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Alessandro Naso
47 Society, 730–580 BCE
Abstract: The Etruscan elite furnished their tombs with extraordinary sumptuousness, following a 
specifically “barbarian” custom—adopted throughout their civilization—that began in the second 
half of the eighth century BCE and reached its peak in the seventh. The three major arts—stone sculp-
ture, architecture, and painting—developed in this period mostly for use in burials. The sets of grave 
goods include luxury items of Near Eastern and other provenances, which testify to the considerable 
capacity for assimilating outside influences and the role the Etruscans played in the Mediterranean 
and Europe. Archaeological evidence shows that the Etruscans received objects and ideas relating to 
a new way of life from the Near East, while their mythology came from Greece; they received cultural 
models from both. This original mixture determined a new type of culture, which allowed both men 
and women to play important roles in society.

Keywords: Orientalizing, elites, lower classes, competition, family name

Introduction
The Etruscan elite furnished their tombs with extraordinary sumptuousness, following 
a specifically “barbarian” custom—adopted throughout their civilization—that began 
in the second half of the eighth century BCE and reached its peak in the seventh.1 The 
three major arts—stone sculpture, architecture, and wall painting—originated and 
developed in this period mostly for use in burials.2 The sets of grave goods are our 
main source for Etruscan society. They include luxury items of Near Eastern and other 
provenances, which testify to the considerable capacity for assimilating outside influ-
ences and the role the Etruscans played in the Mediterranean and Europe.3 Archaeo-
logical evidence shows that the Etruscans received objects and ideas relating to a new 
way of life from the Near East, while mythology came from Greece; and from both 
they received cultural models. This original mixture determined a new type of culture, 
which allowed both men and women to play important roles in society.

1 Elites, lower classes and geographic mobility
In the Orientalizing period, the Etruscan elite adopted certain markers to demonstrate 
their power and high status. Three elements stand out, permitting the conclusion that 

1 See chapter 18 Naso.
2 See chapters 45 Menichetti, 46 Micozzi.
3 See chapters 34 Botto, 50 Micozzi.
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beginning in the second half of the eighth century, Etruscan elites become more con-
scious of their social status.

First, because excavations of domestic remains in Etruscan cities are still in pro-
gress, and general knowledge about the urban residences is limited,4 the burials 
are the commonest source of information. Huge tumuli with diameters reaching 
50–60 m contained the chamber tombs. Often, these monumental graves accommo-
date only one chamber tomb for a man or woman, and subsequently they received 
further chamber tombs that probably belonged to the same family, as shown by the 
four tombs of Great Tumulus 2 in the Banditaccia cemetery at Caere (Fig. 47.1). From 
the beginning of the seventh century to the first half of the sixth, a new chamber 
tomb was built every thirty years or so in that barrow. In the burial landscape, tumuli 
became a visible marker of the power of the family that owned it and probably of its 
ancestors, following a model developed by Near Eastern societies.5 For the interiors of 
the chamber tombs, see Section 5 below. 

Second, the tombs were full of luxury goods, which had already been displayed 
in the residences and in the funeral rites that came to Etruria from various overseas 
regions and Central Europe.6 Several items are closely connected to the diffusion of 
new modes and costumes, which cannot always be clearly interpreted or understood. 
Middle and Late Geometric Greek drinking cups testify, for instance, to the display 
of wine.7 Greek vases for use in symposia are likely to have been ceremonial gifts 
offered by Greeks to the local elite, not only to establish relations with them, but also 
to have access to the natural resources they controlled. This is supported by the geo-
graphical distribution of such items, which is not limited to the major centers such 
as Veii, Caere, and Tarquinia, but also includes peripheral districts, such as the huge 
Euboean krater found out its original context at Pescia Romana (Grosseto province, 
Tuscany), which dates to the last quarter of the eighth century, and the vases found 
in the coastal settlement of La Castellina del Marangone (Rome province, Latium), 
corresponding to the mine district of the Tolfa Hills in the hinterland.8 There is little 
information about the functional use of imported goods in Etruria. The huge Near 
Eastern bronze cauldrons with lion protomes and/or griffin protomes, for instance, 
may have been status symbols, pots for boilings meat, wine containers, and so on.9

