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The Dream of Tuscany

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the British began to fall in love with Tuscany, its faded glories and half-forgotten heroes. At first a few pilgrims and artists bound for Rome lingered in Lucca, Florence or Siena, cities which lay on the Via Francigena, the old north road to the holy places and the shrine of St Peter. The famously reluctant traveller, Dr Samuel Johnson, was moved to remark that ‘a man who has not been to Italy is always conscious of inferiority’.

By the early nineteenth century the romance had begun to blossom. So many came that by the 1830s inglesi had become a generic term for all foreigners. A hotel porter in Livorno might tell a maid that ‘some inglesi have arrived this morning but I can’t tell if they are French or Russian’. Byron, Shelley, Dickens, Dostoevsky, Goethe, Stendhal, the Brownings, D.H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf and E.M. Forster all spent time in Tuscany. After he had seen the Giotto fresco cycle of the life of St Francis in Florence, Lord Byron declared himself dazzled, drunk with beauty. Other pleasures beckoned and his torrid affair with the Contessa Teresa Guiccioli led him into aristocratic Tuscan society so that he moved ‘amongst all classes, from the conti to the contadini’. No-one can be absolutely sure how much of a play on words the hot-blooded lord intended.

Much later, Dylan Thomas was also dazzled: ‘The pine hills are endless, the cypresses at the hilltop tell one all about the length of death, and the woods are deep as love.’ But like Byron and most of the others he spent his time in a miasma of indulgence: strawberries and mascarpone, asparagus and olive oil and Chianti at 20 lire a glass. Few writers managed to do much work in Tuscany as they bathed in its warmth and sensuality, strolling around the great churches and galleries and dozing, sated, in the long afternoons.

What was and remains the hypnotic attraction? The art, the sheer antiquity, the food and drink, the fact that the climate and the landscape appear to be so perfectly in harmony – sunshine over a green and undulating landscape. Lying between the sheltering Apennines to the north and east and bounded by the shimmer of the Mediterranean to the west, Tuscany seems magical. And it looks old, and very beautiful, and very detailed. Punctuated by tall cypress trees, patterned by fields, olive groves and vineyards of every shape and size, crossed by dusty, winding roads and tracks, the landscape bears the marks of the men and women who have worked every corner of it for millennia. Perhaps more intensively than anywhere else in Europe, it has been cultivated and cared for. Between the rows of vines leading the eye into the distance, lavender is often planted, subtle purple beside pale green in the brick-dust soil. Ancient rose bushes sometimes flower at the end of the rows, climbing up the iron endposts. And yet, in the hazy sun the green, pillowy hills seem drowsy under the press of an immense past, even now closely resembling the still landscapes which peep out from behind the blue mantle of a Florentine Madonna or a martyred saint. But of course they are alive, made vivid with the memory of uncountable generations of contadini, the farm-workers who made them, the landowners who fought over them and the fire and smoke of war as armies and history rumbled across Tuscany.

The hilltop towns and riverside cities also seem old. Despite the suburban sprawl of shiny factories and freight depots, their hearts have often remained unchanged since the Middle Ages or the Renaissance. Parasol-shaded piazzas show off the enclosing and imposing palazzos, and down narrow streets and lanes, 21st-century shopfronts are crammed into crumbling façades once used by apothecaries or cobblers. Often these warm, comfortable and human-scale townscapes are no more than the result of conservation by default. Many Tuscan cities, including Florence, Siena, Arezzo and Pisa, slid into obscurity after the Renaissance, surviving only as torpid backwaters while Europe’s attention wandered elsewhere. But then the British began to come and to fall in love with it all, even if they did not clearly understand why. Amongst the dusty roads, the shaded groves and the narrow streets, a dream of Tuscany grew.

In E.M. Forster’s A Room With a View, the heroine, Lucy Honeychurch, visits the great Franciscan church in Florence, Santa Croce, but having forgotten to bring her guidebook, begins to panic. She would become lost, not understand anything of the frescoes, the strange, frozen episodes in the story of the Franciscans and their great saint. And then, ‘the pernicious charm of Italy worked on her, and, instead of acquiring information, she began to be happy’.


1

Pitigliano

The town is asleep, fast asleep under the dark blanket of the night. It is long past midnight and in the Piazza Petruccioli only a handful of yellow streetlights twinkle. No-one is about and the silence seems deepened by the fluttering of umbrellas outside the shuttered cafés. Over the parapet by the arched entrance to the town, the ravines plunge down into fathomless blackness. And the high ramparts of the massive bastion disappear into the night sky. On the gentle breeze the warmth of the day still lingers, and there is no need to hurry, head down, through the silent streets. History waits in the shadows of Pitigliano, the story of Tuscany waits to whisper its secrets.

Many of them are to be found in Pitigliano, a spectacular hill-town built on a tongue of rock with sheer cliffs on three sides. In the southernmost quarter of Tuscany, only 140 kilometres north of Rome, it is one of the oldest continuously occupied settlements anywhere in Italy. The cliffs of tufa, a soft volcanic rock, make Pitigliano easy to defend and the fertile countryside around it has nourished its people for a thousand generations and more. The stones of its streets and houses are steeped in Tuscany’s history, and on dark, silent nights the ghosts of an immense past murmur in the gloaming.

