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The Role of Ceramics in Understanding Place in the
Hellenistic World: The Fish Plates of Etruria

Laura Ambrosini

Abstract
In Caeretan red-figured pottery, fish plates produced during the last third of the 4th century
B. C. can be found. They are Etruscan imitations of the better-known fish plates of southern
Italian red-figured vase painters who were active during the second half of the 4th century B. C.
It is a type of plate found in Attica, but also in Sicily, Apulia and Campania. The adoption of
this shape in Etruria was influenced by the pottery from Magna Graecia. In Etruscan pottery,
this type is rare: so far, only five Etruscan specimens have been discovered, four made by the
Caeretan Fish Plate Painter and one by the Hoffmann-Erbrecht Caeretan Painter (similar to
Campanian Torpedo and Bremen Painters). Later, a fragment of a red-figured fish plate from
Tarquinia was attributed by Susanna Businaro to the Caeretan Fish Plate Painter. A torpedo, a
cuttlefish, and a pair of identical fish (sea perch or wrasse) are depicted around the central de-
pression (which contained fish juices, sauce, or both); a pair of breams is depicted only on one
fish plate, the one created by the Hoffmann-Erbrecht Caeretan Painter. The adoption of the
fish plate (accompanied by typical food traditions) in the pottery production of Caere is impor-
tant. This is probably the reason why marine themes also appear on the Genucilia plates pro-
duced in nearby Ager Faliscus. However, it could also be due to the fact that Caere possessed
at least three ports. The marine life represented on Etruscan fish plates reflects the variety of
sea life found in the Tyrrhenian Sea off the Etruscan coast.

The purpose of this conference is to investigate how pottery can help us understand individual
places in the Hellenistic world. As we know, some eating habits can often also be transferred
along with the use of certain shapes of vases (see, for example, the spread of sushi in the modern
era). For this reason, I decided to deal with the red-figured Etruscan fish plates1, to understand
better the consumption of fish in Hellenistic Etruria. Scholars often focus on identifying the fish
represented on the fish plates or attributing them to individual painters without looking at the
perception and consumption of fish in antiquity2. As is well known, McPhee and Trendall have
identified various productions of red-figured fish plates: Attic, Corinthian, Chalcidian, Sicilian,
Campanian, Paestan and Apulian3. A regional Adriatic production is now proposed by Marina
Ugarković for the red-figured fish plate from Issa4. Specimens are known both in black-glazed5

and in plain pottery. In the Apulian area, some very rare fish plates made of painted marble were
also produced6. Although it is not unlikely that black-glazed fish plates would be made in the
same workshops as the red-figured fish plates7, I will not deal with them in this study because it
seems that they have been used in real life, while the red-figured ones are thought to have been

1 Del Chiaro 1976– 77; Del Chiaro 1979; Del

Chiaro 1991; Del Chiaro 1992 (1993). I would like
to dedicate this study to the memory of Mario Del Chiaro,
a truly special person who has always inspired and sup-
ported with love my studies on Etruscan pottery of the
Hellenistic period.

2 Khatchadourian 2005–2006, 82. I gave a lec-
ture on the topic “The Etruscans and the food fish con-
sumption” during the Festival del Mare at Genoa, Museo
del Mare, 18 th May 2019.

3 McPhee – Trendall 1987. For the Paestan, Cam-
panian and Sicilian fish-plates found in Etrusco-Latial coast
see now Ambrosini 2019, 228 f.

4 Ugarković 2013.
5 Sparkes – Talcott 1970, 147–148; Rotroff

1997, 146–149.
6 Fish Plate. Marble and Paint. Greek, South Italy or

Sicily but NFS. Getty V, 95. AA. 58. 1–3 (400–300 B. C.).
In the holdings of the Getty Villa, Malibu, CA, USA.

7 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 20 with references.
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treated as heirlooms8. Attic production, which appears to have been destined for the foreign mar-
ket (northern Aegean and Black Sea, Northern Italy, Spain and North Africa), especially for the
Greek colonies on the Black Sea9, seems to have begun just before 400 B. C. Attic fish plates do
not reach southern coastal Etruria, but they are attested only in the Po Valley Etruria (in Spina
and Monterenzio).