Lastly, an important marker of the awareness reached by the Etruscan elite was 
the adoption of the family, or gentilic, name, which developed in Etruria as early 

4 Prayon 2001.
5 Naso 2016.
6 See chapter 50 Micozzi.
7 See the contributions of d’Agostino 2014 (Pontecagnano) and Naso 2014 (southern Etruria).
8 Canciani 1987, 242–43, no. 3, for Pescia Romana; Mercuri 2004, 135, for the sherds from La Castellina, 
which have recently been attributed to an Etruscan geometric krater (Gran-Aymerich 2011, 412  
nos. 1–6, fig. 156.7).
9 For the Samian imitations see Gehrig 2004.
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as the eighth century, as is known because it is widely documented in the earliest 
inscriptions, which date to the first half of the seventh century.10 It is necessary to 
stress this custom, because family names in this period are exclusive to Italy; in Greek 
and other Mediterranean societies, the custom was to use a name consisting of the 
personal name and the father’s name.11 Instead, for both men and women, the socie-
ties of pre-Roman Italy adopted a distinctive two-component name formed from the 

10 Colonna 1977; see chapter 21 Benelli.
11 See several contributions in Étienne 2010.

Fig. 47.1: Plan of Great Tumulus 2 in the Banditaccia cemetery at Caere (drawing A. Naso)
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personal name and the family name. The family name made it possible not only to 
declare one’s proud loyalty to a group, which in the eighth and seventh centuries was 
of course identified with the elite, but also to state the right to the inheritance of that 
name and the family properties, namely land and livestock. Inheritance, however, 
cannot have been the main reason for the introduction of the family name, because it 
was used by societies that did not adopt the family name system. Not by chance did 
the Latin law tradition attributed to the age of Romulus (753–716 according to tradi-
tional chronology) state that the owner (Lat. herus) can bequeath to his descendants 
(Lat. heredes) a plot of land (Lat. heredium) of 2 jugera (ca. 0.5 ha).12 An important role 
was played by self- awareness of one’s own high role and social status, as the rich and 
exotic grave goods show. In this way, the earliest Etruscan inscriptions, which show 
a high number of such binomial names, further stress the importance of the family 
name, whose origins in pre-Roman Italy are still an open question for research.

If the coexistence of monumental graves, luxury goods, and family names helps 
to define the formation of elite Etruscans, other practices show that the aristocratic 
groups may have been interconnected in many ways to form a social network. These 
include gift exchanges, as attested in Etruria by inscriptions, and marriages, as in 
Homeric Greece. Several years ago, the late Mauro Cristofani pointed out that in Ori-

12 Colonna 1977, 185–88.

Fig. 47.2a: Line-drawing of the Etruscan inscription  
TLE 155 = ET, Ta 6.1 aχapri rutile hipukrates
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entalizing Etruscan society, the practice of gift exchange between members of the 
elite, based on sumptuary goods, spread widely between 675–575. Precious gifts such 
as metal or clay vases with particular purposes show the donor’s name—usually a 
man, but occasionally a woman—and sometimes the recipient’s name.13 In contrast, 
marriage as a useful link between two aristocratic groups is a practice documented in 
pre-Roman Italy as early as the Early Iron Age, although specific research on Oriental-
izing Etruria is yet to be done.14 

These practices seem quite typical of a dynamic society, which was open to stran-
gers too. The literary tradition quotes the case of Damaratos, a Greek who came to 
Tarquinia from Corinth around the middle of the seventh century (Dion. Hal. Ant. 
Rom. 3.46.3). Etruscan inscriptions dating to the seventh century quote male names 
such as Rutile Hipukrates and Larth Telicles (Fig. 47.2a–b). These genuine Etruscan 
binomial names are half Etruscan (Rutile from the Latin Rutilus; Larth) and half Greek 
(Hippokrates; Telikles). The bearers can therefore be identified either as Greeks (Hip-
pokrates, Telikles) who came to Etruria and assumed Etruscan names—“Hippokrates 
the Red” in the first case—or as sons of mixed marriages between Etruscans and 

13 Cristofani 1975, 1984.
14 Bartoloni 1988. Further literature in d’Agostino 2011, 38.

Fig. 47.2b: Line-drawing of the Etruscan inscription  
TLE 761 = ET, OA 2.2 mi larθaia telicles leχtumuza
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Greeks.15 In each case, such persons may be taken as examples of geographic mobil-
ity between members of the upper classes of Greece and Etruria.

