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Abstract 
 

I have used mythology of Etruscan origin and mythology favored by the Etruscans as 

subject matter for a group of sculpture. While the work draws only a little upon Etruscan 

pictorial style, with the exception of what is needed to ascertain appropriate details of 

costume and attributes, it strives to capture the essential content and spirit of the original. 

Each image is accompanied by a description of its content and historical background, in 

addition to a description of the broader context of Etruscan civilization. I hope to create 

an interest in and awareness of this relatively obscure subject matter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Artist’s Statement 

 

 Though the mindset of the ancients could be utterly opposed to our own, their 

workings shaped our world in ways great and small. The stories of the Greeks, imbibed 

by the Romans and Etruscans, have shaped many a film and logo and figure of speech. 

One can hardly walk down a city street or across a university campus without seeing 

examples of architectural features borrowed from classical civilizations. The 

contributions of the Greeks and Romans have been much appreciated, and here I intend 

to give a lesser-known culture their due. 

Etruscan art in its various moods can be exuberant, violent, fantastical, and 

gloomy. Their language has handed down such words to us as ‘people’ and ‘military’, 

and without their skill at water management the Romans may have never had full use of 

the land on which they lived. The last three kings of Rome were Etruscan, and it was they 

who built the first version of the Cloaca Maxima, which transformed the central part of 

the Roman settlement from a swampy area, beset by seasonal flooding and useful only as 

a cemetery, into a suitable place for the gleaming Forum of a city which would go on to 

conquer the Mediterranean.  

 The Tuscan Order of construction has influenced nearly as many neoclassical 

facades as the Doric and Ionic; the ‘Etruscan’ style has been a feature of interior design 

and glassware production since the eighteenth century, even if the details have not always 

been accurate. The characters of their mythology, glimpsed in frescoes and vase paintings 

over the centuries, have influenced well-known imagery in unexpected ways. One of the 

demons associated with death, Charun, is thought to have influenced the portrayals of 

devils from the Middle Ages onward; some have also suggested that other figures have 

influenced portrayals of angels (Bonfante 268). More fundamentally, it was originally 

through the Etruscans that the Phoenician alphabet entered Italy, combining with the later 

entrance of the Greeks to shape the Latin alphabet we use today. 
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This body of work attempts to bring to life other Etruscan themes and characters, 

and to do so in their original context. Of course, when talking about the Etruscans, it’s 

usually best to begin by providing that context.  

The Etruscans were a people who were viewed as set apart from their Italic 

neighbors; their language, of which only a few words can be translated, has no known 

relatives in the region. Though the Etruscans called themselves the Rasenna, the Greeks 

called them the Tyrrhenians, and thus did the region of the Mediterranean off the west 

coast of Italy come to be called the Tyrrhenian Sea. Theories about their origins varied as 

much in antiquity as they do in the modern day. Herodotus claimed that they were Lydian 

migrants fleeing famine shortly before the Trojan War, under the leadership of a king he 

calls Tyrsenos under the assumption that the people would take their name from their 

king. Another theory, promoted by the Greek writers Hellanicus and Anticleides, holds 

that they were the descendants of a wandering group called the Pelasgians who had 

wandered about the Aegean before coming to rest in Italy. According to the latter, 

Pelasgians had also settled Lemnos and Imbros.  

Dionysus of Halicarnassus, writing at the time of Augustus, claimed that the 

Etruscans themselves held that they were autochthonous, that they had always been in 

Etruria, and cited the fact that they called themselves Rasenna rather than Tyrrhenoi as 

evidence. Modern theories have followed all of these directions; there is evidence of 

continuous and developing civilization in the regions that became Etruscan for several 

centuries prior to the historic period, continuing up through the Geometric and 

Orientalizing periods without obvious disruption. The earlier historians would have been 

less influenced by political concerns than the later, and there is evidence for the Lemnos 

connection. A funerary stele dated to the 6th century BC was recovered on Lemnos, 

inscribed with a language and script similar to Etruscan, as isolated in its context as the 

Etruscan language itself. One of the Sea Peoples recorded as attacking Egypt during the 

reigns of Amenhotep and Ramses III has also tentatively been identified with the 

“Tyrsenoi” or “Tyrrhenians”, which, if correct, would add a layer of plausibility to the 

idea that some small group came in from further east and joined the pre-Etruscan culture, 

perhaps influencing it but not in sufficient numbers to prevent them from assimilating to 

it rather than the reverse (Bonfante 48-9).  