The ancient name for this shape of vase remains uncertain10: oxybaphon (scratched on the
black-glazed fish plate from Olynthos)11 (fig. 1) or pinakískos ichtuerós (pina is scratched on an
Attic red-figured fish plate from Spina) (fig. 2)12. The solution is seemingly provided by the in-
scription on the black-glazed fish plate found in tomb 11 of Paestum – Andreoli, which can be
dated to the last thirty years of the 4th century B. C.13 (fig. 3). The inscription, published in
1981 by Emanuele Greco14 and again by Albio Cassio in 198315, is “opsophóros Dionusío”, which
should be interpreted as “I am the opsophoros of Dionysius“. Albio Cassio later stated that the
word opsophoros names the fish plate. Literary sources in fact make it clear that the word opson de-
notes food eaten with bread, but from the 5th and 4th centuries B. C. it means fish. A testimony
in this sense could come from two inscriptions (one over-painted and one black-painted) on an
unpublished red-figured fish plate, probably in a language of ancient Italy, which I found in a pri-
vate collection and I have analyzed together with Paolo Poccetti. A black-glazed fish plate sherd
kept in the Museum of Classical Archaeology of Cambridge was apparently found on the North
Slope of the Athenian Acropolis with dedicatory graffito and remains of twenty-five lines of in-
cised writing on the upper surface16. The text, which mentions probouloi, can be dated between
late 413 and May 411 B. C.

Some contend that red-figured fish plates were decorated with representations of the edible
seafood they were intended to hold; the central depression probably collected the juice coming
out of the fish and that could then be mixed with another fish sauce17. The fish was probably
also served in rectangular trays both of wood, which have not been preserved, and pottery, of
which we have some examples18.

Most of the fish plates, however, have been found in funerary contexts (as grave goods), so
it might be surmised that the fish images could represent symbolic offerings for the dead. I won-
der if the fish representation is just a trompe l’oeil, or if they really were used for eating fish.
There is no reason to think that the so-called fish plates have served exclusively for fish19. On
some of them, not only fish remains were found, but also chicken (in a tomb of Spina)20. On a
fish plate from hypogeum 36 of the Punic necropolis of Palermo, fish and skin residuals21 were

8 Morgan 2004, 215. At the foot of Mozia’s M 22
altar, a fish plate cut out and intentionally pierced for
libations was discovered, see Nigro 2004, 55 pl. XIX;
Nigro 2009, 704). For the fish plates from Mozia, see
Toti 2014. Fish plates generally have a height ranging
from 2.6 to 4 cm and a diameter generally between 18
and 28 cm, while the central depression has a diameter
of about 4.2 to 6 cm: McPhee – Trendall 1987, 20 f.

9 From Spina come 21 Attic specimens, all dating
from the first twenty years of the 4th century B. C. See
Berti 2005.

10 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 22; McPhee – Tren-
dall 1990, 32 f.; Ugarković 2013, 84 f.

1 1 Robinson 1933, 255 pl. 191, 1057.
12 Ugarković 2013, with references (Berti 2005

from the tomb 324 Valle Pega).
13 For small sockets of this plate, compare the Campa-

nian tray at the Manchester Museum (Blanck 1987, 113)
and the painted plaster tray in Tomba dei Rilievi of Caere
(Blanck – Proietti 1986, 41, pl. XIX, d). See also the
tray on the Campanian vase from S. Agata dei Goti
(Blanck – Proietti 1986, 42 fig. 31).

14 Greco 1980.
1 5 Cassio 1983.
16 Woodhead 1953.
17 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 21 f.
18 Manchester Museum, Campanian fish-tray (Blanck

1987, 113); Louvre, Flatfish Painter, Apulian red-figured
fish plate ca. 350/25 B. C. Dimensions: H. 4.50 cm;
W. 22.20 cm; L. 14.20 cm. Piot Collection, 1891. Acces-
sion number K 590. Department of Greek, Etruscan and
Roman Antiquities, Sully, 1 st floor, room 44, case 18. See
also the tray on the Campanian vase from S. Agata dei Goti
(Blanck – Proietti 1986, 42 fig. 31).

