the city of Thebes itself. Just above Oedipus one
can see Capaneus on the ladder holding his shield over his head to protect himself from objects thrown
down from the batdements by the defenders. Chiusi does not depict Oedipus at all, but instead man-
ages to cram in both Adrastos and Amphiaraos with their chariots on the ends and the storming of the
city in the center with Capancus on the ladder with a fallen comrade over his shoulder.” (Figure 7)
Volterra uses two types. The first portrays just the two chariots with that of Adrastos, on the left, rac-
ing over the sinking one of Amphiaraos.™ The other focuscs on the central scene with Oedipus and
his two sons, buc in this case Kreon, their uncle, is added just left of center with either Tocasta, their

mother, or Antigone, their sister, rushing in from the right.” (Figure 8)

ETRUSCAN AND GREEK ART. ONCE AGAIN

T have tried to present an idea of whar Etruscan art was really like as exemplified by objects in the Dallas
exhibition. As a result, certain characteristics of Etruscan art have not been discussed, especially those
in their splendid tomb paintings. Although the later material—such as the Talamone pediment and the
late Exruscan funerary urns—is significant and typical of the period, it does not demonstrate traits like
the joie de vivre in the tomb paintings or the emphasis on the immediate moment, especially in the
eternal conversations of those depicted in the tombs in the pre-Hellenistic funerary monuments, such
as the archaic Villa Giulia sarcophagus or the pair of sarcophagi from Vulci now in the Museum of Fine
Arts in Boston.*" Allied to the spirited representations are other examples of stark emotion, such as the
she-demon from the Tomb of the Infernal Quadriga in Sarteano, which I have not discussed here.!' Nor
have I considered here how the Etruscans adapt Greek models of Greek scenes for their own depictions
of the same story.** In short, the Erruscans never intended to slavishly copy Greek ar, but rather 1o use
itasan aid in portraying their own culture. In particular the Greeks, as I mentioned above, believed tha
the aim of art was to imitate nature, and they worked extremely hard ar doing so from the Archaic pe-

riod on. While we have no statements by Etruscans about what they thought art was and how it
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FIGURE 7 - SEVEN AGAINST THEBES,

Alabaster urn. Late 2nd/1st century B.C.E.
Chiusi, 215. Drawing after: H. Brunn and
G. Kérte, [ rilievi delle urne errusche, vol. 2
(Berlin 1870-1916) pl. 24 No. 8.
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FIGURE 8 — OEDIPUS. Alabaster urn.

Late 2nd/1st century B.C.E. Volterra, 374.

Drawing after: H. Brunn and G. Kirte,
rilievi delle urne etrusche, vol. 2 (Berlin
870-1916) pl. 18 No. 3.

functioned, the arc thar they have left us does allow us to conclude that “imitation of nature” was not
its primary aim or they would not have produced, for example, the “Canopic” urns or the bronze sta-
uette of the woman now in the Louvre. Hence Etruscan art cannot be judged by Greek standards.

T hope that I have demonstrated that the Exruscans produced art thac is distinctive to them and even
Art with a capital “A." One of the problems I think is that scholars, trained in Greck art, do not value
what they deem lesser pieces and, even when they do, only see them through Greek lenses. The best of
Etruscan art is not Greek through and through, but often a meld of the two traditions. The Greek sur-
face is combined with the Exruscan abstract and sense of design, which pre-existed their contacts with
the Greeks. The result is new forms. Furthermore, T believe that many scholars exhibit a poverey of
imagination in being unable to conceive of 2 good Erruscan artist. When these scholars come across
something that is Etruscan and of high qualicy, then the picce must have been made by a Greek artise
working in Etruria, Even Etruscologists are not immune from this malady. Stephan Steingriber, for ex-
ample, represents a recent case, when he attributes virrually every high quality Etruscan tomb painting,
including those from the Tomb of the Bulls and the Tomb of Hunting and Fishing, to Greek artists.*’