 According to tests done by Turin University on men whose families have long 

histories near the old Etruscan settlements of Murlo and Volterra, and the Casentino 

Valley, the Tuscan population has a distinct genetic relationship with people from near 

Smyrna, which is Izmir in modern Turkey (Hooper). This relationship is absent in other 

Italic peoples. This may be a strong confirmation that the Etruscans did indeed, as 

Herodotus said, have ties to ancient Lydia. Exactly how the populations interacted is 

apparently lost to history.  

 They were noted for participation in agriculture, metalwork, trade, and piracy – 

indeed, in the one significant appearance of Etruscans in Greek myth, it is as pirates who 

capture the god Dionysus and are transformed into dolphins for their disrespect. They 

were organized into a loose confederation of twelve major, occasionally warring city-

states, not unlike Ancient Greece, instead of a unified kingdom. These city-states shared 

language, religion, and culture, however, and at times their society was presided over by 

an official referred to by the Romans as the Praetor Etruriae. One of the men known from 

inscriptions in his tomb to have held this title was Aulus Spurinna of Tarquinia, along 
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with some other men of his family. The culture was loosely centered on the pan-Etruscan 

shrine at Velzna, which became modern Orvieto. The seventh century BC was an 

exceedingly prosperous time for the Etruscans, who by then were allied with Carthage in 

the full flower of its power. Some of the grave goods from this period, notably the 

goldwork from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb in Cerveteri, were of extraordinary opulence 

and quality.  

 They remained the foremost Italic culture until they were eclipsed by Rome. At 

one time their power extended as far south along the coastline as Pompeii, and as noted 

above, the last three kings of Rome, Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, Servius Tullius, and 

Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, were of Etruscan origin. They drained and raised the site of 

the former Sepulcretum cemetery, beginning its transition into the Forum, and according 

to Livy, Superbus brought over workmen from all over Etruria in order to build the vast 

Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus Capitolinus. These included Vulca of Veii, the 

Etruscan sculptor who made the now-lost terracotta cult statue of Jupiter, which was 

painted red with cinnabar like the faces of later Roman generals during Triumphs. 

 The exposure of the Italic peoples to the Greeks and their ways began in the days 

of Mycenae prior to its collapse, when the Mycenaean Greeks were trading with a 

relatively advanced culture in the Po Valley which may or may not have been related to 

the Pelasgians of story. This contact seemed to have been relatively brief, and Italy 

passed through the Geometric period alone; however, in about 775 BC, Euboean Greek 

traders and craftsmen established a trading post at Pithekoussai in Ischia. Though 

relations between the new settlers and the Etruscans were not always amicable, the 

Etruscans were hospitable to Hellenization. Trading posts were established in the port 

town of Graviscae, which adopted many facets of Greek culture; in the first quarter of the 

sixth century, Graviscae’s mother city of Tarquinia followed suit. Tarquinia is famed for 

its many colorfully painted tombs, and these frescoes were originally painted by traveling 

Greek artists – with varying levels of skill. The Etruscans were often fanatical collectors 

of Athenian red figure and black figure pottery. One man’s tomb was filled with his 

collection of Greek vessels, which were far closer in number to one hundred than to fifty. 

 Hellenization spread far and wide across the Etruscan world, taking longest to 

reach the more isolated city-states like northern Chiusi, located in modern Tuscany, 

which was separated from the outside world by a long road through a forest widely 

purported to be haunted. The Etruscans, apparently appreciating power in the storytelling 

and/or the magic of the easterners, seemed to assume that the Greeks had the right of 

things. The first foreigner recorded to have made offerings to Zeus at Mount Olympus 

was an Etruscan king. They adopted Greek stories and Greek heroes and Greek names for 

their divinities, though not before filtering them through their own cultural expectations. 