Alongside so many elite markers, however, the archeological record of this 
period, which is based almost completely on funerary evidence, includes only a few 
traces of other classes; they are almost invisible. In the Banditaccia cemetery at Caere, 
the huge tumuli were surrounded by similar but smaller burial monuments, which, 
being contemporary, may correspond to lower social groups. These may be related to 
the elite group in a way similar to that of the patrician and clientes in archaic Rome.16

The late Richard Linington, who was for several years field director of the excava-
tions in the Laghetto area of the Banditaccia cemetery, saw evidence of the existence 
of lower classes in the tomb architecture of that area. Linington divided the explored 
graves into seven periods, dating from the eighth to the third centuries. According to 
him, the dimensions of the graves in this area are quite similar to those in other cem-
eteries of Caere in the late eighth and early seventh centuries (his periods 1 and 2), 
a little bit smaller in the second half of the seventh century (period 3), and clearly 
smaller in the early sixth (period 4). If it is really the case that no more rich graves 
were built in this sector because the upper classes used other areas of the same cem-
etery, then from the sixth century onward it would have been available to the lower 
classes.17 To verify this intriguing suggestion, which is based exclusively on the study 
of tomb architecture, it would be necessary to correlate the architecture with the com-
position of the remains of the grave groups found in the same tombs, which is not pos-
sible at the moment given the fact that only a few tomb groups have been published.18 
Social division within an Etruscan cemetery dating to the seventh century has been 
documented at Pontecagnano in southern Campania. Several clusters of tombs that 
reflect different statuses and different origins of the deceased—mostly Etruscans but 
also probably Daunians and Picenes—are placed in different sectors of the cemetery. 
Tomb groups of the Pontecagnano cemetery reveal a capacity for emulation and com-
petition among the different elite groups; they include rich female graves.19

15 Respectively TLE 155 = ET, Ta 6.1 (from Tarquinii) and TLE 761 (provenance unknown, presumably 
Caere, now in the collection of New York University: Bonfante 2005). The mentioned interpretations 
are respectively by Mario Torelli, quoted in Torelli 2000, 146 and Jonathan Hall (2007, 257). For further 
examples of geographic mobility between Etruria and Latium vetus see chapter 79 Naso. 
16 See the various aspects listed in Richard 1990, with previous bibliography.
17 Linington 1980, 19–25 (periods 2–4). According to Giovanni Colonna, Linington’s period 2 
corresponds to the Early Orientalizing (730–670), period 3 to the Middle Orientalizing (670–640/630), 
and period 4 to the Late Orientalizing (640/630–580): Colonna and von Hase 1984, 19–25.
18 Bagnasco Gianni 2002, 621–23 lists the published tomb groups from B(anditaccia) L(aghetto).
19 On the cemetery of Pontecagnano, still unpublished as whole (more than 10,000 graves!), see Cuozzo 
2007, 230–39, with previous bibliography. For the Daunian and Picenian finds: Cinquantaquattro and 
Cuozzo 2002; 2003.
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Toward the end of the eighth century, a woman was buried in Pontecagnano 
Grave 2465 not only with her gold jewels, but also with the markers of the rank she 
held in life: a bronze chariot; a bronze symposium service; a metal banquet service 
including andirons, spits, knife and axe for the meat—both for eating and for use in 
the sacrifice—and some large clay food containers (See chapter 74 Cinquantaquat-
tro and Pellegrino). Similar very rich female depositions in other Etruscan cemeter-
ies show that such burials are not unique. To stress the spatial distribution across 
Etruria, one may mention at least Banditella 2 at Marsiliana and Regolini Galassi at 
Caere, both of which date to some time later than Pontecagnano 2465, in the first 
and second quarters respectively of the seventh century.20 The three female burials 
have several elements in common. Each includes either belongings of the deceased 
dominae in life (precious jewelry and metallic ornaments for clothing), or part of the 
burial ritual (metal bed frames, but only at Caere and Marsiliana), or the markers of 
their very high social rank (the metal chariot, the symposium service for wine, the 
banquet service for meat, and the large food storage vessels). Each set, which might 
have actually seen use, had a different function, showing the varied capacities of the 
woman in life as dispenser of wine and food, and as responsible for food prepara-
tion for the entire household and its inhabitants. The spindle and distaff, implements 
used in wool working, are bronze (Pontecagnano), glass paste (Marsiliana), or silver 
(Caere), and had exceptional value. Only the very rich female burials contain them, 
showing the importance of wool working in Etruscan society (see Section 2 below for 
further details).21 Rich female depositions are quite common in Etruscan cemeteries 
and reflect the important role played by the women in Etruscan society.

