E/

GIZI
TRUSCHI

AN EXHIBITION IN ROME
EXAMINING EGYPTIAN PRESENCE
IN ANCIENT ETRURIA, ITALY

by Lucy Gordan-Rastelli

Photos courtesy of the Exhibition

Kmt 64

O

n through June 30 at the Centrale Montemartini
branch of the Capitoline Museums — the oldest public
museum in Europe — is “Egizi/Etruschi,” a splendid
exhibition with an intentionally ambiguous title. For it
can mean “Egyptians/Etruscans” or “Egyptian Etruscans.” Both
are valid, for the exhibition aims to compare those two important
ancient cultures, both facing the Mediterranean Sea; and to display Egyptian artifacts which the Etruscans (from the Eighth
Century BC onwards — but particularly from the Seventh through
the Sixth Century and again from the Third through the Second
Century BC — purchased, thanks to Etruria’s trade with Egypt.
Perhaps the curators should have emphasized from the
start that, since the exhibition is in Italy and on the edge of Etruscan territory, that “Egizi/Etruschi” reveals what the Etruscans
bought which was Egyptian — or made themselves in an Egyptian style — but it never mentions what the Egyptians might have
purchased from the Etruscans. The reason for this became clear
to me from the map of ancient Mediterranean trade routes, mistakenly displayed at the end of the exhibition.
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Views of vitrine installations of the
“Egizi/Etruschi” exhibition in Rome
at the Centrale Montmarini through
June 30, 2018. Exhibition photos
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It shows that the Egyptians only braved the
Mediterranean by hugging the shore from Naucratis to what is today Lebanon, and that from
there Egyptian goods were transported by
Phoenicians and Greeks to Etruria.
The exhibition’s subtitle, “From
Eugene Berman to the Golden Scarab,” highlights how the curators Alfonsina Russo (the
newly appointed director of the Colosseum
Archeological Park), fellow archaeologist Simona Carosi and Carlo Casi (the president of
the Vulci Foundation) intended to achieve
their goal — that artifacts made in Egypt were
excavated in Etruria and that Egyptian-style objects were produced by Etruscan artisans in
Etruria — by displaying Egyptian antiquities
from Eugene Berman’s collection alongside
others on loan from the Archaeology Museum
in Florence, and still others which were discovered in recent (1962 and 1974) and very
recent (2013, 2016, 2017) excavations in the
southern Etruscan city of Vulci, some fifty
miles north of Rome.
In 2013 the Tomb of the Silver Hands
was excavated; in 2016 the Tomb of the Golden Scarab came to light; and in 2017 the other
tombs of the necropolis of Poggio Mengarelli
were found, all in Vulci. Additional finds had
been excavated in the Tomb of Gold in the
necropolis of Polledrara (1962), tombs 3, 5,
18 and 27 of the necropolis of Poggio Mengarelli, and Tomb 10 of the necropolis of Two
Pines (2102), all also in Vulci.
Without a doubt the single most important vitrine of “Egizi/Etruschi” holds the
funerary equipment of Tomb of the Golden
Scarab, which belonged to a rich, young Etruscan girl from the Seventh Century BC (many
of the other tombs dating from the same time).
It was excavated urgently in 2016, thanks to
a warning from the branch of the carabinieri
(police), in charge of the safekeeping of Italy’s
cultural heritage, that grave robbers had recently broken in. The finds from several other
tombs were also excavated and saved after
like warnings by the carabinieri.
Thus through “Egizi/Etruschi,” the
curators of the exhibition want to show gratitude and to publicize the important work and
support of the carabinieri. “The inspiration
for this exhibition,” explained Alfonsina Russo at the Rome opening, “was the discovery
in 2016 of the Golden Scarab. The tomb gets
its name from two faience scarabs made of
steatite, one mounted on gold, the other on
gilded silver.” Hence the subtitle refers to the
years 1964/65, when Berman collected most
of his Egyptian antiquities; or 1972, when he
left them to Italy; and 2016 when the Tomb
of the Gold Scarab was excavated and its
namesake scarab discovered.
All of the some 240 artifacts on
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display date from the Seventh to the Third
Century BC. Before the Rome venue (which
opened December 21, 2017), the exhibition
had been on on view from June 14-November
30 last year in the once (Thirteenth Century)
religious complex, then hospital and now public library, Monumentale di San Sisto in Montalto di Castro, also some fifty miles north of
Rome on the coast of southern Etruria.
It was decided to locate the second
venue of “Egizi/Etruschi” in the Centrale Montemartini, to celebrate its twentieth anniversary as a museum. This is the first exhibition
to be held in the Centrale’s new space for temporary exhibitions. Moreover, none of the artifacts from Berman’s collection, from the
storerooms of Florence’s Archaeology Museum, or from the recent excavations at Vulci
have ever been on display before. From 1912
until 1963, when considered obsolete, the
Centrale was Rome’s power station. Its building was in disuse until 1998, when it became
a museum. The some 400 Roman statues, inscriptions and mosaics of its permanent collection come from the storerooms of the Capitoline Museums.
“Egizi/Etruschi” has two introductory sections followed by five additional divisions: “Gold, Metal of the Gods and Symbol
of Regality”; “Pharaohs and Princes”; “The
Dream of Immortality”; “Gods and Goddesses from Ancient Egypt to Etruria”; and “Nefertum’s God: Perfumes of the East.”
At the entrance of “Egizi/Etruschi”
is a large vitrine of artifacts from both civilizations arranged in chronological order from
3500 BC to 200 AD —a timeline of objects
from Berman’s Predynastic vases to his Coptic textiles. The Etruscan antiquities here are
mostly scarabs and jewelry from the recent
excavations at Vulci; in addition, several are
iron instruments from Tomb 18. The most recently excavated scarab dates to 2017. The
vitrine’s intent is to show with artifacts when
the civilizations overlapped and how Egyptian art influenced Etruscan objects of the same
period.
Also here on the opposite wall are
panels showing maps of Egypt and of Etruria.
This is where the map of ancient trade routes
should also have been put on display, if clarified. Sadly, as drawn it’s confusing in any case,
inasmuch as the ochre and brick-red colors of
the Phoenician and Etruscan routes are very
difficult to distinguish one from the other.
The Egyptian trade route, seemingly correctly shown, is limited from Naucratis (on the
Nile Delta) to Tyre in today’s Lebanon; while
the Etruscan trade routes seem only to go to
modern-day France and Spain and not to the
east, also probably correctly indicated. Had
the different colors been distinguishable, it