Through the arch under the bastion is the Piazza Garibaldi and the Municipio, the Town Hall. They cower below the brutal mass of the Orsini Fortress, its hundred-foot walls pierced only by a scatter of tiny windows. The citadel sits astride the eastern approach to Pitigliano, the only one not guarded by the sheer tufa cliffs. Recognising its ancient strength, a division of the Wehrmacht set up its headquarters in the fortress in 1944. Part of the Gothic Line, the brilliant fighting retreat which slowed the Allied advance up through Italy, Pitigliano became a key centre of operations. The grey uniforms of German grenadiers were seen patrolling the ramparts, their binoculars searching the horizon for enemy movement, and below them armoured cars rumbled through the archway under the bastion, past the Medici aqueduct and into the Piazza della Repubblica. Blood-red banners bearing the black swastika were tumbled out of the high windows above the gateway to the fortress, and Pitigliano waited for the attack that would surely come.

On the morning of 7 June 1944 the townspeople heard the fighters before anyone saw them. Screaming out of the cloudless sky, they strafed the walls of the fortress and the buildings close by. Circled stars on their wings, American bombers droned over the summer countryside, the engine noise growing ever louder, and they scored direct and devastating hits on Pitigliano. They completely missed the Orsini Fortress and the German headquarters but destroyed most of the houses on the western side of the Piazza della Repubblica. Eighty-eight were killed, many of them women and children. Even in the darkness and silence after midnight, the only modern buildings in the town loom up across the deserted piazza like new tombstones in an old graveyard.

Piercing them like a sunken road, the Via Roma burrows into the maze of medieval lanes, narrow and shadowy, winding its way back into the past. Stray cats sidle warily along the street – and suddenly swim under the ancient oak doorways of storehouses and stairways. On each side dark alleyways open, running away downhill towards the houses which perch on Pitigliano’s cliffs. Five hundred years ago all of Tuscany’s towns were like this. In Florence, Pisa, Lucca and Siena people lived piled on top of each other, densely packed, constantly in contact. Gossip, news, argument and laughter left only the wealthy and the pious with anything like privacy or quiet. And unobserved under the cover of the night conspirators met and muttered behind their hands.

Just as the canyon of the Via Roma seems to crowd in overhead, it suddenly opens upon an apparition. The ghostly white marble façade of a cathedral rears up, and an ancient medieval bell-tower soars away into the night above it. St Peter and St Paul look down from their niches, the pillars of Holy Mother Church, its rock and its founding theologian. But the telling dedication, what explains this startling building, is to be found on a discreet street sign. Beyond the shadows of the Via Roma is the Piazza San Gregorio VII and it commemorates the greatest of medieval popes. Born into the Aldobrandeschi family, the lords of Pitigliano, and known as Ildebrando before he was crowned with the tiara, Gregory VII achieved political miracles.

Elected in 1073 by the College of Cardinals, he promulgated a remarkable document, the Dictatus Papae, the ‘Supremacy of the Pope’. For the first time it elevated the doctrines of papal infallibility, of the right of popes to nominate all bishops and established that God’s Vicar on Earth was supreme over all other rulers. And despite the fact that Gregory had no army to back his huge claims, he forced their adoption.

After Charlemagne had been crowned Emperor of the Romans on Christmas Day 800, and had revived and reinvented the Holy Roman Empire, the ancient title had been held by a succession of powerful German kings. When the challenge of Gregory VII’s Dictatus Papae became clear, the Emperor Henry IV threatened war, mustered armies and planned an invasion of Italy. The impertinent pope would be deposed. But what became known as the Investiture Contest eventually degenerated into a humiliating defeat for the German emperor.

When Gregory VII excommunicated him, casting Henry and his family out of the Church, denying them the sacraments and condemning them to eternal damnation, the emperor’s authority began to crumble. The winter of 1077 was more severe than anyone could remember, but Henry and a small imperial party were forced to make a dangerous journey across the Alps. At the end of January they reached the castle at Canossa in the mountains on the northern borders of Tuscany. There Pope Gregory was under the protection of the powerful Countess Matilda, and when news of the Holy Roman Emperor’s journey to Italy became known, an attack on the fortress was expected. But behind its walls the Holy Father would be safe.

To the astonishment of Gregory and his supporters, no attack came and instead an extraordinary sequence of events took place. Without attendants, having put aside his royal robes, Henry IV walked barefoot through the snow, and below the gates of Canossa he begged the pope for forgiveness. For three days, dressed in rags, the greatest prince in Europe stood alone and pleaded to be taken back into the arms of Holy Mother Church. And on the fourth day, triumphant, Gregory relented. Absolving the emperor of his sins, accepting his penitence, he received Henry once more into communion with the Church. The amazing story of Canossa spread like wildfire. The papacy was now a European power, able to humiliate emperors and bend them to its will and the will of God.

The cathedral at Pitigliano is an unexpected monument to the events of the winter of 1077, almost buried amongst the jumble of medieval houses and winding lanes, but it is no more unexpected than Ildebrando’s invention of the modern papacy. In a gloriously Italian version of respect, his name is often seen in the trattorias of the town, on the labels of an excellent local white wine.

Beyond the Piazza San Gregorio VII runs the street named after his family, the Via Aldobrandeschi. It descends to the oldest part of Pitigliano, the Capisotto, which lies at the very tip of the tongue of tufa rock. The lanes on either side are wider and tumbling out of terracotta pots and tin pails, small flower gardens line the walls and in the balmy summer night their scents float in the soft air. Below the steps up to the church of San Rocco, a spout spills ice-cold water into an ancient cistern. At the end of the street is an open space, the Piazza Becherini, but it is no larger than a courtyard. In the darkness the drop below its parapet can only be guessed at.

