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The Etruscans were an ancient people obsessed with luxury. They epitomized the Greek 

word trophe, a derogatory term the Greeks used to refer to the Etruscan’s affection for all things 

ostentatious, and arguably, foreign.1  By 600 BCE, the then new civilization had come of age, 

and the Etruscan and Greek domains had become two separate countries.2 Each owed its 

existence to westward expansion into new territories: this much they had in common. Overtime, 

however, each pursued its own political agenda – one a democratic state, the other aristocratic – 

adhering to different ideals and values.3 The two were destined to interact, eventually clashing in 

overt hostility. Their quasi hostile relationship makes common comparisons between Etruria and 

Greece precarious.4  

In considering influences on Etruscan art and culture, it is crucial not to overlook the 

connection between Etruria and its aristocratic other, the ancient Near East. Etruria’s 

“Orientalizing Period” reached its zenith during the 7th century BCE.5 Among common motifs 

appearing in Etruscan art at this time were lions and lionesses, which Etruscan artists 

extrapolated from the Eastern world.6 Using these motifs allowed artists to express the power of 

Eastern rulers and claim these symbols of well-being and protection for their own. 7 Key pieces 

engraved with these motifs include the Fibula, from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb, Cerverti, 675-

650 BCE (Fig. 1), the Cauldron from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb, c. 650, bronze, Vatican, 

Museo Gregorian Etrusco (Fig. 2), and the Bronze Cauldron from Cyprus,  c.7th century BCE, 

Cyprus, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, (Fig. 5). These art works were discovered in a 

                                                           
1 Otto J. Brendal. Etruscan Art. Yale University Press (1995), pp. 75 
2 Ibid, p. 77 
3 Ibid, p. 78 
4 Ibid  
5 William Brown Llewllyn. The Etruscan Lion (Oxford monographs on classical archaeology). Clarendon Press, 

(1960), pp. 15-16 
6 Ibid 
7Ibid 
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tomb that held the remains of a royal woman, argued to be a princess.  In this paper, I use these 

particular works as case studies to explore the commonalities between Etruscan and Near Eastern 

art, and the Etruscans’ re-appropriations of power from the East. These ultimately mirrored the 

Near Eastern realm of decadence and splendor.8 A close examinations of iconography in 

Etruscan material culture and the materials themselves: gold, bronze and ivory, proves that 

Etruscan women were borrowing these formalized Eastern practices in order to elevate 

themselves in aristocratic society.9 Doing so mirrored the power held by elite women in the Near 

East and protected Etruscan women during life and also after death.10  Close examination of 

female funerary art in Etruria reveals clear iconographical connections to the Near East and 

transcends a simple coincidence as the reason for their presence.  

The term “Near East” is arguably vague when applied to the Etruscan for a valid reason. 

While the ancient Near East encompasses much of Phoenicia, Syria, Mesopotamia, Neo-Assyria, 

Asia Minor, Cyprus, Babylonia, Persia and Egypt, the term refers to a combination of these 

places from which much of the iconography and materials derive. For this reason, it is hard to 

identify a single culture from which the Etruscans repeatedly borrowed symbolic imagery in 

their funerary art.11 While gold is found commonly in Asia Minor and Egypt, ivory hails from 

places all over the Middle East and even into the Far East.12 Archaeological research has not 

shown any finite, written evidence of contact between Etruria and these Near Eastern places, but 

it has been hypothesized that trade existed between Etruria and the Near East, particularly during 

                                                           
8 Ibid 
9 Jodi Magness. “A Near Eastern Ethnic Element among the Etruscan Elite?” Etruscan Studies; Vol. 8, Article 4 

(2001).  
10 Ibid 
11 Bernard Goldman. “An Oriental Solar Motif and Its Western Extension”. Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 

20, No. 4 (Oct., 1961), pp. 239-240 
12 Ibid 
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the 7th century BCE, because Etruscan funerary objects were made out of these materials.13 At 

this time, evidence can be found of an extraordinary amount of Near Eastern influence in 

funerary artifacts such as those in the case studies as well as fibulae, jewelry, urns, and pyxis.14 

Therefore, these influences have led Etruscan scholars such as Brendel, Riis, and Bonfante often 

refer to this period in Etruria as the “Orientalizing Period”.  