would have been clear that it was the Phoenicians — the dominant traders on the Mediterranean in those times — who carried Egyptian products to Etruria and not the Egyptians
themselves. I would have somehow included
a few antiquities from this important Mediterranean civilization; or at least have explained
in more detail the Phoenicians’ importance as
trading middlemen.
Just around the corner, the first wall
panel in the first introductory section describes in Italian and English the development of
archaeology as a discipline and Rome’s role in
archaeology during the Nineteenth Century.
The second introductory section centers on
the lives of Rome’s two most important Nineteenth Century collectors of ancient Egyptian
and Etruscan antiquities, Augusto Castellani
and Giovanni Barracco. Both were born in
1829 and died almost contemporarily, Barracco in 1914 and Castellani a year later.
Barracco wanted to put together a
museum of comparative ancient sculpture.
He built up a very selective art collection for
the purpose of studying many cultures from
the times of ancient Egypt to the Middle Ages.
Although he was very careful to not reveal
where he acquired the artifacts in his collection, he probably purchased most of his Egyptian, Assyrian and Cypriote objects from antiquities dealers in Paris. Because he was a
scholar of ancient art, he also built up a very
rich library, which contains volumes of extreme rarity, such as I monumenti dell’Egitto
e della Nubia (Pisa, 1834-1844) by Italian
Egyptologist Ippolito Rosellini (1800-1843).
Barracco left his art and book collections to
the city of Rome and they are housed in its
namesake museum.
Like Barracco, Castellani was very
secretive regarding the sources of his huge
art collection, made up mostly of Etruscan
antiquities. His motivation was to collect artifacts which he could copy in his famous family-owned goldsmith workshop, but also which
he could sell himself later on the ever-expanding and prosperous antiquities market in Rome.
His brother, Alessandro, was also in the antiquities business. An activist in Italy’s Risorgimento, or Unification, he lived in exile in
Paris, but had excellent political and cultural
connections, in Naples as well as Rome, so
had the opportunity to buy up artifacts as soon
as they appeared on non-Roman markets. Augusto Castellani left his collection to the Capitoline Museum, of which he’d became honorary director in 1873.
In “Egizi/Etruschi” one display case
contains two artifacts from Barracco’s collection: a lion’s head made of basalt (no date)
and a Late Period alabastron; and three from
Castellani’s: a patera or metal libation bowl
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with a silver scarab at its center, incised with
a head and solar disk (Seventh Century BC);
a pale-green faience flask of the New Year,
containing either perfumed water or water
from the Nile for good luck (Sixth Century
BC); and a faience amulet of the god Nefertum (Sixth Century BC).
With the third wall panel, the exhibition visitor meets Eugene Berman, anotherimpassioned collector, who was born in St.
Petersburg, Russia, in 1899, so collected during the Twentieth Century. On display in the
introductory section are several splendid
Coptic textiles and funerary masks from the
Berman collection; and the vast majority of
artifacts on display throughout “Egizi/Etruschi” also originate from the same collection;
another twenty-nine are on loan from the National Archaeology Museum in Florence.
Thanks to the support —both moral
and financial — of his stepfather, a banker and
art collector, Berman studied in Germany,
Switzerland and France. He was arrested for
his opposiion to the Russian Revolution in 1917
and subsequently exiled from his homeland,
moving to Paris and studying painting, his work
shown in exhibitions there.
He immigrated to the United States,
obtaining American citizenship in 1944. By
1951 he was designing costumes and scenery

