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Abstract

This study discusses lighting devices in Etruria and the comparison with similar tools
in Greece, focusing on social and cultural differences. Greeks did not use candlestick-
holders; objects that have been improperly identified as candelabra should more
properly be classified as lamp/utensil stands. The Etruscans, on the other hand, preferred
to use torchlight for illumination, and as a result, the candelabrum—an upright stand
specifically designed to support candles — was developed in order to avoid burns to
the hands, prevent fires or problems with smoke, and collect ash or melting substances.
Otherwise they also used utensil stands similar to the Greek lamp holders, which were
placed near the kylikeion at banquets. Kottaboi in Etruria were important utensils used
in the context of banquets and symposia, while in Greece, they were interchangeable
with lamp/utensil stands.

Introduction

Light in Etruria' certainly had a great importance, as confirmed by the numerous gods
connected with light in its various forms (the thunderbolt, the sun, the moon, the dawn,
etc.).? All the religious doctrines and practices concerning the thunderbolt, the light par
excellence, are relevant in this concern. Tinia, the most important god of the Etruscan
pantheon (the Greek Zeus), is often depicted with a thunderbolt. Sometimes also
Menerva (the Greek Athena) uses the thunderbolt as weapon (fig. 1), which does not
seem to be attested in Greece.? Thesan was the Etruscan Goddess of the dawn identified
with the Greek Eos; Cavtha is the name of the Etruscan god of the sun in the cult, while
Usil is the sun as an appellative or mythological personality. Several specimens of bone
parasols (fig. 2) have been found in Etruria. They were reserved for noble castes as a sign
of extreme refinement. The parasol also appears in courtship, in wedding preparations
and in the wedding scenes on bronze mirrors, stelae, sarcophagi, wall paintings etc. In
Etruria a mantle was used to shelter from the light during the wedding ceremony. On
the famous bronze liver of Piacenza, the name Usil lies opposite from Tiu (the Moon).
The deity had to be venerated in the sanctuaries, as is documented by some bronze
votive half-moons offered at Citta della Pieve* and Chianciano Terme.’

Light in Etruscan life is connected with divination, because it throws light on the
dark future and enables one to see what may happen. Among the Etruscans there was
even the practice of the interpretation of thunderbolt,® whose precepts were written in
the Libri Fulgurales. According to Seneca, Pliny, Festus, and Servius, Tinia can throw
three types of thunderbolt. The interpretation of the lightning was divided into three
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Fig. 1: Etruscan Bronze Mirror with Menerva holding a thunderbolt.

moments: 1) the analysis (observation of the sky where the lightning comes from and
where it comes back) with the theory of the launch (3 manubiae of Jupiter: he launches
the 1% alone, the 2™ after consulting a college of dei consentes and the 3™ after consulting
the dei superi et involuti); 2) the interpretation (the lightning is fatidica when it comes
from above or from the stars, bruta does not mean anything, and vana, whose meaning
has vanished); 3) the atonement. According to Lucanus (1.608) the haruspex Arruns
wanders around, murmuring prayers and collecting scattered embers of lightning that
he carefully buries in a fenced place dedicated to the gods from which the thunderbolt
was launched. The lightning grave is a box superimposed on a well containing the
remains of what was destroyed by lightning. At Vulci, a slab engraved with the
inscription Fulgur conditum was put on top of the well containing the statue of the
Spinner of Munich, which was struck by lightning and buried.” As is known, the famous
bronze statue known as the Mars of Todi also was buried in a fulgur conditum.® Another
more recent fulgur conditum was found a few years ago in Todi, Porta Amerina.’ The
Etruscan name of the priest who was involved in the interpretation of lightning (truntvt
frontac) is known thanks to the bilingual (in Latin and in Etruscan) funeral inscription
of Pesaro.!” The Brontoscopic Calendar'! was organized into twelve months, and served
as a reference to priests who interpreted the lightning. Without detail, because it is a
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Fig. 2: Bone parasol.

very complex subject, I point out only that some classicists and historians have even
doubted its authenticity. This study focuses on the comparison between lighting tools
used in Etruria and in Greece. Before moving on to the tools used for lighting in the
Etruscan civilization, it should be noted that the lighting of the Etruscan chamber tombs
had to be similar to one used by visitors during the 18" and 19" century (fig. 5). People
entered the tomb accompanied by torches (more than lamps, which emit little light).
The perception of the paintings had to be very different from the one we have today
which is given by artificial lights. The light came in through the door and only after a
certain period the eye became accustomed to this change, and, thanks to the light of the
torches it could see the paintings. This vision limited and hardly all the painted surfaces
were illuminated at the same time.

