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She-Wolf. c. 500 BCE, bronze 

 

The Etruscans left no literature from which we might gain some insight into their 

thought, feelings, way of life or their history. We know them only from the probably 

biased comments of Greek and Latin writers and from the material remains of their 

culture, found mainly in tombs and susceptible to a bewildering range of 

interpretations.  

 

Etruscan bronze work is known to have been prized in Athens in the fifth century 

BCE, that is at the height of the Greek Classical period. At least one surviving work 

fully justifies this estimate – the famous She-Wolf of the Capitol. 



The extraordinary realism of the tense, watchful stance- ears pricked, brow 

furrowed, jaws snarling, hackles rising- epitomizes at its finest and most 

vividly factual the unidealized, down-to-earth quality of Etruscan art. 



Chimera of Arezzo  (Arezzo), early 4th century BCE, bronze 

file://localhost/upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bc/Chimera_di_Arezzo.jpg


This is another well-known Etruscan bronze work, discovered in the Tuscan town of Arezzo. 

Inscribed on its right foreleg is an inscription which has been variously read, but most 

recently is agreed to be TINSCVIL, showing that the bronze was a votive object dedicated to 

the supreme Etruscan god of day, Tin or Tinia.   

 

This is a representation of a beast from Greek mythology that had the head and body of a 

lion, a tail in the form of a snake, and a goat’s head protruding from its back.  It was 

wounded, as we see by the gash on the neck of the goat.  The composite animal was 

traditionally female, and so ferocious that it breathed fire.  According to the story in 

Homer’s Greek epic, The  Iliad, a hero from Corinth known as Bellerophon killed the beast.  



Originally known as Caere, 

Cerveteri is famous for a 

number of Etruscan 

necropolises. From the 

Etruscan period are two types 

of tombs: the mounds (or 

tumuli) and the so-called "dice", 

the latter being simple square 

tombs built in long rows along 

"roads". The mounds are 

circular structures built in tufa, 

and the interiors, carved from 

the living rock, house a 

reconstruction of the house of 

the dead, including a corridor 

(dromos), a central hall and 

several rooms. Modern 

knowledge of Etruscan daily life 

is largely dependent on the 

numerous decorative details 

and finds from such tombs.  



Unlike the Egyptians, with their elaborate embalming techniques, the 

Etruscans favored cremation, but they nevertheless clearly thought of 

tombs as homes for the deceased.  



Tomb of the Reliefs. Cerveteri, mid-fourth century BCE 



The most famous of these mounds is the so-called Tomba dei Rilievi (Tomb of the 

Reliefs, 3rd century BC), identified from an inscription as belonging to one Matunas 

and provided with an exceptional series of frescoes, bas-reliefs and sculptures 

portraying a large series of contemporary life tools. 

 

Fully furnished, the tomb includes couches carved from stone. Simulated pots, jugs, 

robes, axes, and other items were molded and carved to look like real objects hanging 

on hooks. One animal rendered in low relief at the bottom of a post has possibly been 

thought of as a family pet. 



Fibula with Orientalizing 

lions, from the Regolini-

Galassi Tomb, Sorbo 

necropolis, Cerveteri, Italy, c. 

650-620 BCE, gold 

 

About 650-640 BCE, a wealthy 

Etruscan family in Cerveteri 

stocked the Regolini-Galassi 

Tomb (named for its 

excavators) with bronze 

cauldrons and gold jewelry 

produced in Etruria but of 

Orientalizing style.  



The most spectacular of the 

many luxurious objects in the 

tomb is a gold fibula (clasp or 

safety pin) of unique shape 

used to fasten a woman’s gown 

at the shoulder. The gigantic 

disk-shaped fibula is in the 

Italic tradition, but the five 

lions striding across its surface 

are motifs originating in the 

Orient. The technique 

combines repousse and 

granulation (the fusing of tiny 

metal balls, or granules, to a 

metal surface).  



Sarcophagus with reclining couple (Cerveteri), c. 520 BCE, painted terracotta 

 

This sarcophagus from Cerveteri of about 520 BCE, made entirely of terracotta, 

depicts a husband and wife who are shown reclining comfortably, as if they were on 

a couch.  Rather than a cold, somber memorial to the dead, we see two lively, happy 

individuals rendered in sufficient detail to convey current hair and clothing styles.  