for the televison productions of Italian operas.
Following the suicide of his wife, in 1957 he
moved to Rome, where he continued to paint
and began collecting art and antiquities, particularly Etruscan artifacts. Berman most probably collected many of his ancient Egyptian
antiquities during his travels to Egypt in 1964
and again in 1965. He died in Rome in 1972,
leaving his composite collection of some 3,000
objects to the Italian State.
Included in “Egizi/Etruschi” are Berman’s Egyptian wood, cartonage and stucco
funerary masks (twelve are on display there
from the New Kingdom, the Second Intermediate Period, the Ptolemaic and the Roman
periods) and his Etruscan terracotta femalefaced antefixes, as well as two of his cartonages, one Egyptian and dating to the Late Period/Ptolemaic era and the other very badly damaged and poorly restored, almost certainly
not made in Egypt during Roman times, and
maybe even a fake.
In the first section of “Egizi/Etruschi” concerning gold, the opening wall panel
reads: “Gold is a symbol of preciousness and
regality. From the 9th century B.C. onwards
… the rare and small gold objects from the
burials of south Etruria were a sign of the
status of those who possessed them. Although
rich in raw materials, there was no gold in

the Etruscan territory, therefore it was imported from the East, already becoming in such
an early period a symbol of power and social
status. It was usually worked as wire, rods,
and in laminae. From the second half of the
8th century B.C. onwards... the presence of
gold luxury ornaments and goods increased,
their working becoming ever more complex,
using the techniques of repoussé and granulated filigree....”
Of particular beauty in this first
section is a —as yet unpublished —Seventh
Century gold-filigree button, certainly made
in Southern Etruria. Other artifacts are funerary equipment from the February 8, 1974 Tomb
of Poggio Mengarelli in Vulci (discovered on
that date) and from The Tomb of Gold in the
Pollederara necropolis in Vulci, excavated in
1962, which includes amulets, scarabs and jewelry, some made in Egypt, others in today’s
Syria, and still others produced locally in Egyptian style like a splendid disk-shaped fibula.
Two small architectural fragments
made of pink quartzite with Akhenaten’s cartouche (from the Berman Collection) and the
top part of a commander’s baton, similar to
the scepter used by Egyptian female divinities (on loan from Florence’s Archaeology Museum but excavated from a tomb in Vulci) introduce the exhibition’s Section 2, “Pharaohs