Lamps in Greece and Etruria
Among the most used tools, there are certainly oil lamps. Lighting tools in Etruria are

known thanks to archaeological findings and depictions on tomb paintings, pottery, and
utensils in the tomb Golini I at Orvieto'* (fig. 4), of the mid-4" century BC. Here, two
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Fig. 3: Visit to the Tomb of the Reliefs — Cerveteri, Oil on Canvas by Cesare Berzotti, 1850.

candlesticks with candles and an incense-burner are painted near to the throne of Aita
(Hades) and Phersipnai (Persephone). Candlesticks (called funale by the Romans) were
intended to support candles of a wick of flax, papyrus, dried rush pith, or other vegetable
fibers dipped in beeswax that were placed upright on prongs of various heights. The
thymiaterion™ had a bowl at its apex which contained the incense to be burned.

Despite vague analogies in their visual representations, the study of lighting tools shows
significant differences between Etruscan and Greek culture. Around the first quarter of the
7" century BC, the use of clay lamps (hand-made, open shaped and filled with oil) spread
throughout mainland Greece, inspired by contacts with Egypt, the eastern Mediterranean
and Cyprus. Toward the end of the 7" century, wheel-made examples began to be produced
both in Asia Minor and at Corinth. By the mid-6" century BC, Athens began to export
locally-made lamps to Magna Graecia and the Hellenized areas of Sicily.*

In Etruria, during these same centuries, the situation was quite different. Greek clay
lamps or locally-produced examples in the Greek style were both in use, while types
corresponding to the East-Greek, Siceliot, Corinthian, and Attic traditions were rare.
Nevertheless, a few examples have been found in Gravisca, Cerveteri, Pyrgi, Vulci,
Acquarossa, Populonia, and Orvieto. An interesting mining lamp with the owner’s
inscription® (Akius) comes from Populonia, where iron was mined.
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Fig. 4: Orvieto, Museo Archeologico Nazionale. Painted wall depicting two candelabra
and a thymiaterion in the Tomb Golini I, Orvieto, mid-4" century BC.

Occasionally, the Etruscans imported Phoenician lamps, as is documented by a lamp
with nozzles and also a saucer needed to catch the dripping oil; it comes from the
Tumulus of the Chariots at Populonia, which dates to the mid-7" - early 6" century
BC.’* Another Phoenician lamp comes from the small Tumulus III bis of Cerveteri,"”
and the arcade building of Pyrgi recently produced five Phoenician lamps of the shell-
type, with two nozzles.” These large oil lamps were produced in Carthage and date to
the mid-6" century BC. Slightly later in date is the pastiche from the Isis Tomb at Vulci,
which consists of a bronze lamp assembled with a Cypriot torch-holder.”” Sites such
as Pyrgi and Gravisca, both emporia with sanctuaries frequented by Greeks, represent
exceptions to this general rule of the rarity of imported oil lamps in Etruria. There,
hundreds of lamps have been found, linked specifically to their context and function
as ex voto objects that were used most likely for the night-time worship of chthonic
deities.”

The reason for the use of torches and conversely the rarity of clay lamps in Etruria —
either locally produced or imported — between the Orientalizing and Classical periods
cannot be related only to the production of oil in this region, since it was already an
important good during these centuries. This is made evident by the use of oil both
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Fig. 5: Roma, Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia. Etruscan bronze kreagra.

for food, as testified by the production of transport amphorae,? and for cosmetics, as
the production of Etrusco-Corinthian aryballoi indicates.? Rather, we must look for
other reasons to explain this phenomenon. One factor may have been the distribution
of natural resources that could be used for lighting in Etruria and central Italy. In fact,
the region was heavily forested in antiquity. Thus, because of this feature, the Etruscans
might not have been willing to transition to the use of animal fats (such as tallow) and
then to vegetable oils. According to some scholars, we must include among the bronze
supports for torches also the harpax or kreagra® (fig. 3), a handle holding a ring from
which the rays branch off; according to different scholars it may have functioned as a
tool for cooking meat. Other torches holders have been misinterpreted as supports for
mirrors or other bronze artifacts because they take the shape of molded bone cylinders.?*
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Fig. 6: Cortona, Museo dell‘Accademia Etrusca di Cortona. The Cortona Lamp.

