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FOREWORD

There, in the Apennines Peninsula, lived the Etruscans, a brilliant people, as early as one thousand
years before the Ancient Roman Empire. The dust of times can not hide its glory of civilization.
Here, after so many years, is the exhibition, at the Shanghai Museum, unveiling this fantastic
civilization for the firsf time to Chinese visitors and guiding us to the mystery of “The World of

the Etruscans”.

In the first millennium B.C., the Etruscans lived in the central Italian Peninsula, in an area that
today we call with the name of Etruria, present-day famous traveling destination, Tuscany and
Latium. During their golden period, Etruscans had influenced everywhere around Italy, from the

Alps to the Strait of Sicily.

The Etruscans had established sophisticated urban planning with convenient transportation and
well-organized city streets while the Greek were walking in the archaic cities. The Etruscans were
also the teachers for Romans in the field of architecture and engineering. The typical Roman
Arch design was derived from Etruscan architectures. They were also the great crafts men. The
famous bronze “Capitoline wolf”, the emblem of Rome city, was a masterpiece by Etruscans. It is
well known for their goldsmith technique of granular decoration through the ages. The Black
Pottery with elegant shape and metal-like lustrous can absolutely be rated as the masterpiece in

the world of ancient ceramics.

Etruscan culture was one of the most advanced Western civilizations at that time, but also input
a far-reaching influence to the later Western world. Etruscans ardently esteemed the nature and
love of life. Their sumptuous feast, sport activities and pleasant music fully expressed Etruscans’
life attitude. They cultivated grapes with which they made wine exported to the countries of the

Mediterranean Sea basin, including South of France. That is the very beginning of today’s



worldwide famous French wine. The Etruscans also introduced mysterious divination to the
Romans. Most significantly, Romans had learned the numerals, alphabet and writing skill

from Etruscans.

This exhibition has systematically displayed the wonderful collection from the Tuscany
museums of Etruscan culture. We can see their taste of life, the elegance of art, and the trace
of time. Every visitor to this exhibition would have an endless imagination facing such an
ancient European culture, equivalent to the time of the Spring and Autumn to the Warring

States period in Chinese history.

It is for sure, this exhibition will strengthen the established friendship between the Italian
Museums and the Shanghai Museum. At this time, I would like to extend my sincere thanks to
colleagues from our both countries for their enormous efforts in co-organizing this exhibition,

and to invaluable assistance of the Bowers Museum of Cultural Art, Santa Ana, California.

Chen Xiejun

Director, Shanghai Museum
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FOREWORD

The opening of the exhibition “The World of the Etruscans” at the Shanghai Museum represents
a major cultural and artistic event organized in the framework of the cultural relations between

Italy and The People’s Republic of China, which is homeland of one of the greatest civilizations.

In fact, the exhibition provides, through the display of 349 fascinating pieces expressing an
image of a sophisticated and refined society, the most exhaustive showing of the Etruscan
Civilization and contributes to the promotion and spread of the heritage left by this

extraordinary people of ancient Italy.

Chinese visitors will have the chance to admire an important selection of wonderful artifacts
from the Museums of Tuscany, illustrating a time span of over one thousand years, from the

dawn of the Etruscans to the romanization of Etruria.

My sincerest thanks to Dr. Chen Xiejun, Director of Shanghai Museum, together with its
invaluable staff, to Dr. Anne Shih, from The Bowers Museum of Cultural Art, Santa Ana, for
her kind cooperation. I also want to thank the Superintendence for Archeological Heritage of
Tuscany and the Italian Ministry of Arts and Cultural Affairs. At last, but certainly not least, I
would like to express my gratitude for her constant collaboration, to Dr. Giuseppina Carlotta
Cianferoni, Curator of the Exhibition and Director of the Etruscan Section at the National

Archeological Museum of Florence, who has greatly contributed to this achievement.

Alberto Ricci
President

Centro Promozioni e Servizi
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INTRODUCTION

The Greek name for the Etruscans was Zyrrenor or Etrusct, and it seems that the Etruscans

called themselves Rasenna.