The sheer cliffs conceal more secrets. They are hollow with tunnels, old passageways chiselled out of the soft tufa rock which honeycomb under the streets. Sometimes entered from the base of the cliffs, often from openings under Pitigliano’s houses, this cool subterranean maze is now used to store wine, cheeses and hams. But once it had another, darker purpose. Some of the oldest tunnels were originally sepulchres, the last resting-places of a mysterious people.

Two thousand years ago the brilliant civilisation of the Etruscans was slowly flickering to a close. For seven or eight centuries this rich and gorgeous society had extended all over Tuscany. It gave the place its name. Etruschi is derived from Tusci and it is cognate to the Latin turris, and it seems that the Etruscans were first known as the tower-builders. Versions of them still stand. Famously in San Gimignano, in Florence, soaring in Siena, in Volterra and most appropriately at Tuscania and Tarquinia, not far north of Rome, the towers of the old cities punctuate the horizon. And on the Capisotto, at the western tip of Pitigliano, there was an Etruscan citadel. Built from massive blocks of tufa, it serves as the foundations of the medieval houses and some of its lower walls still stand at the foot of the cliffs below the parapet at the Piazza Becherini.

Around Pitigliano and the nearby village of Sovana many Etruscan tombs, temples and sunken ceremonial roads have been found. Eighty kilometres to the north-west, near the Tuscan coast, a discovery was made which brought history full circle. Etruscan tombs can be fatally obvious in the landscape. Around the sleepy town of Vetulonia, north of Grosseto, the largest grave-mounds were robbed out very early, in the fourth century BC, when Rome began to gain mastery over the Italian peninsula. Other tombs remained hidden from sight. In secluded, wooded groves, large sepulchres were easily cut out of the tufa, and their small entrances blocked and quickly overgrown.

Close to the centre of Vetulonia one such forgotten tomb accidentally came to light in the 1980s. Gold grave-goods, beautiful miniature sculptures of chariots and horses dating to the sixth century BC and gorgeous ceramics were found. Amongst the floor debris, one of the excavators picked up a small, double-headed axe, too small to be practical. Beside it lay a bundle of bronze rods. At first appearing insignificant, it turned out to be the most remarkable of all the finds. This was the fasces, the quintessential symbol of Roman power, the means to punish and execute – also the symbol of Mussolini and his vile regime. Soon afterwards another example, another bundle of whipping rods and axe, was recognised on a piece of Etruscan tomb sculpture. Fascism, it turned out, had one of its poisonous roots in the Tuscan soil.

When dawn breaks over Pitigliano and the warmth of the butter-coloured sun washes down the houses on the tufa cliffs, the town wakes and quickly begins to bustle. The sharp twang of two-stroke engines rents the stillness and the bars at the Piazza della Repubblica fill with coffee-drinkers who grab a pastry in a paper napkin. Noone sits or stays longer than a few minutes. Metal shutters rattle up as shops and offices open at eight or sometimes earlier and the medieval streets and lanes clatter with footsteps. The occasional car noses impatiently along the narrow Via Roma.

Pitigliano is no museum, but a working town where people live and die. But not in ignorance. Tuscans are everywhere aware of their past, and in countless otherwise inconsequential cultural habits and many colourful public festivals, they celebrate its ancient glories. And the past is not something apart, categorised as history, something separated from the everyday business of living and making a future. It is an indivisible part of life. This seamlessness is very attractive – and immediate. For those who come to Tuscany simply for its beauty, to the place where everyone in the world would like to live, according to one writer, this book is intended as a way of understanding something of that seamlessness, of how it all came about.


2

Before History

In the deepest glades of the forest, where not even the brilliant midsummer sun can break through the canopy, the only tracks to be wary of are made by the wild boar. Their coarse, dark coats half-camouflaged in the shade of the great oaks and the undergrowth, they can be very dangerous if startled, erupting into a charge, their razorsharp tusks able to rip huge gashes. An enraged sow, protecting her young, has been known to kill, propelling her massive bodyweight over short distances to devastating effect.

The hunters were always wary, carrying their weapons and ready to use them, moving quietly through the temperate jungle. When he gathered his men, the chief would give clear and simple instructions. Those most experienced would form small hunting parties and would follow the boar tracks in the heart of the great forest. The chief huntsman would know where the prey had made their dens and how wide their territory was. The day before he would have looked for signs, their fresh droppings, where they had been rooting the forest floor, and new tracks. At places where he had heard and sometimes even seen the boar, at stream crossings, at the foot of the cliffs, where paths met, the old man would command his hunting parties to take up their positions. There they would use the wildwood as cover, making no sound, waiting. And on no account were they to move.

A second, much larger, group would take their pack of hounds and begin to sweep through the woods, making as much noise as possible, shouting, whistling, clacking primitive wooden rattles. They and their dogs were to drive the boar before them, towards where the hunters lay in wait. With luck, and if the gods smiled, they might kill two or three. And the rich meat would keep.

When the chief huntsman hears rifle shots crack in the still morning air, he knows that the beaters have flushed an animal. And as the yelp and howl of the dogs becomes audible down at the lodge, and seems to be moving across the hillside in the direction he set them, the man known as the capocaccia relaxes. Boar hunting is tightly regulated in Tuscany. Each hunt, or caccia, involves paperwork, for all those with guns must register, and when the capocaccia tells each party where to go, they must do exactly as he says. Gunfire in dense woodland can be dangerous to more than the wild boar, the cinghiale, and if hunting parties moved around, not only potentially fatal chaos would follow but nothing would be caught.