2 The female role
The great importance of women in Etruscan society, which is best known particu-
larly from the fifth century onward,22 is already visible in the seventh century in both 
the epigraphic and the iconographic records, which allow us to speak of princesses 
and queens rather than wives of princes and of kings. The epigraphic record includes 
female names, which are often connected to specific functions. The inscriptions on 
the clay wine vessels—called thina by the Etruscans as a transliteration of the Greek 
term dinos—consistently declare that the containers are female property. Six vessels 

20 On the Regolini-Galassi chamber tomb, see Colonna and Di Paolo 1997, 154–63; about the 
Banditella 2 at Marsiliana: Cianferoni 1988. 
21 Pontecagnano: Cuozzo 2003, 112 no. 25; Marsiliana: Cianferoni 1988, 103–4 nos. 19–20 (might  
no. 18 be a spatula for wool working?); Caere: Pareti 1947, 217 no. 150. On the importance of wool 
working in Etruscan society see Torelli 1997; on woolen items, see chapter 29 Gleba.
22 See chapters 53 Amann and 59 Amann.
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(with seven inscriptions) from Caere and Veii dating to the seventh century confirm 
the suggestion for this period (Fig. 47.3a–b). A further inscription on a chalice dating 
to the seventh century that was used as a drinking cup bears a female name and 
confirms that in that century wine was served to men by women, further showing 
the importance of the female role in the banquet. In the sixth century, four inscrip-
tions document a new meaning for the term thina, to designate wine containers of 
other shapes, such as amphorae, and no longer referring to women.23 According to 
Giovanni Colonna, the Etruscan inscription on a large clay vessel (Gk. pyxis) from 
Caere with white-on-red decoration, dating to 630–620, permits the assumption that 
a woman was the owner of the potter’s workshop.24

The shift from the Orientalizing to the Archaic period, which probably corre-
sponded to a new role for women, is confirmed by iconographic representations. Con-
cerning the iconographic record, one must begin in the Orientalizing period with the 
wooden throne found in Grave 89 of the Lippi cemetery in Verucchio, dating back 
to the very beginning of the seventh century.25 The scenes engraved on the semicir-
cular back, originally painted, show women at work, engaged in the processing of 
wool—washing, spinning, and weaving—and women participating together with men 
in some activities that are hard to define. According to Patrizia von Eles, these women 
are probably engaged as priestesses in ceremonies or cults.26 

Tomb 5 of the Arsenale Militare cemetery in Bologna, called Tomba del Tintin-
nabulo and dated to around 600, has yielded the cinerary urn of a thirty to forty year 
old woman and her jewelry, gold items including a fibula and two hair bands, an 
amber chain, and an exceptional bronze sheet rattle or tintinnabulum, a bell-shaped 

23 Colonna 2002, 354–55 with previous literature (eleven inscriptions at all, including one from 
Pontecagnano with the term thina not entirely preserved); Bruni 2007 (a further inscription on a trade 
amphora dating to the sixth century). See also Menichetti 2002 and chapter 13 Kistler.
24 Colonna 1993. The inscription is not surely authentic.
25 See chapters 29 Gleba and 48 Trocchi. 
26 von Eles 2002, 235–72, esp. 268–72.

Fig. 47.3a: Line-drawing of the Etruscan inscription ET, Cr 2.34 [mi] pupaias karkanas θina
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pendant depicting several stages of processing wool, from spinning to weaving.27 This 
exceptional find stresses once again the importance of wool working for high-ranking 
Etruscan women.

