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Etruscan Death Concepts

Almost everything anyone knows about the Etruscans was learned from their graves.

That sounds grim, but it is just the situation. The Etruscans lived in central Italy, in the band of land between the Tiber and the Arno rivers, which covers roughly modern Tuscany, western Umbria, and the top of Lazio. They built the first real cities in the western Mediterranean. They traded across the sea, ran a navy, wrote in an alphabet borrowed from the Greeks, and kept a religion the Romans respected enough to copy. For a few centuries they were a serious power. Then Rome absorbed them, city by city, until being Etruscan just meant being a particular kind of Roman.

Even where they came from is an old argument. The Greek historian Herodotus said they had sailed to Italy from Lydia, in what is now western Turkey, driven out by famine. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, writing later, disagreed and called them homegrown, a people who had always been in Italy. The argument ran for two thousand years. Recent ancient-DNA work has mostly settled it: a 2021 study of dozens of Iron Age skeletons from Etruria found no genetic trace of a migration from Anatolia, and the Etruscans came out looking much like their Latin neighbours. The likeliest answer is that they grew up locally, out of the earlier Bronze and Iron Age cultures of the region, even as their art and ideas drank deeply from Greece and the Near East.

They were also never a single country. The Etruscans were a cluster of independent cities, each with its own ruler and its own character, held loosely together by a shared language, a shared religion, and a league that tradition numbered at twelve. Once a year the cities met at a sanctuary, the Fanum Voltumnae, whose exact site is still argued over, but they went to war and made peace on their own, and Rome was able to pick them off one at a time partly because they so rarely acted as one. This matters for everything that follows, because it is why there is no single Etruscan way of doing anything. Caere buried its dead one way, Tarquinia another, Chiusi another again. A lot of what looks like regional variety in tombs is really the variety of separate city-states.

Wherever they started, their towns are mostly gone now. Built over, ploughed flat, or quarried for stone. Their books are gone too, every last one, so not a single work of Etruscan literature survives. What is left, in enormous quantity, is the cemeteries. The homes of the living fell down and rotted. The homes of the dead were cut into rock, and they are still here.

That one fact shapes the whole subject. Because the surviving record is mostly tombs, the Etruscans have a reputation as a people obsessed with death. Roman writers helped the idea along by describing them as the most religious nation they knew, forever reading signs and performing rites. The reputation is worth a second look, though. A culture does not have to think about death more than its neighbours to leave more death behind. The Etruscans simply spent heavily on burial and built their tombs out of stone, while their houses and temples were timber and mudbrick that did not last. Much of the so-called obsession is really an accident of what survives.

The religion was real enough, though, and Rome took a great deal of it. The Etruscans worshipped a full pantheon, headed by a sky-god, Tinia, who lines up with the Greek Zeus and the Roman Jupiter, alongside the goddesses Uni and Menrva, who became Juno and Minerva; that divine trio sat at the heart of Roman state religion too. But the Etruscan specialty was divination, reading the will of the gods in lightning, in the flight of birds, and above all in the livers of sacrificed animals. Roman priests took over that whole toolkit, and the haruspex who inspected entrails for omens was understood, even by the Romans, to be doing an Etruscan job. Some of the trappings of Roman power, the bundled rods of the magistrates and parts of the triumph, are credited to Etruscan models as well. When a Roman writer called the Etruscans the most religious of peoples, it was partly an admission of a debt.

What is fair to say about their dead is that they took them seriously, and kept taking them seriously long after the funeral. They filled graves with goods. They cut chambers shaped like houses. They carved portraits of the dead and wrote their names on the walls. None of that effort makes sense unless the dead person was thought to carry on existing somewhere. For the Etruscans, death was a move, not a full stop. You went somewhere, and you took yourself with you.

The bond did not end at the funeral, either. Many of the grander tombs were family vaults, opened again and again over generations as new relatives died, so a single chamber might gather a whole lineage in one place. People came back to these tombs, left offerings, and ate near them. The dead were not shipped off to a distant realm and forgotten. They stayed part of the family, housed at the edge of the living world and visited like relatives who had simply moved out of town.