The Tuscan boar hunt is ancient, a long echo from prehistory, certainly 8,000 years old, probably more. The only change made in the modern era is in weaponry. Long before rifles, a boar spear was carried by the most experienced – and bravest. To deliver a killing thrust, a hunter needed to get close to a large charging animal with its head down and leading with the points of its tusks. Others fired arrows. These in themselves were rarely fatal but they slowed a fleeing animal and the dogs could track its blood trail as it grew weak.

Hunting wild boar by chasing it, in the way that pink-jacketed horse-riders used to go after foxes in Britain, was not only dangerous but likely to be a waste of effort and time. The use of the drive and sett is also ancient and much more efficient. As the beaters swept the tangled wildwood of prehistoric Tuscany, they put up many other frightened animals, and at the sett, the hunters waited with nets. In 4000 BC there was no sport involved, only survival.

Now, the capocaccia must report what his men have killed and if they register to go after cinghiali, they cannot touch anything else – no birds, no hares, no deer. If boar are brought down, then more immensely old traditions come back sharply into focus. Each animal is butchered at the lodge and divided amongst the huntsmen. The haunch is most valued because it can be salted and hung up to be air-dried to preserve it. Prosciutto crudo means ‘raw ham’ and while most of it now comes from domesticated pigs, boar meat is widely available. And some of it is hunted in the wildwood.

After the end of the last ice age Italy was quickly carpeted with dense forest, a temperate green jungle stretching away far into the distance to every horizon. As the ice melted in the north, the level of the Mediterranean rose and the western coastline shrank back close to its present line. And as the Adriatic refilled, it crept north to Trieste and Venice. The Apennine spine of Italy had been very cold during the ice age, what prehistorians call ‘park tundra’. In the low temperatures and the chill of the near-constant wind, no trees grew except in the shelter of ravines, and the thin soil of the lower slopes supported only a brief flush of vegetation at the height of summer. But when the ice-sheets of the Alpine range began to groan and crack and the weather improved after 10 000 BC, the tree-line climbed slowly up the mountain sides. Pine, oak, chestnut and beech began to spread their wide canopy over the land and drop their seeds. Watered by the rains of a thousand winters and warmed by summer temperatures close to modern norms, the Tuscan wildwood grew lush and filled with life.

Animals of many kinds browsed the young spring shoots and in the autumn rooted for ripe nuts on the forest floor. In natural clearings red deer grazed, always listening, always alert for the tread of a stalking predator. The famous Tuscan lion is long extinct, and was in any case probably a jaguar. But the memory of this impressive beast was persistent and it lived on in sculpture and medieval heraldry. Perched on a column by the entrance to the Orsini fortress in Pitigliano, a melancholy-looking lion gazes out over the Piazza della Repubblica.

The giant prehistoric cattle known as the aurochs thrashed through the wildwood, almost certainly unafraid of any predator, wolf, lion or jaguar. With a hornspread of up to 2 metres and as big as a rhinoceros, these great grey-coloured juggernauts were kings of the wildwood. Pine martens, polecats and squirrels scuttled through the canopy, beavers felled trees and dammed the streams, bears fished, ate berries and sought out the nests of wild bees, and a host of smaller animals rustled the leaves as they searched and snuffled for food. Several varieties of succulent wild fruit and berries tempted many species of birds, and as the land began to rise towards the Apennines in the east, eagles hunted, flying high and turning their stern gaze on the wildwood below.

The great birds live for many years; captive eagles have been recorded as surviving to the age of 100 and beyond. When they spread their wings and glide in the warm updrafts by the mountains, they can see the shimmer of the sea far to the west. Bounded by the Mediterranean, Tuscany is almost encircled on the landward side by the sheltering Apennines. Near the dazzling white gashes made by the marble quarries at Carrara, on the northern borders, the mountains edge close to the sea. Then they swing away to the east before turning south-east towards the Adriatic coast. These are the natural limits of Tuscany, and only in the south was there a need for an artifical line. In the twenty-first century it follows the low hills north of Lago di Bolsena before reaching the Mediterranean near Capalbio.

During the last ice age the Tuscan coast and the lower-lying land west of the Apennines was cold but habitable. There appears to have been no break in human settlement, and the earliest remains, found mostly in coastal caves or shelters by the lake shores, are half a million years old. But these early people were not like us, not like modern Tuscans.

At several sites archaeologists have found the bones of the descendants of these first Europeans, the Neanderthal men and women. They had long, low and large ape-like crania, massive brow-ridges and a chinless jaw. To protect their brains from shock, Neanderthal noses were broad and long enough to warm up cold air as they breathed it in. Their skeletons suggest long bodies, short legs and tremendous musculature. Detailed examination has discovered evidence of healed fractures, and one scholar has conjectured convincingly that Neanderthal hunting parties attacked their prey at close quarters. Using short, stabbing spears to bring down deer, wild horses, even aurochs and bison, they may have suffered severe injury. It was a bruising, dangerous way of life. Despite the pejorative use of the name, there is no evidence to suggest that Neanderthals were stupid or brutish. It may be that they simply failed to adapt to a changing climate and a changing world.

Between 40 000 BC and 35 000 BC the Neanderthals who hunted the European wildwood disappeared. Their extinction seems to be related to the arrival of new people from the east and south, Homo sapiens, the ancestors of modern Europeans. They too were hunter-gatherer-fishers, and archaeologists have found gossamer traces of their lives along the Tuscan coast, especially at river-mouths. These were places where families could over-winter, finding year-round supplies of food on the sea-shore; shellfish, crabs, lobster and edible seaweed. They could fish the estuaries and the inshore waters, and drawing on stores of preserved food from the summer wildwood it was possible to survive. The dried funghi known as porcini, dried figs, and roasted nuts, often mashed into a paste, can still be bought in Tuscan grocers’ shops. Pinoli, ‘pine-nuts’, are now seen as a delicacy, but for the hunter-gatherer-fisher families of prehistory, they were a necessity.