The friezes on the terra-cotta plaques decorating the second phase of the palace 
near Murlo, dated to the end of the Orientalizing period (around the year 580), still 
reflect the Orientalizing world and its symbols. Four scenes are depicted in all, each 
including a woman with the attributes of her rank, such as thrones and footstools, 
parasol, fans, and servants. I agree with Annette Rathje that “these women must be 
seen as more than just mothers, wives, daughters and sisters to the ruling men.”28 A 
new phase probably began at the start of the sixth century (see chapter 53 Amann).

3 Kings and queens
Imported objects and their associated uses—if any—reflect the existence of a strati-
fied society in Etruria, which for us is hard to articulate because the only information 
we have comes from burial remains. It must be remembered that the available docu-
ments have mostly been found in tomb groups, so it is not known exactly what role 
was played by burial customs and to what extent the luxury objects correspond to the 
social status of the deceased.29 Specific criteria for categorizing tomb groups accord-
ing to their richness are still lacking in modern-day research. Chariots and items such 
as helmets, shields, fans, and parasols (represented on the plaques from Murlo) are 
well documented by Etruscan finds as elite status symbols that derived, in the case of 
most of the objects, from Near Eastern, and in the case of helmet, Central European 

27 For a detailed description of the tintinnabulum see chapter 29 Gleba.   
28 Rathje 2007, 177.
29 See chapter 19 Naso.

Fig. 47.3b: Line-drawing of the Etruscan inscription ET, Cr 2.36 mi velelias θina mlaχ mlakas
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models.30 The richest graves we have allow us to look for the deceased’s particular 
roles and functions, such as kings and priests (see section 4 below). According to the 
late literary tradition, in this period kings of Etruria had gold crowns, ivory thrones, 
scepters, and purple garments, all of which are symbols of power.31 Can it therefore 
be suggested that the few tomb groups containing thrones and scepters belonged to 
kings or queens?32 The archaeological evidence forces prudence; the general situ-

30 For the chariots see chapter 24 Emiliozzi; for helmets: Iaia 2005, 45–112; for shields, Bartoloni and 
De Santis 1995; for fans, Guldlager Bilde 1994; for parasols, Miller 1992 and Simpson 2014.  
31 Delpino 2000 for the literacy tradition and the archaeological finds. See chapter 9 Tagliamonte. 
32 One scepter has been identified, which was found in the tomb Monte Michele 5 at Veii (Boitani 
2001, 115–16 no. 15). The few bronze thrones from Etruria are listed by Naso (2006a, 362–63). The term 
“queen” has recently been suggested for the women interred in some rich burials, such as No. 2 of 
the cemetery of Banditella at Marsiliana d’Albegna (Martelli 2008, 134 footnote 5) and the Regolini-
Galassi Tomb at Caere (Colonna and Di Paolo 1997, 167; Martelli 2008, 135 footnote 16).

Fig. 47.4: Etruscan Bronze Thron from the Barberini tomb at  
Praeneste (Rome, Museum of Villa Giulia). Photo SAR-Laz
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ation in Etruria might have been highly variable, depending on each location. The 
cemeteries of a very rich but relatively small center like Verucchio yielded eleven 
wooden thrones dating from 750 to 650, belonging to at least seven male and three 
female graves, with one not attributed. In the tombs of Chiusi, model bronze thrones 
belong to the funeral rites of rich male individuals dating to seventh and sixth centu-
ries.33 Thus the question posed above has no sure answer, although in few cases the 
attribution to kingly burials seems very probable. Only in the Barberini tomb group 
from Praeneste—a very rich inhumation outside Etruria in Latium Vetus dating to the 
second quarter of the seventh century (see chapter 79 Naso)—has a bronze throne 
(Fig. 47.4) been combined with a probable scepter of gold and silver and a bronze cult 
wagon, suggesting the possibility that the deceased was an individual of royal status 
with priestly knowledge.34