A rough timeline helps here, because Etruscan ideas about death did not stand still. The earliest phase, roughly 900 to 700 BCE, is called Villanovan, and it is essentially the Etruscans before the name. Next comes the Orientalizing period, about 700 to 600 BCE, named for the flood of eastern and Greek luxury that came in with trade, when wealthy families started furnishing their tombs like the rich households of the eastern Mediterranean. The Archaic period, around 600 to 480 BCE, is the high point, and it is when the first painted tombs appear. After that comes the Classical period, roughly 480 to 300 BCE, when Rome started winning and Etruscan confidence started slipping. Last is the Hellenistic period, about 300 to 100 BCE, the long decline that ends with the Etruscans becoming Romans. The dates are approximate and the labels are modern conveniences, but they give the shape of things.

The ideas changed across that span, and the change matters for this book. In the early tombs the afterlife looks like a good party. By the later centuries it has filled up with demons, and the trip to the underworld has become something to dread. Vanth belongs to that second, darker world. She does not appear in the cheerful early scenes at all.

The later underworld came with a whole cast. At the top sat a royal couple lifted straight from Greek myth: Aita, who is the Greek Hades, and Phersipnai, who is Persephone. Below them moved a set of demons and guides that are properly Etruscan and have no neat Greek match. The most familiar are Charun, a hammer-carrying figure with a hooked nose, and Vanth, a winged woman. There are others, rarer and stranger, and they get their turn later in the book. The point for now is that the Etruscans took the furniture of the Greek underworld and then filled the rooms with creatures of their own.

Even the name is outside-in. The Romans called them Etrusci or Tusci, the Greeks called them Tyrrhenians, and the modern word Etruscan comes from the Roman one. What they called themselves, as far as their own inscriptions show, was something closer to Rasna or Rasenna. So the people at the centre of this book reach us almost entirely through other people's words for them, which is a fitting note to start on.

Which raises the honest problem at the centre of the topic. The Etruscan language can be read aloud, because the alphabet is Greek, but it is only partly understood. The trouble is that it is not related to Latin, Greek, or any other well-known language, so there is no close relative to translate it against, and no body of literature to learn it from. Most surviving Etruscan writing is funerary, and most of that is just a name, a parent, and an age. So the beliefs in this book are reconstructed from objects, images, and the secondhand remarks of Greek and Roman authors. That is a solid foundation, but it has clear limits, and the last section of this chapter deals with them properly.

Tomb Culture

Etruscan burial starts before the Etruscans are usually called Etruscans, back in that Villanovan phase around 900 to 700 BCE. The habit then was cremation. They burned the body and put the ashes in a pottery jar shaped like two cones stacked mouth to mouth, the biconical urn, often topped with a bowl or, for some men, a small helmet. The jar went into a pit with a few personal things, a brooch, a razor, a weapon. The culture takes its name from Villanova near Bologna, where in the 1850s Giovanni Gozzadini dug up a cemetery of nearly two hundred graves, most of them cremations. From the very beginning, then, the record is a record of how people housed their dead.

Those early graves are fairly modest and fairly similar to one another. That changes in the Orientalizing period, when trade brought in serious wealth and a class of aristocrats started showing it off in death. The richest tombs of that era held astonishing things: gold jewellery worked in fine detail, silver and bronze vessels, imported ivory, ostrich eggs, and luxury goods carried in from Greece, Phoenicia, and the Near East. Burial had become a way to advertise rank, and the gap between the great families and everyone else now showed plainly in the ground.

Some of the early urns also tried to stand in for the person. There are hut urns, modelled to look like little round or square houses, as if the ashes were being given somewhere to live. Around Chiusi, potters went further and made canopic urns, jars fitted with a modelled human head and sometimes a pair of arms, set on a chair. The container for the dead was slowly turning into an image of the dead. That instinct never left Etruscan art, and it eventually produced the life-sized reclining portraits on later coffins.