The early peoples seem to have flitted through the wildwood, passing like evening shadows, leaving little more than soil-stains where they lit fires and pitched their shelters. But the presence of pinoli and porcini and other fruits of the wild harvest are more than a pleasing tradition. They are emblems of continuity, of a real and living link across 300 generations with the hunter-gatherer-fishers of prehistory.

In his brilliant The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, the French historian Fernand Braudel developed a thesis out of these fragments of continuity. In what is called the longue durée, he argues that climate and landscape, and ‘the liquid plains of the sea’, have exerted similarly determinant influences over millennia. For the hunters, the fishermen, the shepherds and the ploughmen of the Mediterranean life has certainly changed, but some of its essentials provide clear and unequivocal links with our ancestors. And so by understanding more modern, better recorded lives we may see into the darkness of the past and know something of all that lost experience. Prehistory is alive and it often unconsciously inhabits the lives of country people all around the Mediterranean. And nowhere more so than in Tuscany.

Perhaps one of the most striking examples of the longue durée is tree-bread, castagnaccia. Chestnut trees live for up to 500 years and each can drop many hundreds of nuts at the end of summer. For thousands of years Tuscans have depended on this wild harvest to make bread. On a griddle over the embers of a fire, ripe chestnuts are roasted and carefully raked off before becoming burned and inedible. Once cool, they are shelled and ground into a brown, faintly sweet-tasting flour. Sometimes it is mixed with the dried grains of wild grasses or cultivated cereals before being baked into flat, tough, unleavened bread. Roman legionaries are recorded carrying cakes of castagnaccia, and until the early twentieth century it was a countryside staple. Now chestnut flour is used to make a sweet cake known as baldino di castagna, and often it is mixed with chocolate, orange peel and nuts. Few bake the ancient tree-bread any longer; perhaps it is still too reminiscent of hard times, the poor peasant life of scratching a living, gathering food in the wildwood.

A mixed woodland of chestnut trees and pines was not only a source of two sorts of nuts, and of firewood, it was also believed to be the most likely place to find funghi. Much more than just mushrooms, funghi have been hunted for millennia in the woods of Tuscany, and all over Europe. Some are poisonous but there are 230 edible varieties, and fifteen of these are common. White truffles are the most sought after and expensive, but these notions of value will have counted for nothing in prehistory. In addition to nutrition, what mattered particularly to the early communities of hunter-gatherer-fishers was that funghi were easy to preserve. Once dried in the sun, they would keep through the hungry months of winter and early spring. And when they are soaked and softened in water, most varieties taste almost as good as when they are picked fresh.

Usually on September weekends, especially if there has been a period of heavy rain followed by days of sunshine, Tuscans most resemble their prehistoric ancestors. Armed with baskets or plastic bags and a stick to root around with (and deal with snakes), they search the wildwood for food, and a flavour of their long past.

Not far beyond the northern borders of Tuscany, at Arene Candide, archaeologists have found the remains of a hunter-gatherer-fisher settlement which has preserved evidence of what they hunted. Dating to around 6000 BC, the large bones of wild boar mark the documented beginning of an ancient tradition. But other finds suggest something quite different, perhaps the most profound change in human history.

Farming began in Mesopotamia, the fertile crescent between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, some time before 7000 BC. Animals such as goats, sheep and cattle were domesticated and edible plants grown from seed. Almost immediately, small fields were fenced to keep these animals from browsing young and succulent shoots, and what might be easily recognised as farming communities established themselves. No more than a set of ideas and techniques, farming was gradually transmitted westwards and around the Mediterranean shore. By 5000 BC, the hunter-gatherer-fishers at the settlement of Arene Candide had also become shepherds.

As well as the bones of wild boar, archaeologists found the remains of many young lambs, too young to have been weaned. They had been killed not only for their tender meat, but also for their mothers’ milk. Even at that early stage ewes’ milk was almost certainly being made into the cheese now known as pecorino. By an unknowable accidental sequence, shepherds and their families discovered how to use rennet to curdle the milk, either taking it from the gut of animals or using the stamens of certain plants, and even funghi. In the cool of a hillside cave cheese would keep for a long time and become another precious winter staple.

Rennet may have been discovered when young lambs were killed and butchered. An observant shepherd will have noticed that their mothers’ milk had curdled in their gut, cut it out and experimented with fresh ewes’ milk to see if it had the same effect. Some Tuscan farmers’ wives still make pecorino at home. As they heat the rich milk in a copper, rennet is added, and when the mixture curdles, the cheese-maker pulls out the curds, squeezing out as much whey as possible. After the pecorino is patted down into moulds, or forms, and then turned frequently for several days, it is ready to be eaten. And it will keep for many months, its wonderful flavour intensifying all the time.

Wasting nothing, the farmer’s wife uses the whey to make the soft white cheese known as ricotta. In Italian it simply means ‘re-cooked’. A copper of whey is boiled up and the white curds lifted out with a slotted spoon. Ricotta does not keep so well as the full-fat pecorino and is best eaten soon after it is made. Farmhouse cheese is much prized in Italy – and it has been made for a very long time.

Drainage helped form the pattern of settlement and cultivation in early Tuscany. River valleys flooded easily, spates tearing down from the encircling mountains in torrente, and in the summer they became infested with mosquitoes and malaria. The flat coastal plain known as the Maremma was also largely uninhabitable. Much later, malaria claimed famous and powerful victims. It killed Tuscany’s greatest poet, Dante Alighieri, and two popes, Alexander VI in 1503 and Leo X in 1521, were both fatally bitten while out hunting.