Of all the inhabitants of Italy, the Etrsucans are certainly the people that have most stimulated
curiosity an imagination of later epochs, to a degree that they are perceived as a fascinating and
mysterious culture. But, though we agree that fascination is a part of studying the expressions of
this and other past cultures, it is no longer acceptable to continue speaking about the “mysterious
Etruscans”. Quite the contrary, the Etruscans culture is perhaps the best-known of all Pre-Roman

cultures in Italy.

Archaeologists have long debated on Etruscans’ origin. During ancient times, the prevailing
opinion about this matter asserted that Etruscans originally come from Asia. According to this
theory, Etruscans were considered as the heirs of Pelasgi, who would have reached the Tyrrhenian
coasts leaded by Tirreno, son of Athys, the king of Lidia. This population had been obliged to

leave its country owing to a terrible famine. This theory had been long agreed to.

A second hypothesis, put forward at the beginning of the nineteenth century, which can be
considered a sort of natural development of the first one, deems Etruscans the protagonists of an
impressive migratory flow coming from the north. According to this hypothesis, Etruscans would

have come in Italy from the transalpine regions.

The above mentioned two theories share the assumption that the origin of this population has to

be traced in a migration flow.



According to a third theory, which does not trace abroad the ancestors of this Italian population,
Etruscans have to be considered the heirs on the ancient local people. This thesis based on

their autochthonous origin was strongly.

Nowadays, all these hypotheses are judged old-fashioned thanks to the work of one of the

greatest Italian archaeologists of the twentieth century, Mr. Massimo Pallottino.

He stressed how each of the above mentioned theories showed insurmountable limits due to
the false start given to the surveys. Indeed, in his opinion, focusing on the origin of a population
is a wrong assumption. Dealing with the history of a certain people, indeed, we have to discuss
about its forming process not about its origin. The peculiar features of any civilisation are
always the result of different elements. Starting from this assumption, the only way to trace
back the forming of a population is to inquire into the various ethnic and cultural influences

which, once assimilated, have made possible the development of a new civilisation.

Likewise their origin, the Etruscan language has been long regarded as a sort of mystery.

This is not at all true. It is not difficult to read the Etruscan language, because, with some
adjustments, it uses the alphabet brought in Italy by the first Greek colonisers. To read it, we
have to take into account that, generally, the writing goes from the right to the left and that, in
the earliest texts, there is no separation among words. Only later, the partition of any phrase

begins to be distinguished by means of dots, or, hardly ever, by spaces.

Unfortunately, many problems arise when we try to interpret the Etruscan Language. The

main reason of this difficulty consists in the fact that, unlike Greek, Etruscan is a dead language,
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which has no more been spoken for two thousand years. Moreover, documents at our disposal
are inadequate: they are few and of a bad quality. Indeed, even if we can examine a large number
of inscriptions, in the overwhelming majority, they are too short and repetitive having as subject
matter nearly exclusively a funerary topic. It often happens that on these inscriptions we find
quoted only the name of the dead person to whom the monument is named after, or the name of

the object on which such inscriptions are placed.

Etruria, properly speaking, was bordered by the rivers Arno and Tiber and consisted of parts of
today’s Umbria, Toscana, and the part of Latium all the way to Rome, where the right shore of
the Tiber was considered Etruscans. The commercial and political expansion of the Etruscans
into Campania and the Padania valley has produced monuments and reflections of Etruscans art

in these regions as well.

When we speak of Etruscans art, we employ this term without giving it any ethno-specific meaning.
It simply refers to the artistic production accompanying the culture called “Etruscan”, which
developed in Italy from the 9th century B.C. and lasted until the total dissolution of their national
identity by the Romans (at the beginning of the 1st century B.C.). It’s important to remember
that Etruscans cities were very independent from one represented by Rome. Therefore, Rome

was able to defeat them one after another.

In recent years, discoveries and research have definitively the history of Etruscan people. Despite
the sparseness of evidence in Greek and Latin literary sources, archeological evidence is rich and
diversified, allowing us to follow the entire Etruscan historical development from the 9gth to the

1st century B.C.
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