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Preface and Acknowledgements

The conference from which this volume arises was held at the Institute of Classical Studies
(School of Advanced Studies), University of London in September 2010. Its aim was
expressed in its name, preserved in the title of this volume: Etruscan Literacy in its Social
Context. The conference itself took its name from a research project organised by myself
and John Wilkins with Kathryn Lomas as Research Fellow and funded by the UK Arts and
Humanities Research Council. This project, which ran from 2005 to 2009, was restricted to
the earlier period of Etruscan writing (8" to 5" centuries BC). The aim of the conference
was to draw on the interests and expertise of the larger Etruscology community to explore
the social context of Etruscan writing on a broad chronological, geographical, and thematic
basis.

The current publication, intended to follow soon after the conference, has been sadly
delayed by the illness and then death of John Wilkins, to whom the volume is dedicated.

In the last year the scholarly community has also lost Larissa Bonfante, doyenne of
Anglophone Etruscan studies and a good friend to Accordia. It is a melancholy privilege to
include what may be her last published paper in this volume.

My debt to John is immeasurable, in intellectual as well as personal terms. He introduced
me, previously exlusively a prehistorian, to an exploration of ancient societies illuminated by
the study of their writing, however fragmentary its survival and difficult its interpretation.
Our joint interest in exploring how writing functioned in ancient society was behind two
successive research projects and the conference published in this volume.

I would like to thank Kathryn Lomas for her major contribution to the organisation of
the conference and for all her hard work on the Etruscan Literacy Project. I am also grateful
to Mike Edwards, former director of the Institute of Classical Studies, for hosting the
conference at the ICS.

I wish to record my gratitude to the contributors to the volume, who have responded to
the delay in publication with patience and tolerance and whose understanding has helped
me through a difficult process.

Ruth D. Whitehouse
London

January 2020
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Engravers and Readers of
Inscribed Etruscan Gems

LLaura Ambrosini

This paper represents a small part of a larger study that I have conducted on
inscribed Etruscan gems. It is the outcome of a project! upon which I was engaged in
collaboration with the Ecole frangaise de Rome, and which I have presented at a conference
(see Melanges de I’Ecole Jrangaise de Rome — Antiquité 124-2, note 2). I have subsequently
expanded this work and published it in book form (Ambrosini 2011: 107-14). For full details
please refer to this book (see also Ambrosini 2009 (2012); 2015; Bruni 2018).

I would like to give a brief introduction to Etruscan gems and their inscriptions, and
then group them by author, user, and their contribution to the knowledge of literacy in
the Etruscan world. It is fascinating how small precious objects such as gems can give us
extensive information about literacy in Etruscan culture.

In Etruria finger rings came into fashion around the middle of the 6" century BC. They
were often made entirely from precious metal (gold or silver), but more commonly they
were rings consisting of metal hoops (usually gold) with hinged scarabs of semiprecious
stone. To mount the scarab, the base was perforated lengthwise, a wire was then threaded
through and secured to the ends of the hoops. Stones frequently used were carnelian, agate
and sardonyx. Carnelian was used because, as we learn from Pliny, it does not stick to
the wax when used as a seal, and this property avoided the necessity of wetting the stone
with saliva. Pliny writes (VH XXXVIL.30-1): “omnia autem haec genera contumaciter sculpturae
resistunt partemque in signo cerae tenent”, “all these kinds of stone, however, offer the most
obstinate resistance to the engraver, and, if used for seals, tend to remove part of the wax”).
Carchedonia have the same property, though they are far inferior in value to the stone
already mentioned. Pliny says that all these kinds of stone offer the same kinds of problem
to the engraver.