19 McPhee – Trendall 1990, 33.
20 For the use of black-glazed fish plate in Athens see

Sparkes – Talcott 1970, 311 no. 1075; for the deposi-
tion of food offerings (chicken bones are preserved) at the
right shoulder of the deceased in the tomb 1136 of Spina,
see Muggia 2002, 149 (a two-year-old child). 193, dated
350–325 B. C.

2 1 Tamburello 1979, 54; McPhee – Trendall 1987,
66 IB7 pl. 15, c.

194

Laura Ambrosini

Ivanka Kamenjarin – Marina Ugarković (eds.), Exploring the Neighborhood, IARPotHP 3
(Phoibos Verlag, Vienna 2019) ISBN 978-3-85161-238-7



found: the fish was probably placed as a funeral offering after the banquet, and fish vertebrae
were also found in a plain pottery fish plate from the Drakano tower of Ikaria22.

For this conference, I’d like to deal with the Etruscan production of red-figured fish plates
identified by Mario Del Chiaro in the mid-seventies of the last century23. However, it needs to
be said that it was the Hungarian scholar Janos Szilagyi24 who first attributed to an Etruscan pro-
duction the fish plate stored in the Museum of Cerveteri.

22 Ikaria Archaeological Museum, ground floor, woo-
den case, nos. 27. 28, dated 2nd–1 st century B. C.

23 Del Chiaro 1974, 85–86 pl. 90; Del Chiaro
1976– 77.

24 SzilÆgyi 1970, 260 no. 60; Del Chiaro 1974, 86

with references. According to McPhee and Trendall, an
imitation of the Gallatin plates of the end of the 6th– early
5th century B. C. was produced in Etruria as an antecedent
of the production of red-figured fish plates (McPhee –

Trendall 1987, 25 f.).

Fig. 1: Black-glazed fish plate from Olynthos with the
inscription oxyba(phon) (after Robinson 1933).

Fig. 2: Attic red-figured fish plate from Tomb 324 of
Valle Pega, Dosso B at Spina with the inscription
pina(x) (after Berti 2005).

Fig. 3: Black-glazed fish plate from tomb 11 of the Andreoli necropolis at Paestum with the inscription opso-
phóros Dionusío (after Greco 1980).
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Mario Del Chiaro identified an Etruscan fish plate production located in Caere (fig. 4), starting
with a specimen from the tomb 264 of the Monte Abatone necropolis at Caere25, and then he
identified two other fish plates found in Caere and kept in Vienna26, initially attributed to the
Campanian production27 (figs. 5. 6). To these plates, a fish plate of the Castellani Collection at
the Capitoline Museums28, also probably found in Caere just like much of the Castellani Collec-
tion (fig. 7), and a fish plate of the Hoffmann-Erbrecht Collection at Langden-Oberlinden (fig.
8, up) were then added by McPhee and Trendall29. In total, Mario Del Chiaro has attributed
four Etruscan fish plates to the Caeretan Fish Plate Painter and one to the Hoffmann-Erbrecht
Caeretan Painter30. Later, a fragment of a red-figured fish plate from Tarquinia was attributed by
Susanna Businaro to the Caeretan Fish Plate Painter31 (fig. 8, below).

Etruscan production can be recognized by the absence of over-painted decorations and by
the foot, which is particularly developed and molded into a triple torus which, even though it
does not have precise comparisons, shows similarities with the feet of Campanian fish plates32.

According to Del Chiaro, Etruscan fish plates imitate the production of Southern Italy, par-
ticularly that of Campanian Torpedo and Bremen Painters of the second half of the 4th century
B. C.33, while McPhee and Trendall compare them to those of the Campanian Lyons Painter34.
One can therefore think that these fish plates served as models for Etruscan fish plates. Three
out of four fish plates attributed to the Caeretan Fish Plate Painter are in the Campana Collec-
tion, which collects materials found mostly in Caere, and one comes from Tarquinia (from the so-
called “complesso sacro-istituzionale”). At least one workshop responsible for Etruscan fish plates
was located at Caere, and it employed two vase painters during the last third of the 4th century
B. C. The transmission of this model appears to be localized in Pyrgi, one of the harbors of
Caere. In fact, it is particularly important to stress the find in the Pyrgi southern sanctuary of a
Campanian fish plate attributed to the Lyman Alley Painter35.