Burial practice was never tidy. The Etruscans used both cremation and inhumation, and the two ran side by side instead of one cleanly replacing the other. Burying the body whole caught on during the Orientalizing period and took strong hold in the southern cities like Tarquinia and Caere from the late sixth and fifth centuries BCE. At Cerveteri the change is visible in the ground: the old cremation pits give way to fossa graves, long low trenches holding the body and a small set of goods. Cremation never died out, though, and it stayed especially popular in the north, around Chiusi and Volterra, where carved stone ash urns were produced for centuries. Burnt and buried dead have even turned up in the same tomb, used by the same family over generations. The style varied by region, by city, by century, and by how much money a family had. There simply was no single Etruscan way to bury someone.

The elite tombs do share one big idea, though. The tomb is a house.

The richest Etruscans of the Orientalizing and Archaic periods were buried in chambers cut into rock or built from stone, and many were covered by a great round mound of earth, a tumulus. At Cerveteri, ancient Caere, these mounds still fill the landscape. Its Banditaccia necropolis is the clearest case anywhere. The tombs are carved out of the soft local tufa and arranged along streets, like a town laid out for the dead, with the grandest mounds in the best spots. Inside, the chambers copy real homes: rooms off corridors, doorways, ceilings carved to mimic wooden beams, and stone benches for the bodies and urns. Walk into one and you are walking through a stone model of an Etruscan house, which is one of the main reasons anyone knows what an Etruscan house looked like at all, since the real ones are gone.

One tomb at Cerveteri shows the idea at full stretch. The Tomb of the Reliefs, cut for a wealthy family in the fourth century BCE, is reached by a long stair down into the rock. It holds around a dozen burial niches, and its pillars and walls are covered in painted stucco models of ordinary stuff: cooking tools, jugs, knives, rope, a gaming board, even household animals. Whoever was buried there wanted the dead surrounded by carved copies of everything they used while alive. It is a kitchen and a storeroom and a bedroom, rendered in plaster, for people who were not coming back.

Not every tomb was a buried mound, either. Inland, where rivers cut deep gorges through soft rock, Etruscan communities carved their tombs straight into the cliff faces and gave some of them elaborate fronts that copied the facade of a house or a temple. Sites like San Giuliano, north of Rome, still preserve whole hillsides of these rock-cut tombs. The impulse is the same one driving the tumuli at Cerveteri, a permanent stone home for the dead, but the result looks completely different: a wall of carved doorways staring out of a ravine.

Getting someone into one of these tombs was an event, not a quiet errand. The funeral itself was a public performance. There was a procession, there were sacrifices, and there were funeral games held in honour of the dead, the kind of contests painted on the walls of the Tomb of the Augurs at Tarquinia around 530 BCE. One scene there shows the Phersu, a masked man who sets a dog on a hooded victim, a game that ended in real blood. Roman writers later claimed their own gladiatorial shows grew out of exactly this sort of Etruscan funeral rite. The link is debated and far from certain, but the basic point stands: death called for spectacle, and sometimes for killing.

The rites usually finished with a meal. Trench graves and tomb niches at Cerveteri have produced the leftovers of funeral banquets, along with the drinking sets that went with them. Grave goods, in general, tracked the person. Men were often buried with weapons and the gear of the wine party; women with jewellery, spindle whorls, and toilet items, including the curved bronze scrapers called strigils. The goods were partly a display of rank and partly provision for whatever came next.

The graves were marked above ground, too, so the living could find their dead. At Cerveteri and elsewhere, families set carved stone markers, called cippi, over or beside the tombs. The shapes seem to have signalled who lay below: a rounded, column-like stone for a man, and a small house-shaped or box-like marker for a woman. It is a modest detail, but it shows the same habit running right through Etruscan burial, the refusal to let a grave be anonymous. Even from the surface, before anyone had gone inside, a tomb announced whose it was.

Tarquinia, the other great southern centre, ran with the house-tomb instinct in a different medium. Its Monterozzi necropolis is a huge field of rock-cut chambers, many once capped by mounds, and it is where Etruscan tomb painting peaks. That painting gets its own chapters later. The thing to hold onto here is that these decorated, furnished rooms were not built to be seen. They were sealed after the funeral and opened again only when the family came back to bury someone new. All the effort went into a space meant for the dead, not for visitors.