As concerns bronze lamps, an archaic example with a Siren was probably made in
Etruria, while a bronze lamp in Berlin (found in Etruria) probably comes from Greece.?
An exceptional bronze lamp is the so-called Cortona Lamp?® (fig. 6), a multi-nozzle lamp
that dates back to the end of the 5" century BC. It weighs about 58 kg and has a diameter
of 60 cm. It probably had a ritual function, placed in a temple of Tinia, as can be deduced
from the inscribed plaque with a dedication by the Musni family. Another bronze lamp
(diam. 1,50 m) was found in the I Fucoli sanctuary near Chianciano.”

During the 4™ century BC the archaeological data still indicate the extreme rarity
of oil clay lamps in Etruria, as also outlined by Carlo Pavolini for Rome.” Then, at the
beginning in the 3" century BC, potters in Southern Etruria began to produce oil lamps
in black gloss ware, similar in shape to the biconical type known as the Esquiline type
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Fig. 7: London, British Museum (inv. no. 1824,0454.25). Etruscan bronze three-nozzled
hanging lamp, 3" century BC.

and these soon became wide-spread. Francesca Serra Ridgway suggests Tarquinia was
the center of production of this type, and that it started not earlier than the beginning
of the 3" century BC according to the tomb findings in the Calvario necropolis.” The
production of these lamps has been influenced by Roman rather than that of the Greek
type or the Greek Hellenistic type e. In addition, as Pavolini has argued, it was most
likely a mixture of environmental factors (e.g. the destruction of forests) combined with
the contacts with the Greek world, particularly via Southern Italy and Hellenized Sicily.
The beginning of production of bronze suspended oil lamps with a winged human figure
wearing a swan’s head cap dates to the late 4" century BC* (fig. 7). It perhaps represents
an Etruscan spirit connected with the rural and Dionysiac world. In the late 3" century
BC, clay lamps imitating these bronze models were made. Examples come from the
Volumni hypogeum in Perugia®! and they are modest locally-made lamps.

The knowledge of the structure of lighting tools is crucial, because it enables
us to define their functions and uses in these cultures. The Greeks never used
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Fig. 8: Etruscan Bronze Candelabrum, 450 BC.

candlestick-holders, therefore objects improperly identified as candelabra (i.e. as
supports for illumination with candles) should more properly be classified as lamp/
utensil stands.* On the other hand, the Etruscans preferred the use of torchlight
and consequently the candelabrum?® (fig. 8). It was conceived as an upright stand
specifically designed to support candles made of resinous fibers saturated with
flammable substances. It was developed to prevent hands from burning, to avoid
fires or problems related to smoke, and to collect ash or melting substances. Since
wax and tallow candles (cereus and candela, respectively, in Latin) are not found
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in Greece, except as later imports from Italy, it is clear that Greeks did not invent
the candelabrum. Otherwise they also used utensil stands similar in shape to the
Greek lamp holders, placed near the kylikeion at banquets. All in all, this analysis
demonstrates that there are both formal and functional variations between Greek
and Etruscan lighting tools that can be traced back to social and cultural differences.
In the past, many lamp/utensil stands depicted on red-figure Attic pottery have been
confused with candelabra or kottaboi** The presence of such items indicates that the
scenes represent the symposium, rather than a banquet. Greek banquets were, in
fact, held over a period of time when the main meal of the day (gr. deipnon) was
eaten, usually between the afternoon and sunset. An exception could be a fragment
of a mid-late 5" century BC Greek bell-krater from Al Mina (Syria), attributed to the
Academy Painter,* which represents an object similar to a candlestick. It resembles
an incense-burner with two prongs, a type also documented in Etruria.** Red-figure
vases with scenes relating to the symposium or erotic subjects connected to this
theme have representations of utensil-stands that support a lamp with two nozzles,
one or two ladles, and a strainer. Lamp/utensil stands also appear on a number of
vases produced during the first half of the 5" century BC, depicting symposiasts
playing the kottabos kataktos, the game where they launch wine from their kylix
and try to hit a lamp stand. Another interesting Greek vase painting iconography
is the Centaurs using a lamp/utensil stand as a weapon in their battle with the
Lapiths.” The depiction clearly represents the Centaurs’ uncivilized behavior and
violation of cultural norms.