Left, New Kingdom granite
head of the goddess Sekhmet,
from the Berman collection.
Above, Faience scarab in a silver mounting, from an Etruscan tomb. Right, Steatite
scarab mounted in gold, also
found in an Etruscan tomb.
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and Princes.” Etruscan elites regarded possession of a precious Egyptian object as equivalent to belonging to the same world of regality, nobility and divinity associated with
the pharaohs. One of the most significant pieces
of evidence provided by Etrurian archaeology
for this way of thinkning is a faience vase with
the cartouche of the King Bocchoris [Bakenrenef] (720-708 BC) and a necklace with figurines of Bes from a tomb at Tarquinia.
Sharing of this idea of regality is also attested at Vulci by an Egyptian scarab naming the same Bocchoris, found in 2013 in a
deep shaft-grave in Area C of the Necropoli
dell’Osteria (also known as “The Tomb of the
Silver Hands”) and on display in Section 3.
“This scarab and the two discovered in 2016
in the ‘Tomb of the Golden Scarab,” Russo
said at Rome’s opening of “Egizi/ Etruschi,”
“attest to the fact that there was trade between
the two civilizations as early as the Seventh
Century BC.” The scarab, in a silver setting,
is incised with a figure of Horus and the “Boat
of the Morning,” a symbol of rebirth. Another
scarab, in a gold setting, shows the Feather of
Justice and is incised with cryptograms of Amen and the panther goddess Mafdet, who accompanies the deceased to the Underworld.
Both are on display with the other finds of “The
Tomb of the Golden Scarab” in Section 2.

The finds in Section 3, “The Dream
of Immortality,” demonstrate that both Egyptians and Etruscans believed in an Afterlife.
Although much more is known about Egyptian views in that regard, the privileged Etruscans also placed considerable funerary equipment in their tombs. On display there are the
contents of the central chamber of the famous
Etruscan “Tomb of the Silver Hands” in Vulci
— certainly a second star in the exhibition —
along with the finds of the “Tomb of the Golden Scarab” (a twin tomb to that of 1974), from
its terracotta banquet dishes, other commodities and the very unusual remains of a sphyrelaton or type of hammered (not cast) bronze
statue of considerable size. On display in this
section are the statue’s silver-and-gold hands,
a piece of its neck made of bone and a large
collection of gold and silver jewelry, all with
precious stones. Also exhibited is the reconstruction of a wheel for an Etruscan currus or
two-seater parade chariot driven standing up,
as well as elements of horse trappings, like metal bits and rings from a bridle.
To further illustrate the contents of
tombs are Egyptian calcite canopic jars for
mummy viscerals and an Etruscan terracotta
funerary urn with a human-head lid (and sometimes, but not here, with arms), for the cremated deceased’s ashes. Additionally, there are

Left, Ivory statuette of the god Bes, dating to
670-650 BC. Right, Roman period stucco with
paint & gilding funerary mask, from the Berman collection. Below, View of a vitrine installation in the “Egizi/Etruschi” exhibition,
with grave goods found in Etruscan tombs.
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many other Egyptian tomb-artifacts, on loan
to the exhibition from either Florence’s Archaeology Museum or the Berman collection,
such as amulets, ushabtis and scarabs, as well
as the mummy of a little girl named Giupra
from the Roman period, plus the sarcophagus
of an anonymous priestess of Amen from the
Third Intermediate Period (Twenty-first Dynasty).
A gray-granite bust of the Egyptian
goddess Sekhmet, from Waset (Thebes) dating to the New Kingdom opens Section 4,
“The Gods and Goddesses of ancient Egypt
and Etruria.” Journal readers do not need any
introduction to Egyptian divinities, but may
not know that “The Etruscan pantheon, mainly known from the 6th BC century onwards,
from inscriptions, but also from the iconography of small bronzes, terracotta statues, and
ex-voto,” relates a wall panel, “reflects the
‘anthropomorphized’ aspect of the Greek divinities. Thus, Aplu has the appearance of
Apollo, Hercle (who in Etruria was a god)
that of Herakles, Fufluns that of Dionysus,
Artumes that of Artemis, Turms that of Hermes, Laran that of Ares, and Turan that of
Aphrodite. Indeed the characterizing traits of
Etruscan religiosity can be seen behind an
imperfect superimposition of the Etruscan and
Greek pantheons; the constant reference to