Hercules became the Etruscan Hercle, as a fully-fledged god rather than a hero, while 

Aita, god of the underworld, gained Persephone as a wife but not the name Hades and 

continued to wear a wolfskin. Dionysus/Fufluns who was the namesake of the city of 

Fufluna – which became modern Populonia, sometimes appeared as the handsome young 

god favored by the Greeks, but at other times became a short, misshapen, pot-bellied 

sprite more akin to Silenus and seeming to indicate an earlier tradition. The primary trio 

worshiped by the Etruscans were the chief god Tinia, equated with Zeus, paired with 

goddesses Uni/Hera and Menrva/Athena. Unlike the jealous but more domestic Hera of 

the Greeks, Uni was a warlike goddess also equated with the Phoenician Astarte.  
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 By the fourth century, Greek civilization had receded as a political power even as 

the Etruscans were receding, but Etruscan identification with the Greeks was well 

established. In the Francios Tomb in Vulci, the frescoes depict a scene of Trojan 

prisoners being executed by Achilles. This was a clear allusion to their hopes about the 

conflict with the Romans, who through Aeneas had long identified themselves with Troy. 

Etruscan art went through various stages from Geometric to Orientalizing to 

Archaic, but even when they came nearest to Greek-style classicism, never achieved – 

and seldom seemed to wish to achieve – the perfected-naturalism of Greek art. The 

tendency to slip into ever-so-slightly geometric stylization was pervasive in later days, 

recalling the hard edges of work from the tradition in the widely despised Etruscan city of 

Veii. Etruscan taste was on the whole exuberant, occasionally violent, and betrayed a zeal 

that was not defeated by their doctrinal tendency toward fatalism. 

 I have not remained too close to the Etruscan methods of forming figures, instead 

maintaining my own style, though my subject matter is entirely Etruscan. The dark 

coloring of all of the work is partially an aesthetic choice, but in part it is also an homage 

to the black bucchero ware which is one of the hallmarks of Etruscan archaeological 

sites.  

 

First in the group is a ceramic figure of Calchas. Calchas, son of Thestor, was a 

notable figure in the Iliad who was said to have been given oracular powers by Apollo. 

He was renowned for his ability to divine the future and the will of the gods. According 

to later sources though not to the Iliad itself, when the attempts of the Greek fleet to sail 

on Troy were foiled by a contrary wind that kept them bottled up in the bay of Aulis, it 

was he who told Agamemnon of Mycenae that he had offended Artemis by killing one of 

her sacred deer or by boasting hunting ability superior to hers, and that the goddess would 

have to be propitiated with the sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia (Iphigenia). One of the 

major conflicts of the Iliad began when Achilles backed Chalchas when he informed 

Agamemnon – bad news again, to the Mycenaean’s great resentment – that in order to 

stop a plague that was decimating the Greek forces, he would have to give up without 

ransom a female captive he esteemed and wished to keep within his own household. 

Chalchas foresaw that the war would last ten years, and was also the source of the idea of 

using a hollow wooden horse to trick the Trojans (Chalchas).  

 The Etruscans were dedicated to divination themselves, and practiced it in three 

primary forms. The fulgurator was a priest who read lightning. An augur read the 

movements of birds, and the best known, the haruspex, found his clues of the future in 

the livers of sheep. What is called animism in the modern era shares with the ancients the 

belief that various forces, including the stars, can influence events on earth to such a 

degree as to determine the appearance of the viscera of animals. 

 The liver was divided into regions which reflected different areas of the heavens. 

Men who intended to take up the life of a haruspex, or netsvis in Etruscan, would train on 

models engraved with the names of the gods and their particular sectors. The best 

example of a surviving model for divination training, and the only one originating in 

Etruria (there are others that were found in the Near East), is the bronze sheep’s liver 

which was found close to Piacenza in the Po Valley. It was a map, neatly gridded off into 

forty-four “houses”, with each one associated with a god or goddess. The liver provides 
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the names of twenty-eight Etruscan divinities, some of which are known from no other 

source (Bonfante 224). 

 My Calchas is portrayed according to to the manner of an Etruscan netsvis, in a 

pose borrowed from an engraved bronze mirror bearing his image. They stood with their 

left foot upraised, their left hand holding the liver. In accordance with the Etruscan 

tendency in regard to any supernatural figure, this human figure of Greek myth was given 

wings. As Chalchas was mentioned as having conducted divination from the entrails of 

the enemy, the liver he holds is more likely human than ovine.  