We find a clear example of this usage in the I*' century AD in an elegiac couplet, written
on the entrance of the rear vestibule of the House of Menander at Pompeii, and dedicated
by a poet to Novellia Primigenia. The Pompeian inscription (CIL IV 8365) invites us to go to
Nocera at Porta Romana and ask for Novellia Primigenia, a prostitute of Nuceria Alfaterna,
who practised at Porta Romana “in vico Venerio”. In another inscription (CIL IV 10241),
found on the funerary monument 20 EN, a poet says:

Primigenie Nucer(inae)

vellem essem gemma

(h)ora non amplius una

ut tibi signanti oscula pressa darem

Primigenia of Nucera, for just one hour I'd like to be the gem (of this ring), to give to you who moistens it
with your mouth, the kisses I have impressed on it.

Clonticello 1990: 27-8, note 14
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He kisses the ring so that she, when damping it to set the seal, can receive his kiss. We can
compare some verses of Vergil (Aen. 1.683) and Ovid (Amor. 2.15.9; 2.15.15-18), even if the
connection between the authors is still debatable (Varone 1990: 152-3, 13E).

Some of the Etruscan gems, mostly carnelian scarabs, bear Etruscan inscriptions.
I managed to collect about 160, and most of the samples can be included in the late Archaic
period — the so-called ‘Severe style’ (480-430 BC). These Etruscan gems bear different
types of Etruscan inscription. These can be basically divided into:
inscriptions designating the character portrayed (legends)
inscriptions that designate the role of the character represented

inscriptions of possession or of a gift

A OODN -

inscription of uncertain definition
5 fake inscriptions (added in modern times)

Extensive study shows that the majority of inscriptions belong to the first group. They
comprise 81% of all gems catalogued. The inscriptions on Etruscan gems are descriptive or
explanatory, and have the function of naming the figures represented. They always show
substantial congruence with the mythical image (Torelli 2002: 135). Figures on gems are
related to deities, Homeric heroes and mythological figures.

A few examples actually constitute the names of deities. These show the names of certain
deities only, viz., Aita, Castuy, Eros, Hercle, Menerva, Nethuns, Pultuche, Sethlans, Turan and Tirms.
Bearing the image of a deity on his ring-seal or seal helped the owner express his strong
devotion to a specific deity, the gem becoming a sort of talisman, capable of providing the owner
with the direct personal protection of the chosen deity. The primary function was ornamental,
but these gems probably also served as amulets. Significantly greater is the number of engraved
gems bearing the names of many Homeric heroes, both Greek and Trojan. Among the Greek
examples we have Acha/e/ile, Achle, Aivas, Uthuz/se, Antiluche, and Talmith/le.

We turn now to issues of literacy as raised by the inscribed gems.

WRITERS AND READERS

Study shows that the use of a gem was restricted by social considerations. Probably only
the socially most important persons (men and women), nobles or people with high political
and religious positions, would have gems with
inscriptions. Social grouping is high, both in Archaic
and more recent times, with prestigious political,
religious and, of course, economic position.

The Writers

What do we know about the engravers of gems in
Etruscan culture?
Almost nothing . . .

I think that we cannot be sure that the
gem-cutter (gemmarius) was also the author of
the inscriptions. Some errors in the inscriptions
make it clear that the writers probably were not
professional, and that they were not real scribes
(for the scribes: cf. Briquel 1992; Colonna 1976).
So it is likely to be gem-cutters who worked in the
laboratory. I think that a gemmarius is represented
Fig.1 Gem from Cortona (not to scale): 5™ century on a British Museum gem from C.Ortona 9f the
BC. (last quarter), showing a gemmarius working last quarter of the 5" century BC (Fig. 1) (Richter
with a drill 1968: 192, no. 771; Zwierlein-Diehl 2007: 90, 316,

(reproduced by kind permission of the British Museum) 39], pl 79337)The gemma?’ius is Working with a
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drill on a table (for images of artisans on Etruscan gems see Ambrosini 2014). In other gems
the drill shown is bigger, so I think that this kind of drill could be a special drill for gems
and not a common drill for wood like the others represented on gems. His drill is almost
identical with the one depicted on a funerary stele of Doros, the doxtvAviokoAoyAVQOG,
from Sardis of the 2" century BC, found in Philadelphia (Alagehir) in Lydia (Asia Minor)
(Zwierlein-Diehl 2007: pl. 221.959-60) (Fig. 2).