This approach has three problems. First, we have no evidence for monumental painting from
mainland Greece in the Archaic period. We assume it must have existed, cven though, when we exam-
inc the literary sources, no mention of large-scale paintings occurs before the fifth century B.C.E*
Even more important, the earliest evidence for painted tombs in Tonia (eastern Turkey) date to circa 530
B.C.E. and they are technically well-developed.® In contrast, the Ecruscan serics begins in the carly sev-
enth century B.C.E. with very simple decoration. The Tomb of the Roaring Lions discovered at Veii a
few years ago is an example. In other words, as the evidence now stands, the idea must be faced that
not only were the Etruscans in the forefront of the develop of m | painting, but also that

b

the influence may very well have gone from Wiest to East, since the seventh and sixth centuries B.C.E.
mark the height of Etruscan wealth and power. It is merely a scholarly assumption that the Greeks, and
the Athenians in particular, were always the dominant culture.

Even worse is the second issue. I simply do not understand why artists who emigrate to Athens,
such as Lydos the Lydian and Skythes the Scythian, are considered pure Attic vase-painters with ab-
solutely no traces of their origins in Asia Minor, but any artist who might have emigrated to Exruria from
lonia remains thoroughly Greek. And these artists remain Greck even when they portray Etruscan
forms, such as the beak moldings on the fountain and the stand for the catch-basin in the Tomb of the
Bulls."” Thirdly, as no scholar mines Greek or Roman art for “true” Eruscan art, so also scholars should
cease extracting clements from Ecruscan art that they deem high quality and calling them Greek. I find
the idea that no Etruscan could achieve Art over a period of 800 years staggering. To some extent our
nationalities explain why the Grecophiliacs tend to be Europeans and not Americans. Americans are ac-

customed not only to the “melting pot” of their population, but also to the recognition that assimilati

o'

can be incredibly rapid. Children of immigrants act like Americans not foreigners.
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And so we come to the nub of the problem. Why do the Etruscans get such a bad scholarly press?
I think chat an incident that occurred early in my carcer in 1974 is instructive. | presented a paper on
the appearance of the death of Lucretia on late Erruscan funerary urns as pare of a colloquium at Brown
University.* Peter von Blanckenhagen, who had been unable to come the day of my talk, nonetheless,
jumped into the discussion two days later. While [ could accept that he believed thar my inter
of this set of urns was wrong, what I found remarkable was that he could not even contemplate the idea
that the Exruscans might have depicted stories about their own past. Our argument went back and
forth for about an hour, when finally Blanckenhagen asked me whether I thoughe thar 90 percent of
the urns carried Greek scenes, While | privately disagreed with the percentage—1I think it's higher—
nonetheless, I said at the time that meant 10 percent of the scenes were Erruscan. Ae this point
Blanckenhagen offered his last argument: “Wouldn't it be nicer if it were a Greek scene and not an
Exruscan one?™ And I replied: “No! It would be nicer if it were Erruscan and not Greek!" 1 believe thar
this anecdote accounts for the dominant view of the Etruscans as lesser arists than the Greeks.

Several generations of scholars, including thase active today, are so enthralled by the Greeks—
who are often worthy of such admiration—that anything thar is not towally Greek is, well, not nice.
Combining a dassical head on an abstract body is not nice. Showing emotion in a period of resteaint is
not nice. Exploiting Greek stories for their comic aspects is not nice. In short, Blanckenhagen was right.

Etruscan art is not nice. It is unserding, Because it is eclectic, it is often difficult to caregorize.” It does
not proceed in an orderly fashion like Greek are by mastering first one element then another in the de-
piction of the human form. Instead, right from the start and before any Greek influence ook hold their
art is three-dimensional, abstract and yer so concrete that the face on the “Canopic” urn anticipates
Hirchcock. Nor can Etruscan art be mined for remnants of Greek art, because what it borrows, it trans-
mutes. Let us once and for all stop worrying about the red herring of whether the Erruscans produced
art with a capital “A” or had an "Etruscan gaze.” Let us finally accepe reality. The Exruscans not only pro-
duced Art, but the Art that they produced is, has been, and always will be Etruscan and not Greek and

therefore must be judged only on its own Etruscan terms,
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