This figure measures 9.5”x7”x4.75”, and is made of low-fire stoneware with a 

black terra sigillata finish. The torso was built hollow, with holes to let air out while 

firing, and the many delicate parts were supported by disposable pieces of clay while 

drying.  
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The tale of the Seven Against Thebes was highly popular among the Etruscans. It is 

impossible to say if their interpretation of the story differed to that of the Greeks 

themselves, but as the Etruscans were fond of both drama and a bit of blood, it is 
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unsurprising that no scene in it was more reproduced by them than the climactic duel 

between the brothers Eteocles and Polynices.  

 The most common version of the story derives from the play by Aeschylus, which 

was the third and last in his cycle about the house of Oedipus. After Oedipus’ true 

identity was revealed, causing him to blind himself and his mother/wife to commit 

suicide, his sons despised him and locked him away to hide the shame of their household. 

Oedipus sought retribution for his imprisonment, which later became exile. The boys 

were twins, and Oedipus had been king of Thebes; there was no clear succession and the 

settlement of the throne would have to be agreed upon between them. Their father cursed 

them to never be able to resolve the situation.  

 In an attempt to avoid the curse, the young men decided to rule in alternating 

year-long installments. This arrangement fell apart so swiftly that Oedipus lived to hear 

of it. Eteocles, once installed in power, decided to banish his brother and keep the throne 

for himself. His brother sought their father’s support, but received a renewed curse: that 

he would neither win his homeland nor return to his place of exile, but rather kill and be 

killed. Polynices gained the support of the kingdom of Argos and raised an army to fight 

against Eteocles, led by seven commanders including himself – the titular seven against 

Thebes. 

 The siege of Thebes continued for some time, with the fighting resulting in a 

draw. The final battle was arranged: each of the seven attacking commanders would fight 

one of the seven defending commanders for the right to the city. Each pair fought before 

one of the archaeologically-elusive seven gates of Thebes. Any attacker who was able to 

bypass a defending commander would have the opportunity to breach the city, but in each 

case the attacker was prevented from gaining access. The last pair to join battle were the 

brothers themselves. In accordance with their father’s curse, they killed each other.  

 As Eteocles had been the sitting king and Polynices the invader bringing harm to 

his native land, the latter was in danger of having no honorable burial at all; only his 

sister, Antigone, stood by him to bury his body and mourn him (Aeschylus). That act of 

loyalty was one for which she would pay with her life. 

 This episode appeared widely on sarcophagi and cinerary urns in the later 

centuries of Etruscan civilization. Unlike my sculpture of Calchas, I made little use of the 

popular Etruscan imagery in determining what their pose and attire would look like. Their 

armor differs in order to make the point that they were being outfitted by different 

suppliers, and the composition of the piece is invented from whole cloth. Like the 

Etruscans, however, the brothers are depicted in the climactic moment of mutual mortal 

injury.  

Like Calchas, this piece is ceramic with black terra sigillata, and measures 

11”x9”x6”. As ceramic figures need some additional support beyond their own legs, 

these figures are reinforced by their relationship to one another, by the small tree stump 

next to the standing brother’s leg, and by the draped fabric of the kneeling brother’s cape.  
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The Romans were well known for their piety, yet they considered the Etruscans 

the most religious of men. The gods ruled all and communicated through the movements 

of the natural world, and could be propitiated through the sacrifices of libations, grain, 

animals, and occasionally human beings. Fate was nigh inescapable; civilizations had 
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futures measured in finite numbers of saeculum – generation-times of over one hundred 

years – and the Etruscans assigned themselves ten of these, with the last said to have 

concluded in the year 19 AD. The estimate, perhaps assisted by their own fatalism, 

proved accurate, for their civilization had been almost fully Romanized by then. Their 

religious practices were organized in the disciplina Etrusca, which had been handed down 

from the gods through the nymph Begoe and the boy-prophet Tages who had been 

plowed up in a field.  