Although by no means every valley was intolerable in the summer, many of the early farming communities preferred the upcountry. Much of Tuscany is hilly and wooded, and for the first shepherds, with only very small flocks to tend, no vast tracts of pasture were needed. In any case, the ancient cycle of transhumance appears to have begun very early. In spring shepherds began to drive their sheep, goats and cattle to higher pasture, to new and more nourishing grass, shoots and leaves. Down at their winter quarters, the land needed to recover, and where crops were planted, the absence of hungry animals was an advantage.

The annual journey to the upcountry has been made for millennia. By the early Middle Ages the shepherd-roads in Italy were called tratturi, and many can still be made out. Transhumance affected the way in which land was both owned and managed. Low-country villages usually claimed customary rights to high pasture, and often medieval parishes looped up into the hills to include it. The tratturi led to clearly defined areas where encroachment by neighbours was not tolerated. In the Chianti hills and elsewhere walkers are often surprised to find walls and ditches marking off what appears to be wild land.

Some of the first farmers in Tuscany may have been immigrants from the south. Around 5000 BC the new techniques spread very rapidly, moving from Greece to Portugal in less than 500 years. What is known as enclave colonisation may well have been the means of transmission. Small pioneering groups, probably a younger generation, split off from established communities and, travelling by sea, went in search of new territory. Domesticated animals and bags of seed travelled with them as the new ideas leap-frogged up the Italian coast to Tuscany.

Where the first farmers settled, they began a profound cultural shift – but also laid down traditions which have remained virtually unchanged over 6,000 years. These reinforce powerfully the sense of continuity over immense periods of time, the longue durée.

Farmers have been extremely conservative. Throughout the world there are 148 species of large animals and yet only fourteen of these have been domesticated as farm animals, grown for meat, milk or wool, or all three, or used to supply muscle-power to pull carts, ploughs or carry people. And with plant species the proportion which has been cultivated is even smaller. From 200,000 higher plant species, only 100 or so are grown for food. And almost all of these were first tended or cultivated in the fourth millennium BC in Europe.

Farming also changed the face of the land. Hunting, gathering and fishing did of course continue (up until the present day), but the way in which land was used and the customary rights to it developed in a new direction. It seems likely that hunters exercised rights of some kind in the wildwood, and will certainly have attempted to exclude others from their ranges. A supply of firewood was of crucial importance, and hunter-gatherer-fisher bands will sometimes have been forced to move on when it ran out. But the resources of the wildwood were probably nurtured and areas of it allowed to recover.

When farming was adopted and great labour invested in the cultivation of crops, land became much more securely owned. And defended. Field systems were hacked out of the forest, the process of clearing scrub and trees, and especially their roots, required a tremendous and sustained effort. Those who did the hard work will have developed a very emphatic sense of ownership. Some idea of what these early fields looked like can still sometimes be glimpsed in Tuscany, especially in the uplands.

They were small, more like large patches of garden, and unlike modern fields tended to include several different crops. A primitive type known as emmer wheat and six-row barley were common, but in the cultura mista, vegetables such as beans were also planted in the same patches, and around the edges of fields were olive trees, fig trees and others, like oak, grown for timber, for shade and as a windbreak. In the more remote upland areas of Tuscany it is still possible to see the outline of these ancient fields, often with later terracing stepping up the slopes behind. Sometimes the old broadleaved trees, the beeches and the oaks, have been pollarded and not allowed to grow too high, a sign that they were once used for growing vines.

As the techniques of farming moved rapidly westwards across the Mediterranean, the ability to cultivate grapes and make wine appears to have marched in step. Archaeologists believe that wine-making began in Georgia and northern Persia some time between 6000 BC and 5000 BC. These surprising origins are occasionally recalled in language, most notably the popular red wine style known as shiraz. It is a Persian place-name, one of the largest cities in modern Iran, and its association with wine is very significant. Outside its walls several large clay pots were found and they contained the oldest samples of wine ever found. It dated to around 5000 BC, and it was a dark red colour.

Wild grapes grew in the prehistoric Tuscan forests and around the shores of the Mediterranean, but it is likely that these were small and bitter. A helpful analogy might be a comparison between crab apples and cultivated apples. As the new technology spread and reached the coast of what is now Lebanon and Syria, the land of the ancient Phoenicians, it boarded their merchant ships and was quickly passed on westwards. Wine was an eminently tradable item and evidence of its production is found in Greece around 4500 BC, and at the same time its consumption was recorded on inscriptions and paintings in Egypt.

It was almost certainly either the Greeks or the Phoenicians who first brought wine and grape seeds to Tuscany, and by the time of the glittering civilisation of the Etruscans, in the first millennium BC, it features in the many wall paintings which show banquets and celebrations. The Romans and their imperial provinces established almost every wine-producing region in western Europe, and also developed different grape varieties and methods of cultivation.

The pollarded trees still visible on Tuscan hillsides are a relic of the Roman method known as arbustum. The vines were supported by the trees, and a compluvium, or trellis, was usually slung between two or along a row. This allowed farmers to train the growing tendrils in a variant of the espalier technique. Roman wine-making is particularly remembered in Tuscany, where Sangiovese is the dominant grape-type used to make Chianti. The name comes from sanguis Iovis, the ‘blood of Jupiter’. Venus, the Roman goddess of beauty and sensual pleasure, was the daughter of Jupiter, and etymologists insist that her name and the Latin word vinum for wine are closely cognate. After a glass or two of Chianti, who would argue?