Fig. 3 Etruscan carnelian scarab (not to scale)
from the Volterra Museum, showing the figure
of a warrior with helmet, spear, shield and shin
guards. There is the inscription Lysandros
(reproduced courtesy of © Gabriele Cateni)

Fig. 2 The funerary stele of Doros, the
daktvlvhokothoyhipog  from  Sardis, 2™
century BC (not lo scale). Found in Philadelphia
(Alagehir) in Lydia (Asia Minor) (afler Ambrosini
2011). The drill is almost identical with the one
depicted on the gem in Fig. 1. The stele seems to
be lost, and its exact dimensions are not known

We know the home and workplace of one
particular Roman gemmarius, viz., the house of the
gem-cutter Pinarius Cerialis at Pompeii, in which
a jewellery box was found containing 114 plain
and engraved gems, among them 24 intaglios
and 6 cameos, together with some iron tools (a
little knife and some burins) (Pannuti 1975: 179,
figs 1, 3, 38-40). Perhaps we can learn something
about the social status of two gem-cutters in the
Etruscan world.

On an Etruscan carnelian scarab in the
Volterra Museum (Fig. 3), bearing the figure of a
warrior armed with helmet, spear, shield and shin
guards, there is an inscription which was originally
read as Alsanpros by Zazoft and Krauskopf. Lately,
however, Mario Torelli (Torelli 2002: 138) has
correctly read it as AYSANAPOX. This is, of course,
a Greek (Attic) name. The correct reading,
however, is nothing new, as it had already been
published by Lanzi (Lanzi 1824: 132-3), back
in 1824 and accepted by the Corpus Inscriptionum
Italicarum of Ariodante Fabretti, by Brunn and
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even by Lucia Guerrini in the Italian Enciclopedia dell’Arte Antica in 1961 (Brunn 1889: 421;
Guerrini 1961: 750; Zazoff 1968: 58, no. 73), under the heading Lysandros. Opinions differ.
however, on the interpretation of the name on the gem: while Lanzi and Fabretti thought
that Lysandros was the name of the craftsman (the gem-cutter), Torelli considers it to be the
name of the owner of the gem (Lanzi 1824: 133; CII 306; Torelli 2002: 138).

In any case, compared to Greek gems with the craftsman’s signature, the Volterra scarab
does in my opinion show some small anomalies:

1 the position of the inscription. Above all with the rko, but also partly with the omicron
and sigma, the inscription protrudes from its field and fills the decorated frame of
the scarab.

2 the arrangement of the inscription. The inscription is not concentrated within the
perimeter of the scarab, as is usually the case with Greek gems.

3 lack of care in execution of the inscription. This seems to lack the care and tidiness
characteristic of inscriptions on Greek gems.

4 the shape of the letter alpha, which in Greek inscriptions usually has a horizontal
(not diagonal) cross-bar, and the shape of the letter 7o with an open loop.

All these anomalies lead us to believe that the inscription was made not by a Greek
craftsman, but by an Etruscan (see the form of the letter alpha and the letter rho). He
probably cut the inscription on the scarab, copying it when it was already decorated with
the warrior figure. We do not know if the Etruscan who cut the inscription is even the
same person who made the scarab decoration, but, in any case, it is highly probable that he
wanted to copy the signature of a Greek artisan for his gem (Ambrosini 2011: 102-3,109).

From the iconographic point of view the gem can be compared with a Greek scarab from
Tomb 10 at Tharros (Fig. 4) (Richter 1968: 37, n. 40), dated according to Gisela Richter, to the
early 5" century BC.