 Death and the afterlife were matters of considerable importance to them. The 

necropoli they built were made of far more permanent materials than the cities of their 

living, and much of what we know of the ways in which they lived comes from the 

remarkably pragmatic decorations of some of their tombs. The Tomb of the Reliefs, 

dating from the late fourth century BC in Caere/Cerveteri, contains stucco replicas of 

everything from swords and shovels to pitchers and pans and even a pet or two. The 

Etruscans wrote books about matters pertaining to death which were called Libri 

Acheruntici. These are lost, except for the little that the Romans tell us. According to 

Servius and Arnobius, the Etruscans used particular types of animal sacrifices in order to 

make the deceased into household gods. (Krauskopf 2753-2760). This is of course a late 

source from a different culture, but should not be dismissed. 

 Like the portal to the afterlife found in Egyptian tombs, Etruscan funerary motifs 

often involved doorways. They might be guarded by a female figure called Culsu, who 

holds the keys. Beyond the walls and the gate of death, the deceased faces a journey by 

land and by sea to the underworld, the realm of Aita and Phersipnei. They might be 

portrayed on horseback or mounted on sea monsters (Krauskopf 2826), and were guided 

by demons with various roles. The journey was an important one, likely fraught with 

hazards; some demons had frightful appearances, such as the vulture-beaked and winged, 

donkey-eared, snake-brandishing Tuchulcha. What kind of threat was posed by such 

beings is unclear, but perhaps, again like the Egyptian vision of the netherworld, not 

every soul arrived at their destination. Life after death was often portrayed as a banquet in 

the presence of ancestors and serving demons.  

Two of the demons which often appear in the presence of the deceased were the 

Vanth, and Charun. These two psychopomps had roles which we may deduce to some 

extent. Charun’s name belongs to the ferryman of Greek myth, likely a consequence of 

the borrowing done by the Etruscans from the elder civilization, but the Etruscan iteration 

bears little resemblance to his namesake. Sometimes portrayed with the bluish green 

coloration of a putrefying corpse, not unlike the Egyptian Osiris, his nose and beard curl 

to meet each other, and he bears a hammer which he uses to sever the lives of any who 

are still hanging on past their time. He is sometimes portrayed standing near the dead and 

dying. His frequent companion, Vanth, sometimes appears with swords and other 

weapons, supporting the view that the journey of the dead was a dangerous one, but more 

often carried a torch to light the way for herself and the spirit. She is rarely portrayed as 

acting in an aggressive fashion toward the dead person, though some images could be 

suggestive of this.  

Vanth takes the form of a winged, bare-breasted woman in hunting boots and a 

skirt with crossed suspenders. She does not appear prior to the fourth century BC; there 

have been some claims that she was derived from a Greek fury, but it is perhaps more 

likely that she is a relative of the Celtic banshee. The time of her arrival in Etruscan 
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imagery is well-aligned with the incursion of the Gauls across the Alps and into Northern 

Italy, and some other elements of Gaulish imagery, such as the use of severed heads, also 

entered into Etruscan representation at around the same time. 

Both Charun and Vanth play a key role in my imaginary tableau from the 

Etruscan afterlife. The spirit of a human man with the Syrian hair braids and pointed 

beard characteristic of 6th century BC fashion rises from the funerary slab where his 

body lies. In spite of the way his hair and beard are dressed, the cloth lying over his hips 

and legs and the beads around his neck are inspired by figures on cinerary urns in the 

later period, such as appear on one example from Chiusi originating in the mid 2nd 

century BC. His slight paunch would have been considered a status symbol. On either 

side of him stand the psychopomps. Charun stands behind him, hammer poised; perhaps 

he has already swung, and has not yet relaxed from his ready position. Vanth bears a 

torch while holding out a hand to the rising spirit, ready to act in her role as guide. 

 Charun and Vanth appear on either end of the funerary slab, in echo of their ‘real 

life’ counterparts. The head of a Gorgon, meant to ward off evil spirits, also appears, in 

addition to pairs of hippocamps which might be ridden by the deceased during the aquatic 

portion of their journey.  