Candelabra in Etruria

Given their material — bronze — the Etruscans’ candelabra were luxury goods, produced
for the wealthy classes. The vast majority of the population used tallow candles, pitch, or
wooden torches. Even in Roman times, wax candles continued to be used exclusively by
the élite, while the sebaceous candle was the cheaper and more widespread type.* The use
of candelabra in Etruria is well-known from the mid-6™ to the second half of the 4" century
BC. Sometimes pairs of candelabra have been found in tombs dating to the beginning of the
4" century BC (e.g. at Spina Valle Pega in Tombs 136A and 185A). The presence of identical
pairs of objects in the same tomb also occurs in different classes of pottery (e.g. Attic vases,
oinochoai and skyphoi). Candlesticks are generally older than the burials: generally, they
were made at least twenty to thirty years before the deceased was interred and they are
sometimes as much as fifty years older. All of the known candelabra come from funerary
contexts, otherwise, it is likely that they were also used to illuminate houses considering
their value. Some bronze candelabra were also used and offered as gifts in sanctuaries too.
In some burials, they have been disabled, so as to be consecrated to the tomb. Examples of
this process (occasionally also used for bronze mirrors) come from the later 5" century BC



L1GHT IN ANTIQUITY: ETRURIA AND GREECE IN COMPARISON 27

candlestick from Tomb 6 at Monte Avigliano, and the nine bronze candelabra discovered in
the dromos of the Curuna Tomb at Tuscania.

Aside from these precious objects, candelabra made of iron, lead, clay, and even
wooden parts existed, as proven by an epigram of Martial and a letter by Cicero to
his brother Quintus. Iron candelabra dating between the end of the 6" and the mid-4™
century BC are documented in Vulci, Bolsena, Orvieto, Populonia, Volterra, Spina, and
in the Siena area. However, the maximum concentration is recorded from the late 4™ to
early 3" century BC. Artisans also made them in silvered pottery (Volterra), red paint
(Populonia Monte Pitti, San Cerbone and Sughera della Capra) and in black painted
pottery (Monteriggioni, Capua and Perugia). Finally, the production of red- or black-
glazed pottery candlesticks is well documented in northern Etruria and conversely, is
completely absent in southern Etruria.

Conclusion

In the Etruscan and Greek cultures, lighting devices had different functions, as can be
deduced both by their features and the roles they played in a variety of representations. It is
clear that objects of a similar shape had different uses in their respective cultural contexts.
This is particularly evident in the case of candelabra: in Etruria they were used to hold
candles, while in Greece they functioned as lamp or utensil stands. In addition, the cultural
context of these objects is fundamental to understanding the different use in Etruscan and
Greek societies. In fact, the Etruscans had their specific culture with its own customs and
distinct characteristics, still today confused and equated to the Greek ones.

Notes

' A PhD Dissertation on ‘Lightning in Etruria’ was carried out recently by V.J. Clark Mascelli at the
Sapienza University of Rome. The exhibition "Luci dalle tenebre. I lumi nel mondo etrusco® at Cortona
was canceled due to the covid 19 pandemic.

2Simon 1984. See De Grummond 2016 and now Ambrosini 2019.

*De Grummond 2016; Carpino 2018; Ambrosini 2019. For the parasols see Colivicchi 2007, 191; Mascelli
2014-2015.

*Colonna 1985, 29 no. 1.4. See now Sannibale 2018 (2019).

>Bonamici 2003, 51.

®Maggiani 1984 with references.

"Buranelli 1991, 161-166.

8Roncalli 1973.

’Manconi — Spiganti 2017.

Emiliozzi 2009.
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