In a more recent case we have an Etruscan gem that comes from a known archaeological
context. This is an onyx scarab of the second half of the 4™ century BC in Taranto Museum,
depicting a warrior with spear and sword, and a shield
on the ground. It bears the inscription 'TH?AEDOZX,
intended as a label to the image. The gem was
discovered in Satyrion (Saturo, Taranto) (Krauskopf ez
al. 1995: 123, n. 993a, pl. 3.993; Lo Porto 1977: 500,
pl. 57.3), in ‘a hiding-place’ with silver coins of the 4
century (of Taranto, Thurii and Heraclea), golden coins
of Alexander the Molossus age and two gold earrings
with lion’s head. The scarab is particularly interesting
because it could indicate the presence of Etruscan
artisans in Apulia, in contact with Greek-speaking
people, and enable us to broaden the horizons of our
research on the development of contacts between the
Etruscan and Apulian cultures, which are most visible
chronologically later (Ambrosini 2009; 2010).

But who engraved the inscriptions on the gems?
Let us assume that the inscriptions were made by
gem-engravers who were not fully literate. Analysis of all
the inscriptions collected shows that there is no big gap
between the number of inscriptions engraved from Left to
Fig.4 Greek scarab with warrior, from Right (destrorse) and those engraved from Right to Left
Tomb 10 at Tharros (not to scale) . . .

(i 1856.1223.856: reproduced by courtesy o the (sinistrorse). For an Etruscan, it would be easier to carve
British Museum) inscriptions on the gem from Right to Left rather than
Left to Right. Certainly the carving of the inscription
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from Left to Right would require a greater degree of skill. So it would follow that the gem-
cutters were clever enough to cut the inscription in contrary direction, i.e. destrorsa (from Left to
Right), thus ensuring that, when cast, the resultant inscription had the usual direction sinistrorsa
(from Right to Left).

This is important because it shows that, in these cases, the craftsman had a good mastery
of writing. He was presumably able to engrave the inscription on the gem in mirror fashion,
or to copy by mirror an inscription already made by someone else on another object (perhaps
the purchaser, or a scribe working in the workshop or the workshop’s master). In the first
half of the 5" century BC, the production of scarabs moves onto a vast scale, involving the
demise of the gem-cutting workshops which had worked exclusively within noble families,
engraving the first inscriptions on Etruscan scarabs.

We do not know the relationship between the person who commissioned the gem and the
engraver, but it might be that the buyer chose the subject and that, being socially of higher
status, he could also read and write, and was thus able to ask the gem-cutter to engrave on
the gem a text of the owner’s own preparation.

The Readers

Who were the readers of the gem inscriptions? The first readers of the inscriptions were, of
course, the buyers, who became the owners, including those who purchased them for a gift.
It follows that inscribed gems are objects of prestige, enjoyed by those who can read (but
not necessarily write). In fact in this way a person of high rank could affix his seal to a text
written by a scribe. Inscribed gems, because of their low number, must have been destined
for the most important persons in society, viz., for the nobility, for people with political and
religious position.

Gems inscribed with the names of mythical characters presumably belong to the context
of people who wished to trace back their ancestry, and therefore their gens, if not to the
specific hero named, then at least to the relevant mythological period (Krauskopf 1999:
414; Rizzo 1985: 222). Gems with owner’s name show onomastic formulae (such as metna
and mi papas XXa; tarchnas; achersie vetus; nanivas; a titule; vel max vel pem; v. teses. a.; apie mariu)
(see Ambrosini 2011).