Among recently published Ostia’s finds, I could identify a Sicilian fish plate, probably by
the Bastis Painter, mistakenly attributed to Etruscan production36. In addition to harbors, fish
plates often come from the sanctuaries of Central Italy. One fish plate of Paestan production
and one of Campanian production come from the votive deposit of Casarinaccio at Ardea37. A
fish plate that is difficult to classify comes from the votive deposit found behind the Augurator-
ium on the Palatine Hill at Rome38. Some hints (i. e. accessory decoration and some fish details)
suggest to me that it could be a Falisco-Caeretan or Faliscan production.

25 Cerveteri, Museo Nazionale Cerite. Del Chiaro
1974, 85 f. pl. 90; Del Chiaro 1976– 77, 11, no. 1. 2
figs. 1. 2; Del Chiaro 1979, pl. 14; Martelli 1987, 206
figs. 154; 319, 154; McPhee – Trendall 1987, 149 E1;
Del Chiaro 1992 (1993), 146 no. 1 pl. XLVIII, a. b.

26 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, inv. IV 4040–
4041; Del Chiaro 1976– 77, 11 no. 2. 3. 13, figs. 3; 4,
14; 5; 6; McPhee – Trendall 1987, 149 E2–E3; Del

Chiaro 1992 (1993), 146 nos. 2. 3 pls. XLVIII, c. d;
XLIX, a. b.

27 Del Chiaro 1976– 77, 11.
28 Roma, Musei Capitolini, Castellani Collection, inv.

349; McPhee – Trendall 1987, 149, E4; Del Chiaro
1992 (1993), 146 no. 4 pl. XLIX, c. d.

29 Dr. L. Hoffmann-Erbrecht Collection at Langden-
Oberlinden. McPhee – Trendall 1987, 149, E5; Del

Chiaro 1991, 916 figs. 1. 2; Del Chiaro 1992 (1993),
146 no. 5 pl. L, a. b.

30 Del Chiaro 1976– 77; Del Chiaro 1979; Del

Chiaro 1991; Del Chiaro 1992 (1993).
3 1 Businaro 2001, 56 fig. 63; 57.
32 SzilÆgyi 1970, 260 no. 60; see McPhee – Tren-

dall 1987, pl. 64, 3.
33 Del Chiaro 1992 (1993), 148.

34 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 149.
35 The Kassandra Painter Workshop (370–350 B. C.)

found in the fill of the northern square in the southern
sanctuary of Pyrgi (Baglione 2000, 370; Baglione
2004, 98; Baglione 2013, 97; Gadaleta – Todisco
2013–14, 17. 24 C12).

36 Olcese – Coletti 2016, 99 f. fig. 1 cat. 1. 2; 244 f.
cat. 1. 2; 494 color pl. 1 cat. 1. 2. The fragments cat. 2 in
Olcese – Coletti 2016 have even been attributed to the
Genucilia plates group. Vincent Jolivet guessed that this is
not a Genucilia plate, but he erroneously attributed the
two fragments to an Etruscan fish plate made in Caere
(Jolivet 2019, 222 f. fig. 10). The fragments belong to
only one Sicilian (not Etruscan !) fish plate, maybe by the
Bastis Painter, see McPhee – Trendall 1987, 66 IB/5 pl.
15, b, from the Punic necropolis of Palermo, tomb 142; see
now Ambrosini 2019.

37 Di Mario 2002, 45 VII.19, with references; Cec-
carelli 2005, 151 f. attributed to Paestan production;
Gadaleta – Todisco 2013–14, 14.

38 From the Saggio G–J, favissa of the Temple of
Victory (Pensabene 1983, 73 fig. 18; Ambrosini 1999–
2000, 256; Vuono 2010, 197 f.).
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The fish plate discovered in the southern sanctuary of Pyrgi recall the discovery in sacred areas:
that of the miniature39 fish plate offered in the Brauron sanctuary40 and those of Isthmia and
Delphi41. Etruria is an area where vases made in Magna Graecia and Sicily are very rare, so the
fish plates found in this region, all of which are small in size and therefore easy to carry, do not
seem to be necessarily connected to the pottery trade, but can rather be considered as objects
brought by persons who visited the sanctuaries in this area. These Campanian or Paestan vases
were perhaps offered to symbolize the practice of preparing, consuming and supplying food as a
part of funerary rites42.