The coffins and urns grew into an art form of their own. By the late sixth century BCE, Etruscan workshops were making terracotta sarcophagi and ash chests with a sculpted figure of the dead person reclining on the lid, propped on one elbow like a guest at dinner. The most famous is the so-called Sarcophagus of the Spouses from Caere, where a couple lean together on a banqueting couch, the man's arm around the woman, both wearing the soft half-smile of Archaic sculpture. For all its size, it was built to hold cremated ashes. It is worth noticing that the woman shares the couch as an equal, dining beside her husband; that ordinary detail surprised Greek visitors, who did not let respectable women recline at the men's table, and it is a thread picked up later in this book. The reclining-figure design caught on and lasted for centuries, and the Romans later took up the same habit. Up in the Hellenistic north the idea shrank to small carved ash urns from Volterra and Chiusi, each with a little reclining portrait on the lid and a carved scene on the box below, turned out almost on a production line.

Underneath all the variety sits one steady theme: spend on the dead, and keep the dead a person. Graves were stuffed with goods. Names were carved. Faces were modelled. The tomb was kitted out like a home and stocked for use. Whatever exactly the Etruscans expected after death, they got ready for it as though the dead would still need a roof, their things, and their name.

Afterlife Beliefs

The earliest clear picture of the Etruscan afterlife is a happy one, and it comes off the walls of the painted tombs of the sixth and early fifth centuries BCE. The dead recline at banquets. They drink, listen to music, watch dancers and athletes, and sit among family. Servants pour wine, pipers and lyre-players keep time, and dancers move through groves of stylised trees. There is no judge, no weighing of souls, no punishment for the wicked. As far as the images let anyone say, the next life was just the best parts of this one, going on forever: a family reunion that turns into an endless dinner.

That is why the banquet shows up everywhere in Etruscan funerary art. It is not only a picture of the funeral feast. It seems to be a wish about what the dead are doing right now.

It is worth pausing on how unusual that cheerful early afterlife was. The Etruscans, on this evidence, did not sort their dead into the good and the wicked, did not threaten sinners with torment, and did not make getting in depend on how a person had lived. Status and family seem to have counted for far more than virtue. Even the grim, demon-ridden underworld of the later centuries shows no clear sign of moral judgement; it is frightening, but it is not obviously a court. Whatever the Etruscans feared about death, it does not look like they feared being punished for their sins.

A fair warning comes with that reading. The paintings carry no captions. Calling a banquet scene a picture of the afterlife, rather than a record of the meal the living held at the grave, is a modern judgement. Plenty of specialists think the scenes do both at once, honouring the rite while also imagining the dead at ease. What is certain is only that the early imagery is upbeat and shows no machinery of punishment.

Then, from around 400 BCE, the mood drops. The later afterlife is darker, busier, and more anxious, and this is the world that produced Vanth.

The turn can be dated to an actual room. The Tomb of the Blue Demons at Tarquinia, found by accident in 1985 and painted near the end of the fifth century BCE, holds the earliest known underworld scene in Etruscan painting. Its side walls show the dead person's journey to the next world, and among the figures is a ferryman with a boat, along with the blue and black-skinned demons that give the tomb its name. The back wall still keeps an old-style banquet. So the tomb catches the change mid-stride: the cheerful feast is still there, but the demons have arrived.

Why it changed is a real question with no settled answer. The most popular explanation ties it to politics. The fourth century is when Rome started taking Etruscan cities apart, beginning with Veii, and a people losing wars and territory may well have started picturing death in grimmer terms. Another part of it is simply more Greek influence, since Greek ideas about a shadowy Hades came in along with Greek pots and Greek myths. It is probably some mix of the two, and the evidence does not let anyone prove the recipe. The shift itself, though, is not in doubt.

The darker underworld came with the cast mentioned earlier, and it is worth meeting them properly. Aita rules it, the Etruscan Hades, sometimes shown wearing a wolf-skin cap pulled over his head. Beside him sits Phersipnai, his Persephone. Then come the demons. Charun, spelled Charu in some inscriptions, has greyish or bluish skin, a hooked nose, pointed ears, and a heavy mallet, and he turns up again and again as a guard and escort of the dead. Vanth stands with him constantly, a winged woman whose own equipment, the torch, the scroll, the keys, gets unpacked in later chapters. Rarer figures lurk at the edges, like Tuchulcha, a nightmare with a beaked face, ass's ears, and snakes for accessories, and Culsu, a female demon linked with doorways. The Etruscans, in other words, did not just borrow the Greek manager of the dead. They staffed the place with their own monsters.