Left, Faience amulet of the god Nefertum, from the Castellani collection. Above & detail right, A silver
bowl with an interior medallion of
Egyptian motifs. Zeno Colantoni photos

the underworld, often populated by monstrous
and fantastical beings, as well as to the world
of human and plant fertility. The pantheon is
headed by Tinia, a sort of Jupiter with hellish
characteristics; there were also many female
divinities who oversaw changes in the status
of the young or the rite of passage from youth
to adulthood. For this reason, the adoption of
Mediterranean divinities was most successful
in areas where the divinities’ spheres of competence were seen as similar.”
Almost all the artifacts in Section 4
originated in Egypt and had belonged to Berman.
Of note is a fragment of a bas-relief depicting
Re-Horakhti, a stela showing an offering being made to Osiris, and zoomorphic covers
for canopic jars. Displayed nearby are several
pendants made in Etruria showing Egyptian
influence, as Etruscan amulets are localized
versions of the Egyptian gods Bes, Pateco and
Nefertum.
Another splendid example of how
trade with Egypt, via today’s Syria and Lebanon, influenced the tastes of Etruria and its inhabitants is a small ivory-with-gilding statuette of Bes, found in a tomb in the San Paolo
area of Cervetri in 1988 and datable to ca.
670-650 BC. The exhibition catalogue relates
that it was intended as a decorative element
for a a horse’s bridle and is similar to other
Phoenician ivories from Nimrud.
Almost one whole vitrine of SecKmt 70

tion 5, “Nefertum’s God, Perfumes of the
Past,” holds Egyptian calcite perfume and unguent holders, which had belonged to Berman.
“In the Egyptian pantheon,” a wall panel explains, “several divinities are clearly associated with cosmetics, such as the goddess Seshat associated with makeup, or Nefertum
identified from the pre-dynastic period as the
god of the lotus [water lily] blossom and associated with perfumes. The ritual and religious function of perfume was to establish a
contact between man and gods in that as it
burnt, its scented smoke rose up to the divine
sphere. Oils and unguents also had a ritual
function, for example in the daily care of the
priests for the statue of the god-and were very
important for the care of the body as they provided protection from the sun and the sand.
Unguents were also important in the process
of mummification, as described in the ancient
texts for embalming… Therefore, attention to
the care of the body was a fundamental part
of the personal hygiene of every ancient Egyptian, both men and women. Certainly, one of
the cosmetics that is immediately associated
with the ancient Egyptian culture is that used
for the eyes, which green (malachite) or black
(galena), was used for its efficacy in the treatment and prevention of ophthalmic problems,
and also protected from flies and sand.”
In another vitrine are numerous terracotta perfume holders from Corinth — or in

Corinthian-style made locally in Vulci — found
during the excavation of Tomb 25 in the necropolis of the Osteria, near the “Tomb of the
Silver Hands.” Other toiletry equipment —
small knives, nail-cleaners, a brush and mirror — were excavated in Tomb 18 of Vulci’s
Poggio Mengarelli necropolis.
Two favorable aspects of this welllaid out didactic exhibition is a very clever
opening video alongside the exhibition case
with the Barracco/Castellani artifacts. There
an Egyptian male funerary mask and an Etruscan female statue talk alternately about their
respective civilizations. Secondly, all wall
panels and artifact labels are in both English
and Italian; which is in contrast with understandable disappointment that, sadly, the excellent catalogue (€26.50) is only available
in Italian.
Not wanting to be presumptuous or
critical of an exhibition worthy of praise, I do
think the title is misleading, because what is
on display are Egyptian artifacts which Etruscans purchased not directly from Egyptians, as well as what the Etruscans made locally in their own or in Egyptianized style.
Perhaps a more precise title would have been
“Etruscan Egyptomania.”
About the Author Lucy Gordan-Rastelli is
the Journal’s European correspondent and is
home-based in Rome.