 Given that the exchange of goods between the Near East and Etruria was clearly possible, 

if not highly likely, I propose that a network of social ideas also traveled  East to Etruria, the 

latter emulating aristocratic ideals from the former. In Mesopotamia, the highest status woman 

was the queen, who exercised superior power both within her sphere and outside it.15 Due to her 

religious, diplomatic, administrative, and economic responsibilities, she exhibited this power in 

much the same ways as her husband.16 Queens and their husbands were often depicted 

banqueting together, demonstrating potential signs of equality as both appeared in a public 

realm.17 This parallels a common Etruscan tradition where women accompanied their husbands 

at lavish public banquets most notably represented in the Banquet scene, Tomb of the Leopards, 

c.480-470 BCE, Tarquinia (Fig. 3).18 Similarly, Banquet scenes on a cylinder seal, which was 

found in the Great Royal Cemetery at Ur near the body of Queen Pu-abi and is now in the British 

Museum, London, England (Fig. 4), illustrates the proposed equality and authority between two 

Ur royal figures.19 The seal represents Queen Pu-abi and her husband, King Meskalamdug as 

they sit on an equal plane, neither one placed physically higher than the other.20 The two are 

                                                           
13 P.J. Riis. An Introduction to Etruscan Art. NY, Philosophical Library (1954), p. 34 
14 Ibid  
15 Mark Chavalas. Women in the Ancient Near East. Routledge, (2014), pp. 12-13 
16 Ibid, p. 14 
17 Ibid 
18 Ibid, p. 15 
19 Ibid 
20 Ibid, p. 16  
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homogenous in size, depicted in partnership in what appears to be a social setting with 

“attendees” raising their hands in an engagement of conversation with the King and Queen while 

also handing them beverages. 21 Near Eastern scholar Harriet argues that the “attendees” may be 

servants instead of people enjoying the banquet itself, but nonetheless, the king and queen are 

still represented as dining harmoniously in a way that the artist transcribes them as equal parts.22 

Harriet also argues that if this is indeed a public scene then the public aspect of this seal refutes 

any ideas of seclusion for royal women. 23 

Various forms of gold jewelry were often worn at these public banquets to demonstrate 

the queen’s power, rule, and overall well-being.24  Most evidence regarding information of 

Eastern queen’s, such as Queen Naqi’a of Assyria, was noted on clay cuneiform tablets, as they 

remain as the only “written” evidence of Assyrian culture, traditions, and society.25 One tablet in 

particular notes Queen Naqi’a’s dedication to Queen Mullissu, a goddess who was often 

spiritually “present” at the feasts, banquets and social events in Assyria.26  The cuneiform tablet 

articulates to the reader how Queen Naqi’a dedicated to the goddess “gold jewelry, covered in 

obsidian, carnelian and banded agate…for the life of Esarhaddon and for herself, her own life, 

the length of her days, the stability of her dynasty (and) her well-being”.27 Conclusively, gold 

was not only a symbol of wealth and power but a symbol of stability and well-being, a 

connection Etruscan elite women, specifically the royal princess buried in the Regolini-Galassi 

Tomb at Ceverteri, would want to accompany them into the afterlife and a reason why they 

                                                           
21 Ibid  
22 Ibid, 24 
23 Ibid, 30 
24Patricia S. Lulof and Iefke can Kampen. Etruscans: Eminent Women, Powerful Men. W Books (2011), pp. 100 
25 Ibid 
26 Mark Chavalas. Women in the Ancient Near East. Routledge, (2014), pp.144 
27 Ibid, p.  
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would have worn gold jewelry such as the Fibula from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb at Cerverti, 

675-650 BCE (Fig. 1). 28 

The Fibula remains as one of the largest examples of an Etruscan goldsmith’s technical 

stills, an unparalleled masterpiece of the ancient world.29 Moreover, it is a perfect representation 

of progress towards eastern arts defined by a shift from abstract to figural decoration, a shift in 

subject matter to animals and monstrous figures and a shift in composition to the horizontal 

frieze of procession.30 This Fibula would have been commissioned by a high-ranking Etruscan 

family because of the material that it is made from – gold.31  It is an enlarged version of a 

standard fibula, complete with flat arch and pin in the form of a disc.32 In Near Eastern cultures, 

fibulae were generally small and pinned on the chest area for decorative and functional 

purposes.33 Many theories have arose from the discovery of the Fibula including one from 

Etruscan scholar, Brendel who argues that the astronomical size of this fibula may have been the 

artist’s way of “surpassing” the technicality and amount of gold needed to create this piece, 

ultimately asserting themselves equally or above the power of Near Eastern cultures. 34 

 The decorative motifs – lions, palmettes, small ducks, and griffins – are what make the 

Fibula uniquely Near Eastern, specifically Egyptian and generally, Middle Eastern.35 The top 

discus is adorned with five lions framed by a double border of palmettes, and as scholar 

Sannibale argues, represent the Trees of Life as well as the King or Queen of the Animals, and 