The journey to that underworld became a subject in itself. Later tombs and urns show the dead person being led along a road, on foot, on horseback, or in a wagon, passing thresholds and false doors painted to mark the line between worlds. The demons walk alongside, not always menacing, sometimes simply escorting. Some scholars read these scenes as a belief that the soul was at risk on the way and needed protecting, perhaps with blood sacrifice. That fits the pictures and a few Roman remarks, but the details are guesswork, and it would be wrong to dress it up as a known doctrine of sin and rescue.

What is striking about these journey scenes is how personal they are. The traveller is usually a named individual, sometimes shown glancing back at the family left behind, sometimes met by relatives who went on ahead. The Etruscan dead did not dissolve into an anonymous crowd of shades. They kept their faces, their names, and their rank all the way into the underworld, which fits everything else the tombs say: the living simply refused to let the dead stop being people.

Behind the images sat an actual body of religious teaching, and the Etruscans believed it had been revealed to them. The Romans called the whole corpus the Etrusca Disciplina. Tradition said it came from a strange child called Tages, who popped up out of a ploughed field already wise, and from a figure named Vegoia. The Disciplina covered how to read lightning, how to read the livers of sacrificed animals, how to found a city, and how to keep on the right side of the gods.

The liver part of that is not a guess. A bronze model of a sheep's liver, found near Piacenza in the nineteenth century, is divided into regions, each marked with the name of a god. It was effectively a reference chart for the haruspex, who read the real organ against this divine map to work out which power was speaking and what it wanted. The model dates from late in Etruscan history, when the area was already falling under Roman control, which shows how long the practice lasted and how seriously it was taken. It is the clearest surviving object from the Etruscan religious system, and it sits right at the centre of the divination the Romans later borrowed.

That same body of teaching, crucially, included books about death and the grave. The Romans knew those as the Libri Acheruntici, the Acherontic Books. They were said to hold instructions for getting the soul safely across and, in some reports, even for raising a dead mortal to the rank of a god through the right rites. This is as close as the Etruscans get to writing their afterlife down.

And it is lost. The Acherontic Books survive only as a few mentions and quotations in later authors, foreigners writing long afterward for their own reasons. So the picture is clear in outline and blank in detail. The painted demons prove the journey was feared. The references to the Acherontic Books prove there were rules for handling it. What happened to the soul at the end of the road, whether anyone was judged, what the rituals were actually for, none of that survives. Anyone who lays out the Etruscan afterlife as a clean step-by-step system is inventing the missing parts.

What genuinely holds up is a general shape. The dead lived on. They travelled to an underworld run, in the late period, by a Hades-style couple. Demons watched and sometimes guided the trip, with Charun and Vanth the leading pair. Rites done by the living mattered to how it went. And the whole vision darkened over time, sliding from the calm banquet to the guarded march past false doors. Vanth steps into that late landscape as one of its guides, which is exactly why the next chapter has to pin down what kind of being she actually was.

Archaeological Context

It is worth being blunt about the evidence this book stands on, because it is uneven and it colours everything.

The Etruscans left no histories, no scripture in their own hand, no myths written out in full. Their language can be sounded out but only half understood. The texts that do survive are mostly short grave inscriptions, plus a handful of longer documents that tantalise more than they explain. The Pyrgi Tablets, three gold sheets from around 500 BCE, carry a dedication in both Etruscan and Phoenician and so offer a rare bilingual toehold for the language. The longest Etruscan text of all, the so-called Liber Linteus, is a linen ritual calendar that survived only because someone in Egypt later tore it into strips to wrap a mummy; it now sits in a museum in Zagreb, still mostly untranslated. That is the state of the written record: precious, scattered, and frustratingly mute on the big questions.