These sculptures are made of bronze rather than ceramic. When assembled, the 

group has the dimensions of 12.25” high by 17” long by 25” across. The two standing 

figures are built into their bases, while the corpse and spirit are not attached to the 

funerary slab. Each wing was cast separately before being welded onto the bodies of the 

figures.  
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Theseus was the great hero of Athens, but the Etruscans did not hesitate to make 

use of stories about him. He was a mythological figure, a son of Poseidon by the queen of 

Athens according to some stories. Perhaps he was once historical, but the various 

attempts by later Greek writers to place him in history likely involve more imagination 

than fact. His better known stories include his slaying of the Minotaur, his successful 

expedition against the Amazons, and a late inclusion of him amongst the Argonauts. The 

sticky predicament in which he finds himself here pertains to one of his somewhat lesser 

known adventures. 
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The greatest friend of Theseus was Pirithous, a prince of the Lapiths and by some 

accounts also a demigod. Pirithous, in the interest of testing his strength against the 

Athenian hero, provoked him to a fight, but when they saw each other were so impressed 

that they decided to swear permanent friendship rather than to fight. The two participated 

in the battle between the Lapiths and the Centaurs which occurred when the latter became 

intoxicated and attempted to carry off the Lapith women at the wedding of Pirithous to 

Hippodameia. That fight came to be a popular subject of art and story. 

Theseus and Pirithous thought themselves worthy of marriage to daughters of 

Zeus, apparently without regard to the latter’s first marriage, and so each in their turn 

aided the other in procuring such a person for a wife. Theseus was first, kidnapping 

Helen from Sparta when she was a girl of twelve and placing her in his mother’s care in 

order to wait for her to reach adulthood (Thompson). Pirithous’ choice was far more 

unwise: none other than Persephone, wife of Hades, god of the Underworld, or Phersipne 

according to the Etruscan rendering. The two successfully entered the underworld, but 

were stopped by Hades/Aita, who pretended to offer them hospitality and a seat at his 

table. When they sat, however, they were bound fast.  

Depending upon the version, Theseus remained bound to a stone, or enchanted in 

a chair in the underworld until Hercules freed him – though Pirithous, his companion, 

could not be freed at all because of his inciting role in the plot to kidnap Persephone. It is 

difficult to know how much the Etruscans changed the story, as very little of their writing 

and none of their literature remains to us, but an Etruscan version of the myth appears in 

visual format in the Tomb of Orcus, located in Tarquinia.  

The Tomb of Orcus dates from the 4th century BC. The 4th century was a time of 

trouble and decline for the Etruscans, in which their fatalism became more prominent, 

and this tomb is an example of the trend in that period of allowing the world of the dead 

to replace the world of the living in funerary art. The depiction may have also been 

influenced by the flourishing Greek culture in southern Italy, then called Magna Graeca. 

Though the frescoes have been damaged a great deal over the years, it is still quite 

possible to see Theseus, here labeled ‘These’, bound in his seat and menaced by a 

characteristically Etruscan figure, the above-mentioned Tuchulcha. Tuchulcha was a 

demon known only from frescoes, but he seems to appear here in the capacity of Aita’s 

enforcer. With his alarming physical attributes, it is a role to which he is well-suited. 

In order to emphasize the particularly Etruscan variation on the story, I have 

seated Theseus in a chair of Etruscan style, based upon those carved into the tufo in the 

Tomb of the Shields and Chairs, and also upon the throne-shaped pedestals used to seat 

the anthropomorphic ‘canopic’ cremation urns which were particularly associated with 

Chiusi.  

This sculpture is bronze with a black patina. The wings, base, and each figure 

were cast individually. The wings were welded onto Tuchulcha’s body at a joint while 

holes were drilled in the base for the feet of each figure. Pins were created on the bottom 

of the feet with welding rod and the pins melted into the underside of the base. The 

complete form measures 12.25”x15.5”x6.75”. 
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1.  “Calchus”, view 1, ceramic, 9.5”x7”x4.75”      6 

2. “Calchus”, view 2, ceramic        7 

3. “Calchus”, view 3, ceramic        8 

4. “Eteocles vs Polynices, view 1, ceramic, 11”x9”x6”    10 

5. “Eteocles vs Polynices, view 2      11 

6. “The Psychopomps”, view 1, bronze, 12.25”x17”x25”    13 

7. “The Psychopomps”, view 2       14 

8. “The Psychopomps”, view 3       15 

9. “The Psychopomps”, view 4       15 

10. “The Psychopomps”, view 5       16 

11. “Theseus & Tuchulcha”, view 1, bronze,  

12.25”x15.5”x6.75”        18 

      12.  “Theseus & Tuchulcha”, view 2, bronze     19 

      13.  “Theseus & Tuchulcha”, view 3, bronze     19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