                                                           
28 Larissa Bonfante. “Foreign Influences and Local Styles”. Etruscan Dress. John Hopkins University Press, (1975), 

pp. 86-88 
29 Patricia S. Lulof and Iefke can Kampen. Etruscans: Eminent Women, Powerful Men. W Books (2011), p.76 
30 Otto J. Brendal. Etruscan Art. Yale University Press (1995), p.56 
31 Patricia S. Lulof and Iefke can Kampen. Etruscans: Eminent Women, Powerful Men. W Books (2011), p.77 
32 Ibid  
33 Ibid  
34 Otto J. Brendal. Etruscan Art. Yale University Press (1995), p. 58 
35 Patricia S. Lulof and Iefke can Kampen. Etruscans: Eminent Women, Powerful Men. W Books (2011), p. 78 
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hence, recall the eternal cycle of life. This theme is nothing new in Etruscan society.36 Death in 

Etruria was seen as a continuation into the afterlife, where one would live eternally, a very 

similar notion practiced by Egyptians.37 For instance, Sarcophagus and lid with husband and 

wife, c. 350-300, stone and bronze, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Fig. 4) depicts a couple, 

Thanchvil Tarnai and her husband Larth Tetnies, embracing on the lid of their sarcophagus, 

defying traditional ideas about the mournfulness and sorrow of death– but instead shows the 

epitome of marriage and love, marriage being a necessity in the aristocratic world for producing 

heirs.38 Both rest peacefully on top of the cover, which takes the form of a bed with pillows, as 

the man and his wife tenderly hug under a large sheet, and thus, the two represent the idea of 

eternal living into the afterlife.39 In addition, Thanchvil Tarnai is shown wearing a complex 

earring and her husband, a bracelet of twisted strands, emphasizing the practice of being adorned 

in jewelry into the afterlife. 40  

 The mood of life and death is reiterated materially and conceptually separated on the 

Fibula by the miniscule zigzag lines on the perpendicular cylindrical element in the middle.41 

The appliqué of waterfowl between the griffins was associated with funerary themes often in 

Egypt and then borrowed by the Etruscans visibly seen carved onto the surface of this fibula.42 

What really marks this as a Near Eastern inspired object is the inclusion of Hathor’s head at the 

base of the Fibula. Hathor, Egyptian goddess often compared to Roman’s Venus and Greece’s 

Aphrodite, was associated with the heavens as the sun goddess who “sails the solar boat” 

                                                           
36 Ibid 
37 Ibid 
38 Sarcophagus and lid with husband and wife. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (2015). 

http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/sarcophagus-and-lid-with-husband-and-wife-151377 
39 Ibid 
40 Ibid  
41 Patricia S. Lulof and Iefke can Kampen. Etruscans: Eminent Women, Powerful Men. W Books (2011), p. 80 
42 Ibid  
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throughout the sky.43  As a goddess who mirrored Venus and Aphrodite, her characteristics are 

numerous, including associations with love, beauty, joy, motherhood, and music – the female 

counterpart to the Egyptian minor god, Bes.44 As the bringer of life, she is also associated with 

fertility and renewal of the cycles in nature, which perfectly connects to the palmettes as Trees of 

Life.45  

In addition, and what makes Hathor estranged from her Greek and Roman deities, Venus 

and Aphrodite, Hathor welcomed the dead into the next life.46 These themes associated with the 

inclusion of Hathor on the Fibula encompass many Etruscan ideals for a women including the 

importance of beauty, motherly love, a safe and protective descend into the afterlife, and music – 

a common pastime in Etruria that was enjoyed by both men and women.47 The supposed princess 

who was buried in the Regolini-Galassi Tomb understood these Egyptian traditions and wanted 

to incorporate them into her life after death.48  

 While the Fibula remains as one of the finest examples of metalwork within in this royal 

tomb, a second style of the Orientalizing Period discovered with the princess was a bronze 

cauldron that epitomized the “animal style”.49 This style, though was seen in the discus of the 

Fibula, consists of the representations of animals carved into utilitarian pieces, functioning as 

decorative motifs with a useable purpose.50 The Cauldron from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb, c. 

650, bronze, Vatican, Museo Gregorian Etrusco (Fig. 5), boasts six lion’s heads that surround the 

                                                           
43 Ibid, p. 81  
44 Ibid  
45 Ibid, p. 82  
46 Jodi Magness. “A Near Eastern Ethnic Element among the Etruscan Elite?” Etruscan Studies; Vol. 8, Article 4 

(2001).  
47 Sarah B. Pomeroy. Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity. NY, Schocken (1995), 

p.34 
48 Ibid  
49 Otto J. Brendal. Etruscan Art. Yale University Press (1995), p. 116 
50 Ibid, p.117 
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edge of the Cauldron, acting as handles that curve into the middle of the circular enclosure. The 

body of the cauldron is carved in shallow relief of griffin motifs, similar to the motifs depicted 

on the Fibula. The combination of lion heads and the griffons can be traced to Syria, and in 

Cerveteri, Tarquinia, and Vetulonia where this style cauldron became apparent in centers of 

artistic manufacture throughout Etruria.51 Though the exact function of this cauldron is unknown, 

one can guess it was used for holding liquids, but whether it was used for the everyday or in 

ritual ceremonies is unclear. The princess who was buried in the Regolini-Galassi Tomb would 

have brought this cauldron with her into the afterlife as a utilitarian piece for perhaps eating or 

drinking, the lion head motifs aiding in atropaic purposes, protecting her even after her life had 

ended.52 Perhaps the Cauldron was used at the banquets where the owner of the bronze piece 

could show off her nouveau riche, bronze “bowl” in a sense, capturing the luxury and power 

represented by the lions and griffons from the Near Eastern world.  