The practice of placing fish plates in Etruscan tombs as a funeral offering after the banquet
would seem to be supported by the depiction present in the lost Tomb of Inscriptions at Tarqui-
nia where a young man is offering a fish (perhaps roasted on a rack) to an old man. We know of
this scene thanks to Carlo Ruspi’s drawings, which were made in 183543. Fishing scenes are pre-
sent on the pottery of the 7th century B. C.44 and in the famous Tomb of Hunting and Fishing
of Tarquinia45 and on a poorly painted pottery plaque found in the sanctuary of Portonaccio in
Veii. On this plaque is a figured leaning on a stick and holding a fishing tackle (perhaps a dum-
my) on the shoulder, from which a net may be falling, a small dolphin on the right, a stingray,
two other fish and mollusks46.

39 Some miniature black-glazed fish plates come from
Athenian Agora (McPhee – Trendall 1987, 20).

40 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 19, 43 no. 117 with
references.

4 1 McPhee – Trendall 1987, 21.
42 Gadaleta – Todisco 2013–14, 16.
43 Blanck – Weber-Lehmann 1987, 67 fig. 9 (left).
44 See the famous plate from Acqua Acetosa – Laur-

entina (Rome) tomb 65 and the ship on the biconical vase

from Veii (Cristofani 1983, 28–29, 33 figs. 12. 16).
45 Steingr�ber 1984, 299–300 pls. 41– 51 with re-

ferences.
46 Stefani 1953, 71, 78–80 no. 37 fig. 54, a. b;

Giulierini 2007, 61. cf. Boardman 1991, 62 fig. 119
an Attic red-figured cup by the Ambrosios Painter (510–
500 B. C.) with a boy fishing with lobster-pot and a shy
octopus.

Fig. 4: Etruscan red-figured fish plate from tomb 264
of the Monte Abatone necropolis at Caere (after Del

Chiaro 1974).

Fig. 5: Etruscan red-figured fish plate from Caere,
kept in Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, inv. IV
4040 (© Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien).
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Ancient literary sources47 tell us little about fishing in Etruria. We know from Strabo (V, 2, 6
and 8) that there were locations on the promontories of Argentario and Populonia which served
as observation points for the passage of tuna. Athenaeus (VI, 224 c) mentions the fish that came
to the market of Rome from Pyrgi, where a fishing fleet was active in the 1st century B. C. As far
as the food is concerned, even more rare are fish leftovers, due to the perishability of fish bones
and shellfish shells. As for archaeological evidence, fishing hooks, needles and net weights, and
little else remain48. The Pyrgi sanctuary seems to have played an important role in when it
comes to fish offerings: some of them were found (a mussel and a patella) inside a phiale mesom-
phalos in the K votive deposit dated to the middle of the 5th century B. C. and were dedicated to
the Etruscan god Śuri (an underworld Apollo)49. From the same sanctuary also come two rare At-
tic askoi of the Class of Seven Lobster-Claws50 dated to 460 B. C. These askoi were intended to
contain oily substances probably used to season fish51. Pyrgi’s fish first reached Caere where, like
in Ager Faliscus, the presence of the stingray are attested on at least four plates of the famous Gen-
ucilia group52. The stingray also appears on a Faliscan red-figured oinochoe of the Beazley form
VII found in the tomb XXXIII at Musarna, probably made by the Full-Sakkos Painter53. In the
Faliscan area, there is a special link between satyrs and dolphins. They often appear together,

Fig. 6: Etruscan red-figured fish plate from
Caere, kept in Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Mu-
seum, inv. IV 4041 (© Kunsthistorisches Mu-
seum Wien).

Fig. 7: Etruscan red-figured fish plate of the Castellani Col-
lection, inv. 349 at Musei Capitolini – Roma, probably
found in Caere (photo: Archivio Fotografico dei Musei Ca-
pitolini CA 339. foto d.22228-9, © Roma, Sovrintendenza
Capitolina ai Beni Culturali).