Not long before the early wine makers of northern Greece began to harvest their cultivated grapes, more innovation was sparking into life only a few hundred miles away, on the other side of the Balkans. Near Nova Zagora in north-western Bulgaria Europe’s first metals were being dug out of the ground. From long and deep trenches, miners were excavating copper ore. Around 5100 BC smiths were refining it and making axeheads and chisels out of the new, shiny metal. Based on stone or flint models, the new copper objects appear to have been used, at first, not for any practical purpose but rather served as tokens of prestige, as gifts or as talismans with some spiritual significance. There must have been something magical and mysterious about the process of smelting, how apparently solid rock liquified and then cooled into something different. It seems likely that the first smiths enjoyed great prestige. Gold was also used for display (it still is) and large quantities were found in the form of grave goods in a prehistoric cemetery at Varna on the Black Sea. One man had 990 gold objects arranged round his corpse, including a penis sheath.

Magical metal, highly polished, lustrous, made into beautiful objects and worked by increasingly skilled smiths, began to stimulate trade and cultural contact all over the Mediterranean. It conferred names. Cyprus means ‘Copper Island’. Those who controlled or could exploit areas rich in minerals became more powerful, and in the rich deposits of copper and tin mined in the Colline Metallifere, the ‘Ore Mountains’, Tuscany would in time be able to develop a rare advantage. Meanwhile, the eastern Mediterranean was dominated by the vivid civilisations of Crete, and on mainland Greece, Mycenae. Their ships almost certainly sailed as far west as the Tyrrhenian Sea to trade for metal and other desirables.

While copper was attractive to look at and malleable, it was also soft and easily bent out of shape. Smiths had at first used arsenic to make a harder alloy but, understandably, had been highly motivated to experiment and discover safer admixtures. Between 2200 BC and 2000 BC significant quantities of bronze began to be produced in Britain and Ireland. Nine parts copper to one part tin combined into a rich, gold-like alloy which could be polished to a dazzling sheen. But crucially it was also hard; bronze weapons in particular could deliver devastating blows, and bronze armour could deflect them. Immense prestige was attached to war-gear made from this tough and beautiful metal. Here is Homer’s description of the arming of Patroclus in The Iliad:

Patroclus put on the shimmering bronze. He began by tying round his legs the splendid greaves, which were fitted with silver clips for the ankles. Next he put on his breast Achilles’ beautiful cuirass, scintillating like the stars. Over his shoulders he slung the bronze sword, with its silver-studded hilt, and then the great thick shield. On his sturdy head he set the well-made helmet. It had a horsehair crest, and the plume nodded grimly from on top. Last he picked up two powerful spears which suited his grip.

The central difficulty with the development of bronze production was that tin is rare in Europe and occurs in only a few localities, Tuscany among them. Cornwall and southern Ireland had workable deposits and British and Irish bronze-making technology spread eastwards, and when it reached the Mediterranean, trade accelerated once more. Sails were hoisted for the first time on sea-going ships, journey times shortened and the world began to shrink. Elites became more powerful as their reach extended and their wealth increased. The beautiful palaces at Knossos and Mycenae speak of great kings, and archaeology was beginning to turn into history.

Except when underwater archaeologists occasionally come across their shipwrecked cargo, merchants rarely leave much of a mark. What they trade is consumed or passed on. War is what scribes and chroniclers remember, and quite suddenly, around 1250 BC, war burst over the eastern Mediterranean. The navies of the mysterious Sea Peoples sailed out of the northern mists, scattering the merchant ships, destroying the royal palaces at Mycenae and on Crete and attacking the great empire of the pharaohs in Egypt. The armies of Rameses III succeeded in repulsing the warrior fleets, but not before much damage had been done and territory lost. One insurgent group was almost certainly the Philistines and they took over the biblical land of Canaan.

Inscriptions on the walls of the Egyptian temple at Medinet Habu recorded other names of the Sea Peoples; the Shardana, the Shekelesh and the Teresh. After a generation of destruction and chaos, the Sea Peoples seemed to disappear as suddenly as they had arrived. Historians have argued convincingly that the Shardana colonised and named Sardinia, the Shekelesh, also called the Sikels, gave Sicily its name and, less certainly, the Teresh made landfall on the Tuscan coast.

Very recent and statistically significant DNA studies have supplied remarkable corroboration of the legends of the Sea Peoples and their migration to Tuscany. Samples taken from hundreds of modern inhabitants of the cities and towns of Arezzo, Chiusi, Pitigliano, Tarquinia and elsewhere show very clearly that the genetic makeup of Tuscans is very different from their neighbours and the rest of Italy. Moreover, it also shows conclusively where they came from. There are unmistakable affinities with the peoples of Anatolia in central Turkey, the supposed homeland of the Sea Peoples. This new evidence speaks eloquently and loudly of an ancient migration, the arrival of an exotic new civilisation on the shores of Italy, people who spoke a different language and who brought a vivid new culture. As warrior élites with the confidence and prestige of great deeds in the east, where empires were humbled, they may have been able to establish themselves towards the end of the second millennium BC. They chose to colonise a maritime economy which had tremendous potential.

Almost enclosed by Sicily in the south and Corsica and Sardinia in the west, the Tyrrhenian Sea had developed as a distinct trading network. And between 1350 BC and 1000 BC Tuscany was growing, perhaps stimulated by ambitious incomers. Almost wholly agricultural in nature at the beginning of this period, the population appears to have been evenly spread, with small hilltop villages of only one or two hundred at most. The Tuscan climate was temperate, the land productive, the harvests predictable. But under the tranquil surface, change was simmering.

