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Introduction




From around 900 to 400 BC, the most innovative, powerful, wealthy, and creative people in Italy were the Etruscans. They lived in the hills and plains of central Italy, in striking cities; their empire extended to Campania in the south and to the Po valley in the north (Figure 1). They traded across the Mediterranean. Their culture was full of art, music, technology, sport, wine, religion; they lived well and they knew it. Visitors to the region today are still seduced by the painted tombs at Tarquinia, the silent tumuli of Cerveteri (ancient Caere), the vertiginous hilltop sites such as Volterra. Museums are full of artworks of extraordinary skill and beauty, and Etruscan eyes stare at us from hundreds of sarcophagi, proudly defiant in the face of death and time.

Yet wherever one looks, in non-specialist guides, or in holiday brochures, one reads about the ‘mysterious’ Etruscans; hidden Etruria; underground Etruria—as if the culture is somehow concealed from us. It is a sales gimmick which has been very useful and profitable, but it is also misleading.

This Very Short Introduction starts from the premise that the Etruscans were no more mysterious than most other peoples of archaic Italy. Moreover, the tag of being mysterious has prevented the Etruscans from being properly integrated into narratives of classical history, and this is regrettable, because they offer a fascinating counterpoint to the other more regularly discussed Mediterranean cultures, including Rome and Athens. There is, in fact, so much evidence that to do it justice requires a much bigger book than this. In this account, the Etruscans are players in the Mediterranean world, part of the manifold and multiple connections and crossings of peoples, objects, and ideas over two millennia which make up the rich pattern of antiquity from the Bronze Age to the dwindling of the Roman empire in the west.
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1. Map of Italy showing Villanovan, Etruscan, and Greek settlements





We begin with the two questions which have puzzled modern scholars, and have contributed to the claim that there is something peculiarly difficult about the Etruscans. Where did they come from and why is their language so odd? The first of these questions is neither unusual nor confined to the Etruscans; the Greeks spent a lot of time discussing their own origins but without much historical basis, and aficionados of Macedonian culture will be well aware of the endless controversy over whether it was Greek or not. The language issue is rather more unusual, but often misstated; we can read Etruscan, but it happens that most of what survives is not particularly informative.

Having addressed these two classic problems, the rest of the book is organized chronologically, from the later Bronze Age to the late Roman period; and concludes with an account of the way the Etruscans have been studied, and how that has contributed to their alleged ‘mysteriousness’.

A major argument of this book is that a history of the Etruscans can be written; we have enough information to talk about social organization, aspects of political behaviour, economic behaviour at an urban and a regional level, cultural history, and so forth. That history has to be seen in the broader Mediterranean and Italian context, however, and one thread which runs through the book is how the Etruscans managed the connections they had to this wider world. Another intractable problem is what we mean when we talk about the Etruscans. Most of the individuals we discuss here are from a relatively privileged group. Discerning the poor in Etruria from the archaeological record is hard, and the poorest may not have been Etruscans but rather slaves. So this can only be a partial history, but it is important nonetheless to return what voice we can to the Etruscans and see beyond the museum artefacts.


Ancient Etruria was a region of Italy which ran from the Tiber north towards the Po, on the western side of the Apennine mountains. The coastal area is mostly plains, but inland are heavily dissected ranges of hills running both east–west and north–south. It is a landscape created by water, limestone, and distant volcanic activity, broken up but navigable; in parts agriculturally fertile, and in others rich in mineral resource (Figure 2). Today, it is divided into the modern administrative units of northern Lazio and Toscana, which map loosely onto the somewhat distinctive cultural groups of southern and northern Etruria. Then, as now and throughout its history, the region was characterized by independent cities controlling swathes of territory; the well-known hilltop settlements commanding their hinterland, and still showing traces of the vast Etruscan walls which surrounded them.

Etruria showed social development and sophistication in the Late Bronze Age (c.1300 to 900 BC). In the transition from the very end of the Bronze Age into the Iron Age (950–750 BC) the settlement patterns are radically transformed and it is clear that Etruria has undergone a revolution. Larger sites were created and territory came under different forms of control. In the 8th century, contemporary with the legendary foundation of Rome, the arrival of the Phoenicians and especially the Greeks from the east offered new opportunities and ideas, a new visual language for art, for religious expression, and for architectural display, and even a new alphabet. Etruscans were early and vigorous adopters, and 650 to 500 BC was a period of immense creativity and change. Conflicts inside and outside Etruria slowed the pace of change, brought social revolution in parts and the reduction of Etruscan territory. By 400 BC, the impact of the Romans was beginning to be felt; by 250 BC the Roman conquest was more or less complete, and the earliest Roman colonies were founded in Etruscan territory; by the mid-1st century, Etruscan autonomy was non-existent and the language increasingly rare, as land redistribution occasioned by Rome increasingly eroded the older 
cities’ economic capacity. By the mid-1st century AD, Etruscan was scarcely spoken or understood, and the landscape had changed utterly, with large landowners and slave-based farming common. Somewhat unusually, I have chosen to give equal weight to Etruria after the Roman conquest, precisely because the way that most accounts ignore this period permits us to identify the Etruscans with their language, and justifies the idea that they disappear, leaving some mystery to resolve about what happened to them. Yet the period of transformation and the way the region accommodated the realities of Roman domination is as much a part of the history of the Etruscans and helped to form the Etruscan world the visitor sees today. There were large processes of economic and social transformation in later antiquity and it would not be until the early middle ages that the landscape would begin to be refilled with the new architecture of the emergent church and new forms of authority; by the Renaissance, Tuscany was once more one of the most powerful and distinctive regions in the world.
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2. This map shows the intense concentration of mineral resources in the Etruscan region, especially around Populonia





The Etruscans were always known to be different. ‘They were a people with customs unlike anyone else,’ said the Greek writer Dionysius of Halicarnassus, in the late 1st century BC, who had taken pains to study them. For some they were a warning of virtue abandoned; wealthy and indulgent, given to feasts and pleasure. Some focused on their piracy or on their cruelty. Their piety and religious knowledge were known, admired, feared, and ridiculed. It was an Etruscan soothsayer who warned Julius Caesar about the Ides of March. They were inventors; they were variously said to have invented the war trumpet, the triumph (which the Romans famously took over), boxing, gladiatorial games, the uniform and trappings of magistrates. The emperor Augustus’ cultured friend Maecenas was proud to be descended from Etruscan kings.

Yet like almost all the peoples of the ancient world, they failed to hand on a literary tradition and history of their own. The Etruscan silence, compounded by the disappearance in antiquity of their own language, seems all the more deafening given the richness of their material culture, and their evident power for a good five centuries. The painstaking work of archaeologists and scholars however has gone a very long way to reviving knowledge of the Etruscans. The modern visitor to an Etruscan site or museum collection has absolutely no reason to feel bewildered or be left ignorant. Whilst there is much we will never know, there is much that we can say, and thrillingly, much more to discover.
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