Among the gems with inscriptions related to religion, we have the well known example
from Florence, with the inscription appius alce. This has a representation of two bearded Salii
with capite velato, dressed in short tunic, carrying to the left, six ancilia, decorated with spirals,
hanging from a pole. According to Torelli, this would be a gift inscription, written in Etruscan
by a Latin man, while, according to Colonna, it is a seal to be stamped on a gift. The owner,
a member of the Salii college, should be identified with Appius Claudius Caecus (the Blind).
He would have made a gift of it to a person associated with him by family connections. We
know that Appius Claudius was Salius into old age and thus the gem could refer to his priestly
office (Amrosini 2011: 77, no. 9, 99-100, 110; Colonna 2016; Torelli 1997; 2016: 264). Another
example of religious context is the well known gem with the inscription natis, commonly
interpreted as the Etruscan word for ‘haruspex’ (Ambrosini 2011: 73, no.1, fig.111, 98).

An example of association with political and/or social office (as scribe), is the important
gem in Paris, which has the inscription apcar (Fig. 5). On this gem, already studied by
Francesco Orioli (Orioli 182)), the seated man is holding an object that can be interpreted
as a diptych of the type known on the Palermo cippus. This interpretation is to be preferred
to that of a writing tablet of the type known from Marsiliana d’Albegna, or that from the
Giglio shipwreck (Bound 1985: 67; 1991: 234-5, figs 81-2). Other examples of the diptych
are to be found on the Berlin stylus from Orvieto (Etrusker in Berlin: 118, fig. 11.5), on
the Shields Tomb wall painting of Tarquinia (Rasenna: fig.243), in the Artile hands on the
mirror from Bolsena (ES, V:127), or in the dead man’s hand on the lid of Volterra cinerary
urns (see CIE, 70; ET Vt 1.106). A wonderful ancient diptych of this type, in African ebony
and ivory, comes from the Uluburun shipwreck, off the coast of Turkey (Cristofani 1992—
1993 (1998): 219-20, note 41; Pulak 2001: 30-2).
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Fig. 5 Gem with the inscription
apear (not to scale) (Paris, Cabinet des
Médailles, inv.no.1898 (afler CII 2578 ter)

In any case, the best comparison for the Paris gem seems to me with the well known
votive writing tablets from the sanctuary of the goddess Reitia at Este, where letters of the
same type appear. While the letters on the Este writing tablets are commonly interpreted
as writing exercises, in the gem the letters have been interpreted as numerals, as the man
takes pieces in the hand from a table and the inscription apcar allows us to connect him or
the table with the pieces identified by the Greek word abax and by the Latin word abacus,
indicating the abacarius or the tabula calculatoria. On the Paris gem the tablet show pairs
of identical letters, while on the Este tablets the letters are in a full alphabetic sequence,
consonantic or vocalic sequence, or, in one case, we have the first and the last letter of an
alphabetic sequence (Cristofani 1988: 18).

SOCIAL PURPOSES OF READING AND WRITING

For gems, the social purposes of reading and writing were to indicate eminent social status.
In fact the gem owner is enabled to boast of being descended from a family that goes back
to mythological time, by posing as the character whose name is written on the gem, or by
writing the nomen of his gens on the gem. The inscriptions found on gems had both symbolic
and practical use, for at least three reasons: first, they could be read by the owners of
the gem; secondly, they could be displayed by their owners to people who could read; and
thirdly, they could be impressed into wax or other perishable material to leave the mark
or symbol of the gem’s owner. Obviously the images depicted on gems conveyed further
messages associated in detail with the inscriptions, and the inscriptions would make their
identification more readily intelligible.

WRITING AND IDENTITY FORMATION

If we analyse the onomastic formulae on these gems in terms of the chronological excursus,
we can see that in the earlier examples the nomen of the gens predominates, while in the
later, the praenomen is added. This reflects a social phenomenon, generally well known from
Etruscan inscriptions. The onomastic formulae on the gem highlight, on the one hand,
the importance of assigning Etruscan names to the characters of Greek myth, which were
evidently chosen as symbolic of a mythological time, back to which the origins of a gens could
be traced; on the other hand, the onomastic formulae emphasise the importance of the
gens in contemporary society, and the role played in that society by the owner of the gem,
emphasising his political or religious position etc.
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CONCLUSION