47 Giulierini 2005, 74; Giulierini 2007, 44–46.
48 Gianfrotta 1987, 56; Giulierini 2005, 75; Giu-

lierini 2007, 52– 58.
49 Baglione 2000, 344 fig. 9; Baglione 2013, 85.
50 Baglione 1997; Baglione 2000, 358 f. fig. 30;

Baglione 2004, 97; Baglione 2013, 97.
5 1 Baglione 1997, 22, for the use of the askos also as a

container of honey or wine for libations, see 19 f. with

references.
52 From Corchiano, La Lista, tomb I (Del Chiaro

1957, 282 no. 1; Barbieri 1987, 154 no. 26 fig.), Evan
Gorga Collection – Roma – Palazzo Altemps (C. Giobbe,
in Capodiferro 2013, 345 fig. 27, 6), Sammlung Neu-
mann, Giessen (Recke 2008, 6 fig. left, 7).

53 Emiliozzi 1974, 66 pl. XXIII, 2 mistakenly iden-
tified with a jellyfish.
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both in the paterae of the Satyr and Dolphin
Group54 and on red-figured kylikes and sky-
phoi55. However, it is an indirect link because
it refers to the well-known transformation of
the Tyrrhenian pirates who kidnapped Diony-
sus into dolphins (VII Homeric Hymn)56; the
satyrs are a part of the Dionysus’ court. It is
to be assumed that Caere exported fish even to
Ager Faliscus, an internal area. In the Hellenis-
tic age, the marine life represented on Etruscan
fish plates reflects the variety of sea life found
in the Tyrrhenian Sea off the Etruscan coast.
If representations of specific fish on pottery
(not intended to drink, but to eat) reflect cer-
tain food uses, we can deduce that in Ager Fa-
liscus stingrays were particularly appreciated.
Edible mollusks probably also arrived to Ager
Faliscus, as the shell seen on the Faliscan red-
figured oinochoe in Paris57 suggests. Del
Chiaro recognized some fish depicted on the
Etruscan fish plates produced at Caere: a horn
shell (ceritium vulgatum), cuttlefish, torpedo,
wrasse, bream. However, on the Tyrrhenian
coast, a greater variety are attested: not only
comber (striped perch) or wrasse or bream, cut-
tlefish, ray or torpedo, but also mussels and pa-
tellae and probably lobster to eat with a sauce
contained in the askoi of the Class of Seven
Lobster-Claws (found at the Pyrgi harbor). Un-
fortunately, sporadic discoveries of hooks and
net needles from the urban area of Caere could
suggest the existence of processing facilities or
the presence of neighborhoods occupied by
groups of people carrying out the same activ-
ity58.

In conclusion, maybe we do not have to speculate too much on these representations be-
cause, as Del Chiaro says: “It is indeed difficult to say, and perhaps should not be speculated,
whether or not the marine life represented on Etruscan fish plates is actually derived directly
from Campanian models or, which may be very likely, merely reflects the variety of sea life
drawn from the Tyrrhenian Sea off the Etruscan coast which found its way to the bustling mar-
kets of Etruscan centers such as Caere or its major port Pyrgi (Santa Severa)“59.

Laura Ambrosini
Research Director (Full Professor) – Istituto di Scienze del Patrimonio Culturale

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche – Italia

54 Ambrosini 1999–2000; Ambrosini 2001.
55 See, for example, the satyr walking with a dolphin

in the right hand and a jellyfish in the left painted on a
Faliscan skyphos by the Fluid Group (Emiliozzi 1974, 171
pl. CXX, 224), probably found in the Viterbo area.

56 See the famous Etruscan black-figured hydria at

Toledo by the Vatican 238 Painter (near to the Micali
Painter) dated to 510– 500 B. C. (Martelli 1987, 177
figs. 130. 311 no. 130).

57 Jolivet 1984, 38 pl. 15, 13 a miniature hydria.
58 Giulierini 2007, 86.
59 Del Chiaro 1992 (1993), 148.

Fig. 8, top: Etruscan red-figured fish plate in the
Hoffmann-Erbrecht Collection at Langden-Oberlin-
den (after Del Chiaro 1992 [1993]); fig. 8, bot-
tom: Etruscan red-figured fish plate sherds from
Tarquinia (after Businaro 2001).
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