4 Priests
Some specific finds from rich male and female burials allow us to assume for the 
deceased a probable role as priest. Bronze cult chariots, already documented in 
central Italic graves from the ninth century onward, attest to religious rites involv-
ing the use of water (Fig. 47.5). The deposition of such items in tomb groups—mostly 
belonging to males, but in two cases, Bisentium and Veii, to females—may be inter-
preted as relics of such ceremonies or else as objects referring to the possible role of 
the deceased as priest.35 The scenes engraved on the wooden throne from Verucchio 
and their interpretation by von Eles have already been mentioned, in which women 
are acting as priestesses. Perhaps not by chance, the Etruscan Tanaquil, wife of Tar-
quinius Priscus, the fifth king of Rome (616–579 according to the historical tradition), 
was believed to have deep knowledge of haruspicy, the Etruscan science of the inter-
pretation of the livers of sheep.36

It is difficult to identify a female role in votive offerings of this time, which are 
rarely documented in the archaeological record of the Orientalizing period for two 
main reasons. First, votive offerings were less popular than they would become 
beginning in the early sixth century, and second, because only a few votive deposits—
consisting of highly perishable materials—have survived and they are quite difficult 
to find and to explore.37 In an Iron Age votive deposit explored at Banditella, near 

33 For Verucchio, see chapter 76 von Eles; for Chiusi: Minetti 2004, 446–49.
34 Curtis 1925, 46 no. 82 (throne), 21 no. 18 pl. 4 nos. 3–4 (probable scepter), and 36–37 no. 72 (cult 
wagon). The tomb contained several ivory items (22 no. 20, 36 no. 71) as well.
35 Naso 2006b, with previous literature.
36 On haruspicy see chapter 20 Rollinger.
37 See chapter 48 Trocchi.
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Vulci, a bronze group has been found, which as one of the latest votive offerings of 
that context, has been dated to the first half of the seventh century. It now includes 
two horses, but was originally more elaborate and probably decorated the lid of an 
amphora.38

5 The family
The shift from the protohistoric “clan” to the historical “family” is attested in Ori-
entalizing Etruria through the adoption of the family name, but the composition of 
a “typical” Etruscan family in the Orientalizing period, if there was such a thing, 
remains obscure. Bone analysis and other anthropological research, which are defini-
tive, are actually too limited to be used on a large scale.39 Inscriptions that show impor-
tant phenomena like family names are scarce. The main sources for Etruscan society 
in general—the tombs—can be used in this context only in part. The development 

38 Naso 2012.
39 See for instance Volterra 1997.

Fig. 47.5: Bronze cult-chariot from the Regolini-Galassi tomb at Caere (after Woytowitsch 1978,  
no. 123, pl. 121)
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of the tomb architecture of the necropolis of Caere, as traced by Friedhelm Prayon, 
shows that the chamber tombs in the Orientalizing period do not have a unique form, 
but can include many chambers, and any one chamber can accommodate a varying 
number of individuals. By contrast, in the Archaic period, the chamber with two beds 
cut into the tuff was pervasive.40 But caution is necessary: although chambers and 
beds can reflect the number of family members, we are not sure about the exact use of 
these structures. It is useful to compare our hypothesis with the few tombs that have 
been found intact. For instance, in the chamber with the ship painting in the Tomba 
della Nave at Caere, which contains only one bed dug into the tuff, Raniero Mengarelli 
found the remains of two individuals, a man on the bed and a woman in a wooden 
sarcophagus on the floor.41

It is difficult to compare this tendency with the information from dwellings, 
because it is undefined and often refers to later periods (see chapter 49 Nijboer). 
Taking into account the current state of the research, it can be interesting to ask some 
questions the answers to which will probably come in future years. For instance: 
how many people lived and worked in the palace of Murlo? According to a recent 
calculation, at least 350 individuals, including elite citizens, soldiers, craftsmen, and 
“service” personnel like butchers, dairymen, poultry farmers and gardeners, lived 
and worked in the Tartessian palace of Cancho Roano (Badajoz, Spain), which was 
smaller (24 × 24 m) than the Etruscan palace of Murlo (60 × 60 m).42 The estimate 
is based on the theoretical consumption of the elite and not on the capacity of the 
palace. Although it seems somewhat high, because it counts different roles for some 
functions that were carried out by one person elsewhere,43 the suggestion is useful 
for estimating the order of magnitude of the number of individuals involved. Future 
research will answer such questions.
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