Now I come to my conclusions, especially about Etruscan inscriptions containing the name
of the character represented — which constitute the majority of inscriptions in the dossier
Thave collected. I do not need to dwell on the ethical and political values innate in the themes
depicted, since these have already been extensively discussed by Mario Torelli (Torelli
2002). The seal, by the depiction of which the owner presented the symbolic representation
of himself and his family, although free from external and therefore ‘state’ influences, takes
part, I think, from the late Archaic period onwards, in a circuit of standardisation. Etruscan
gem-cutters worked for clients who, in my opinion, showed a strong interest in Greek
myth and its characters, and whose subjects they aspired to appropriate, wishing thereby
to participate in the Greek mythological past. As stressed by Ingrid Krauskopf, Greek
myth provided themes for most of the Archaic and Classical Etruscan scarabs (Krauskopf
1999: 418). Probably the wish was to choose a hero as a symbol for a gem, or someone who
could trace their descent and therefore his gens, if not to that specific hero, at least back to
mythological time (Krauskopf 1999: 414; Rizzo 1985: 222).

The transmission of iconographic models from the Greek world to the Etruscan is a
well known phenomenon in antiquity, embracing not only mythological but also animalistic
subjects. For example, an Etruscan obsidian scarab from Clusium with the Etruscan
inscription metna (Richter 1968: 188, n. 752; Walters 1926: 93, n. 759, pl. XI1.759) shows the
same scene (arooster on a hen) as a Greek rock crystal scaraboid (Richter 1968: 119, n. 452;
Walters 1926: n. 555).

Etruscans also used stock figures taken from the Greek iconographic repertoire to
represent the heroes who did not have models or for which the Etruscan engravers could
find a setting that would make them clearly identifiable. These figures were given a caption
with the name of the character. Otherwise the figure would have been identifiable only by
placing it in more complex scenes, involving numerous people — the complexity of which

Etruscan Gems
with
Inscriptions

Not on Map:
Syracuse: 1
Cyprus: 1
Corinth: 1

Fig.6 Distribution map of Etruscan gems with inscriptions, showing the small number of provenances presently
known (after Ambrosini 2011)
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would have been impossible to reproduce within the constrained scale of a gem. Our study
shows that, even given the marked indebtedness to Greek iconography, Etruscan examples
exhibit a strong and often dramatic independence both in the characterisation of person
and of mythological episode. Most of this deviation seems of a limited type, and tied to
the distinctive socio-political character of Etruscan culture, such as religion, with all that
implies, viz., sacrifices, divination and otherworldly beliefs.

It should be noted that the majority of these inscribed scarabs with the name of the
character represented unfortunately have no provenance. The few provenances known
are: Clusium with twelve gems, Tarquinia eight, Vulci five, Perugia four, Populonia and
Falerii Veteres two, and finally Cortona, Orvieto, Bolsena, Pitigliano, Tuscania, Syracuse(?),
and Cyprus(?), each with one (Fig. 6). The provenances known from the large number of
Etruscan gems with captions collected, however, are useful to highlight a phenomenon of
the evidence, viz., that it is essentially bipolar: on the one hand, we have Clusium and on the
other Tarquinia. The location in Southern Etruria of gem-cutting workshops, hypothesised
by Zazoff, as being located in Cerveteri or Vulci, (contra Martelli who considers Tarquinia
more plausible, I think rightly), is supported not only by the stylistic characteristics and
distribution of the scarabs, but also by the palaeographic characteristics of the inscriptions.
This information is interesting because it suggests, as expected, that the place of discovery
may have no connection with the graphic characteristics of the inscriptions. We conclude
that the seal with a single image, and sometimes with a single word, served to represent
symbolically its owner and his values (Torelli 2002: 102).
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NOTES

1 Régler lusage: norme et standards dans Ultalie préromaine, concerning the phenomena of normalisation and
standardisation in pre-Roman Italy (Ambrosini 2011:11).
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