Portrait coffins like this evolved from earlier terracotta cinerary jars with sculpted heads 

of the dead person whose ashes they held.  

 

The feeling of affection is well expressed by their close position and the way in which the 

husband seems to envelop his wife. The wife and husband are given similar status, 

reflecting the position of women in ancient Etruria. Etruscan women did attend banquets 

and recline with their husbands on a common couch. Aristotle also remarked on this 

custom. It was so foreign to the Greeks that it both shocked and frightened them.  



In contrast to Greek sculpture, 

however, these figures have no sense of 

skeletal structure and ‘stop’ abruptly at 

the waist, indicating the Etruscan 

preference for stylistic effects over 

anatomical accuracy.   

 

The sharp bend at the waists and the 

animated gestures create the illusion of 

lively, sociable dinner companions, 

reclining in the style adopted for 

banqueting from the Greeks.  The 

couple seems very much alive, as if to 

deny the fact of their deaths. 







 

 

Married Couple Embracing. 

Lid of a sarcophagus, c. 350-

300 BCE, marble 

 

The lid of another Etruscan 

sarcophagus- slightly later in 

date and carved or marble 

rather than molded in clay- 

also portrays a reclining 

couple, but during a more 

private moment. Dressed only 

in their jewelry and just 

partially sheathed by the light 

covering that clings to the 

forms of their bodies, this 

loving pair has been caught for 

eternity in a tender embrace, 

absorbed with each other 

rather than looking out to 

engage the viewer. 



Sarcophagus of Ramtha Visnai (Vulci), 

c. 300 BCE, limestone 



These two sarcophagi come from 

the tomb of the Tetnies family in 

Etruria, located in a necropolis or 

“city of the dead” in Vulci in 

central Italy.  

 

Inscriptions on the coffins reveal 

the names of those once buried 

within—parents in one, their son 

and his wife in the other. Both 

couples are featured in loving 

embrace on the lid. The 

commemoration of an affectionate 

marriage for eternity reflects a 

major difference between ancient 

Greek and Etruscan societies—

namely, the more equal 

participation of women in 

Etruscan rituals and life. But the 

intimacy of these couples, their 

tender gazes, and nudity, seen 

below the coverlets on their 

marriage beds, are unprecedented 

in Etruscan art. 



The parents’ sarcophagus (left), 

carved in a local volcanic stone, 

shows the more naturalistic 

character of Etruscan art. The 

middle-aged man and his wife 

press close together, their feet 

poking out beneath the covers. A 

long relief on the side depicts 

their wedding procession, with 

the couple at the center. The son’s 

sarcophagus (right) shows the 

influence of Greek art and styles 

in his beard and in his wife’s 

hairstyle, as well as in their more 

idealized appearance and pose. 

The sides of this sarcophagus are 

carved with less personal scenes, 

such as Greeks fighting Amazons 

and horsemen attacking armed 

men on foot. While some have 

suggested a Greek artist may 

have made the sarcophagus for 

the son and his wife, it is evident 

that both couples wanted to 

remain in eternal embrace. 



The François Tomb is an important painting in the Etruscan city of Vulci, in central 

Italy. It dates to the last quarter of the fourth century BCE. The tomb seems to belong to 

the Etruscan family of the Saties (or Seties) and one of its chief occupants is Vel Saties, 

who appears with his dwarf, Arnza. Its painted frescoes are significant both 

iconographically and also in terms of their comments on Etruscan history and identity. 

The violent scenes suggest the importance Etruscans placed on the use of sacrificial 

blood within their ceremonial rituals. Here, fountains of blood pulse from figures 

enacting a mytho-historical narrative of capture and revenge. 



Large underground burial 

chambers hewn out of the 

natural rock were also the 

norm in the Monterozzi 

necropolis at Tarquinia. 

Earthen mounds may once 

have covered the Tarquinia 

tombs too, but the tumuli no  

longer exist. In contrast to 

Cerveteri, the subterranean 

rooms at Tarquinia lack 

carvings imitating the 

appearance of Etruscan 

houses. In around 200 tombs, 

however, paintings decorate 

the walls. Painted tombs are 

nonetheless statistically rare, 

the privilege of only the 

wealthiest Tarquinian 

families. 