So the study of Etruscan death leans on three unequal legs: the physical remains of tombs and their contents, the images the Etruscans made, and the comments of Greek and Roman writers looking in from outside. Each leg is shaky in its own way. The objects are everywhere but say nothing about their own meaning. The outside writers can talk, but they are secondhand, sometimes hostile, and working from a different culture's assumptions.

The cemeteries carry most of the weight. Two of them matter so much that they were named a joint UNESCO World Heritage Site: the Banditaccia at Cerveteri and the Monterozzi at Tarquinia. Between them they preserve the fullest available picture of how the Etruscans buried and remembered their dead across roughly seven centuries. Monterozzi alone holds around six thousand rock-cut graves on a long plateau, and it is famous for its painted tombs, of which about two hundred survive. Banditaccia keeps the great tumuli and the house-shaped chambers. Other major cemeteries, like the grid-planned Crocifisso del Tufo at Orvieto and the necropoleis around Vulci, Chiusi, Volterra, and Tuscania, fill in the regional range. With the cities gone, these graveyards are very nearly the whole archive.

One quiet advantage runs through all this material. The Etruscans imported huge quantities of Greek pottery and buried it with their dead. Greek vases can often be dated quite tightly by their style and even their individual painters, so a tomb full of them can be pinned to within a few decades. That imported pottery has become the backbone of Etruscan chronology, the yardstick everything else is measured against. It is also part of why looting does so much harm: a vase ripped from a tomb and sold loses not only its own story but the dating anchor it would have given everything buried around it.

Tomb painting deserves a reality check, because it does so much of the heavy lifting for anything to do with Vanth. Painted tombs are rare. They are only a few percent of all tombs even at Tarquinia, because painting a chamber was a luxury reserved for the richest families, and because paint survives badly underground. The best counts put the total number of known Etruscan painted tombs at roughly a hundred and eighty, and about a hundred and forty of those are at Tarquinia. The northern half of Etruria has almost none. That lopsidedness matters: the visual evidence for Vanth and her underworld comes from a handful of southern sites and a small set of very rich tombs. Conclusions drawn from it are conclusions about a wealthy minority, not about ordinary Etruscans.

Then there is the damage, and the way the material was collected. A craze for all things Etruscan swept Europe in the eighteenth century, so intense that when Josiah Wedgwood opened a grand new pottery in England in 1769 he simply named it Etruria, partly off the back of Greek vases that collectors wrongly believed were Etruscan. The craze drove a lot of digging that was really treasure-hunting, and objects poured into private hands and museums with no record of where they came from. A sarcophagus in a foreign museum can be a glorious thing and a near-blank slate at the same time, if nobody noted the tomb it came out of or what lay beside it.

That problem never went away. Italy still has its tombaroli, tomb robbers who probe the fields with steel rods, break into chambers by night, and sell what they find into the international market. The most famous case is the Euphronios krater, a magnificent Greek vase looted from a tomb near Cerveteri around 1971 and bought the next year by the Metropolitan Museum in New York. It took decades of legal pressure before the museum returned it to Italy in 2008. Every such object that surfaces without a findspot is a small piece of the record torn loose from its context, which is exactly the information that gives a find its meaning.

Proper study did eventually take hold. The Englishman George Dennis tramped across Etruria in the 1840s and produced The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria in 1848, a description of the sites so careful it is still consulted, even though he got much of the history wrong. In the twentieth century Massimo Pallottino put the field on a modern footing and pushed back hard against wild theories about Etruscan origins. The discipline grew up, in other words, out of a tangle of romance, plunder, and guesswork, and it is still cleaning up after that start.

The museums that resulted are nonetheless central. The National Etruscan Museum at the Villa Giulia in Rome, the Etruscan rooms of the Vatican, the museum at Tarquinia, and the urn collections at Volterra and Chiusi hold the sarcophagi, urns, mirrors, and painted fragments the whole field depends on, including key images of Vanth herself. Reading the Etruscan underworld means working through these scattered collections as much as the sites in the ground.

And the record is still growing, which is a healthy reminder that the subject is not closed. Digging goes on across Etruria, and sealed or barely disturbed tombs still turn up
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