 The Cauldron remains as an exemplar visual of Etruria’s connection with the East. Off 

the coast of Turkey, the island of Cyprus holds an object of striking similar proportions. This 

impressive Bronze Cauldron, c.7th century BCE, Cyprus, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York, (Fig. 5), complete with iron stand, was discovered on Cyprus or the "copper island" which 

was a prime trading destination of the Phoenicians, and potentially, the Etruscan people.53 Dating 

to the 8th–7th century B.C.E, right around the height of the Orientalizing Period in Etruria, the 

Bronze Cauldron testifies to the transition from the Bronze Age to the Age of Iron.54 The 

attached figures, or protomes, on the rim are male, “Janus-headed” bird men, and fearsome 

                                                           
51 Ibid  
52 P.J. Riis. An Introduction to Etruscan Art. NY, Philosophical Library (1954), p. 22-23 
53 Annie Caubet. “Feasting in Cyprus during the Heroic Age”. Assyria to Iberia at the Dawn of Classical Age. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, (2014). http://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2014/assyria-to-

iberia/blog/posts/feasting-in-cyprus 
54 Ibid 
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griffins.55 The effect of viewing these extraordinary bronze visages set against leaping flames 

and smoke rising up from within the cauldron must have been mesmerizing for the ancient 

viewer.56 Like the Fibula and the Etruscan Cauldron, this work transcends simplicity and evoke 

an essence of wonder and awe.  

 Functionally, equipment like the Cyprus cauldron, was used for lavish banquets that 

included bronze ware and andirons to cook meat, metal bowls to drink wine, and ewers to pour 

the drink, examples of which have been found in archaeological sites all around the 

Mediterranean and Eastern world.57 Again, one can speculate that the princess in the Regolini-

Galassi Tomb was mimicking these ideas, harnessing the social endeavors and practices of these 

banquets where women were allowed to be seen in public with their husbands, assuming a more 

dignified role than their ancient democratic contemporaries.  

The examination of the Fibula, Cauldron, and Bronze Cauldron leads to one conclusion. 

Viewing these works of funerary art through the lens of Eastern society, one is dealing with 

mixed iconography as the Etruscans used the Eastern motifs more and more. What segregates 

Etruria from its contemporaries is its women, as their aristocratic lifestyle allowed them to 

engage in public affairs with men and exercise overall more freedom. Enchanted by the women 

of the Near East, Etruscan women wanted to bring back Near Eastern symbols of power and 

protection into their eternal lives. As the Orientalizing Period progressed for another one hundred 

years, the effects were impactful. Overtime, these styles instilled a love of animals within the 

Etruscans, craftsmen, and artists, evolving from the stiff horizontal frieze style to bronze 

                                                           
55 Ibid 
56 Ibid  
57 Annie Caubet. “Feasting in Cyprus during the Heroic Age”. Assyria to Iberia at the Dawn of Classical Age. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, (2014). http://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2014/assyria-to-

iberia/blog/posts/feasting-in-cyprus 
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sculptures bursting with liveliness and movement. After the period “ended”, The Etruscans 

began to retreat to a more Greek style, using less precious materials in their visual works. 

Though this period came to an end, the Oriental-Etruscan works found in the tombs of elite 

Etruscan women continue to live on, reminding scholars, students, and art zealots that art from 

the West beautifully commemorated visual culture from the East.   
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Above: Cauldron from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb, c. 

650, bronze, Vatican, Museo Gregorian Etrusco (Fig. 2) 

 

 

 

Above: Fibula, from the Regolini-Galassi Tomb, Cerverti, 675-650 BCE (Fig. 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right: Sarcophagus and lid with husband and wife, c. 350-300, stone 

and bronze, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Fig. 4) 
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Left: Banquet scenes on a 

cylinder seal, found in the 

Great Royal Cemetery at 

Ur, near the body of Queen 

Pu-abi,, British Museum, 

London, England (Fig. 4) 

 

 

 

 

 

Below: Banquet scene, Tomb of the Leopards, c.480-470 BCE, Tarquinia (Fig. 3) 
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Below: Bronze Cauldron, c.7th century BCE, Cyprus, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

(Fig. 5)  
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