Banqueters and musicians 

from the Tomb of the 

Leopards (Tarquinia), c. 480-

470 BCE 

 

The Tomb of the Leopards is 

an Etruscan burial chamber 

so called for the pair of 

leopards painted above a 

banquet scene. The 

banqueters are "elegantly 

dressed" male-female couples 

attended by two nude boys 

carrying serving implements. 

The women are depicted as 

fair-skinned and the men as 

dark, in keeping with the 

gender conventions 

established in the Near East, 

Egypt, and Archaic Greece. 



Mythological figures are 

uncommon in Tarquinian murals, 

and the Tomb of the Leopards has 

none.  Instead, banqueting couples 

take part in a banquet in the open 

air or perhaps a tent.   

 

In characteristic Etruscan fashion, 

the banqueters, servants, and 

entertainers all make exaggerated 

gestures with unnaturally 

enlarged hands.  One man holds 

an egg, the symbol of 

regeneration.  The tone is joyful, 

as if to celebrate life rather than 

to mourn death. 



Diving and fishing, detail of mural paintings from the Tomb of Hunting and 

Fishing (Tarquinia) c. 530-520 BCE 



The scenes of hunting and fishing recall the paintings in Egyptian tombs and may 

indicate knowledge of that Eastern funerary tradition. The multicolored rocks evoke 

those of the Theran Spring Fresco, but art historians know of nothing similar in 

contemporaneous Greek art save the Tomb of the Diver at Paestum (above right). 

That exceptional Greek work, however, is from a Greek tomb in Italy about a half 

century later than the Tarquinian tomb. In fact, the Paestum painter probably 

emulated older Etruscan designs, undermining the outdated art historical judgment 

that Etruscan art was merely derivative and that Etruscan artists never set the 

standard for Greek artists. 



“The walls of this little tomb are a dance of real delight. The room seems 

inhabited still by Etruscans of the sixth century before Christ, a vivid, life-

accepting people, who must have lived with real fullness. On come the 

dancers and the music-players, moving in a broad frieze towards the front 

wall of the tomb, the wall facing us as we enter from the dark stairs, and 

where the banquet is going on in all its glory. … So that all is color, and we 

do not seem to be underground at all, but in some gay chamber of the past.” 

 

      D. H. Lawrence 



Tomb of the Augurs, Monterozzi necropolis, Tarquinia, c. 520 BCE 



At the center of the rear of the Tomb of the Augurs is a large door, probably the 

symbolic portal to the Underworld. To either side of it, two men extend one arm 

toward the door and place one hand against the forehead in a double gesture 

signifying salute and mourning. At the far end of the right wall is a man in a 

purple robe, a mark of his elevated stature, and two attendants.  One carries a 

chair, the official seat of the man’s high office. The other sleeps, or more likely 

weeps, crouched on the ground. The official is likely the one who has died. 



On the right wall, the Etruscan painter depicted the funerary games in 

honor of the deceased. The man with a curved staff is not a Roman augur 

(priest) with a lituus but is the umpire at a wrestling match.  



A masked phersu, unique to Etruria, oversees a gruesome contest between 

a club-wielding man whose head is covered by a sack and a fearsome dog- 

perhaps a precursor of Roman gladiatorial games. A sack covers his head, 

rendering him an almost helpless victim of the dog, which has already 

drawn blood. Some historians regard this gruesome contest as a direct 

precursor of Roman gladiatorial shows.  
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VIDEO: Sarcophagus of the Spouses on Smarthistory 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmirNCA_Lj4


On the left is a fragment of an Egyptian tomb wall painting. On the right is a view of 

an Etruscan tomb painting.  

Compare and contrast the two images in terms of how each wall painting reflects 

religious or cultural views associated with death and the afterlife. How is gender 

differentiated in each work and why? 



On the left is a Greek grave stele depicting a husband and wife. On the right is an 

Etruscan sarcophagus relief, also depicting a husband and wife.  

Compare and contrast the two images in terms of how each relief reflects religious or 

cultural views associated with death and the afterlife. How is gender differentiated 

in each work and why? 