By the beginning of the first millennium BC powerful kings had emerged and begun to create very large towns, especially in southern Tuscany. Several eventually occupied sites of between 250 and 500 acres, and most were built on easily defensible heights. Orvieto is perhaps the most spectacular, perched on its singular outcrop of tufa above the Val di Chiana. Other early towns have survived into modern times at Tarquinia, Cerveteri and Veio.

Not only could Tuscan agriculture support these large concentrations of population, their geographical location encouraged even more growth. Close to the sea and the Tyrrhenian network, Tarquinia, Cerveteri and the others also linked with the northern passes through the Apennines. Manufactured metal goods, amber and weapons all came down to the Tuscan merchant cities and were shipped out to markets around the Mediterranean. Long traditions began to establish themselves as riches were amassed and as kings became more powerful. The high summer of Etruscan civilisation was about to blaze into life.
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The Tower-Builders

In November 2007 a myth drifted out of the mists of antiquity and became history. A team of archaeologists had been working on the Palatine Hill in Rome amongst the ruins of its imperial palaces. Augustus, the first emperor, had lived in a modest house overlooking the Forum, but those who followed him onto the throne had built ever more elaborate structures which eventually covered the whole summit of the hill with halls, antechambers, bedchambers, guardrooms and servants’ quarters. The Palatine grew so grand that it is the origin of the English word ‘palace’. In digging down through the strata Professor Giorgio Croci hoped to build up a clear picture of the sprawling buildings which stood at the heart of the Roman Empire. But he found much more than he bargained for.

On the morning of 7 November 2007 excavators working near the edge of the Palatine plateau suddenly stopped digging. They had come across a large void directly below. After all their gear had been carefully removed, with as little ground disturbance as possible, a specialist team was able to insert an endoscope through the roof of what seemed like a buried structure of some kind. Lit by a miniature searchlight, a camera probe revealed something entirely unexpected and entirely astonishing. On their small monitor the archaeologists saw that it was not a building but a cave. Richly decorated with sea-shells, mosaics and beautifully veined marble, it seemed to be a shrine of some kind, and when the camera panned around, it revealed a small sculpture standing in the centre. It was a white eagle, the eagle of Rome.

Professor Croci was astounded. He knew exactly what his team had discovered, but was almost unable to believe the pictures transmitted by the tiny camera. Sixteen metres below a previously unexplored area of the Palatine, under the house of the great Emperor Augustus, he had found the Lupercale, the most revered shrine in all the empire, the very essence of the Eternal City, the place where Rome had been founded.

The Lupercale had been thought of as the unlikely location of a myth, part of the origin legend of Rome, and no serious scholar or archaeologist believed that anything tangible would ever come to light. But it had. Buried under millennia of rubble a half-forgotten story began to whisper.

The Lupercale is named for the she-wolf, the lupa, who rescued the twins, Romulus and Remus, abandoned in a basket amongst the reed-beds of the River Tiber. Having taken the baby boys up to her cave on the Palatine Hill, she suckled them, saving their lives and beginning the long story of an empire and a culture which lasted for more than 2,000 years. In many Italian cities there stand sculptures of the unlikely but powerful image of a wild animal standing protectively over two human babies as they greedily drink her milk.

A canny, capable and utterly ruthless politician acutely conscious of his place in history and mindful of how precarious that might become, Augustus wanted to forge a powerful link between himself, his dynasty and the founders of Rome, Romulus and Remus. When he built his deliberately unostentatious villa above the Lupercale on the Palatine, it looked as though destiny was at work, as though Augustus was the rightful and legitimate heir to all that the divine twins had set in train. An unbreakable symbolic, even mystical, bond was made between the first emperor and the babies in the cave below his house. But the story of the foundation of the city of Rome is also a profoundly Etruscan story, the best documented and detailed account of how and why cities were established. According to Marcus Terentius Varro, writing at the beginning of the first century BC and the first really rigorous scholar of Latin literature and antiquities, the rituals and mysteries which swirled around the foundation of Rome were almost all borrowed from the elaborate practices first played out in Etruria. For in the eighth century BC, when the she-wolf found Romulus and Remus amongst the rushes, Rome lay on the southern edge of Etruria as it moved into a golden age. And when the facts are winnowed out of the myth, a powerful sense of the beginnings of Etruscan civic society can be clearly discerned.

In 1988 archaeologists had made an earlier fascinating but much less sensational discovery on the northern slopes of the Palatine Hill. The Wall of Romulus, little more than a stratified discolouration, was dated to the eighth century BC, very close to the traditional date of 753 BC for the founding of Rome. Ancient chroniclers were even more precise and they confidently asserted that Romulus and his men began to dig a ditch around the Palatine on 21 April, 753 BC, or in their own reckoning, Year One AUC, Ab Urbe Condita, ‘from the founding of the city’. Agreeing with the chroniclers, the great Italian scholar, Andrea Carandini, believes that the Wall of Romulus in fact buttresses Rome’s origin legend and its traditional date with solid archaeological evidence.

The ditch and its wall were the outcome of a dispute, the cause of a fratricide and a revealing element in any clear understanding of how the Etruscans saw their cities. Although thousands of texts have been found in the Etruscan language, most are very short, often little more than lists and sometimes difficult to understand; there are very few which might be seen as useful historical documents. No contemporary history has yet been found and any coherent sense of an Etruscan view needs to be compiled from fragments or by analogy. Rome lay within the orbit of Etruscan politics and culture, and by contrast is rich in documents and history. The early period may sometimes be held up as a mirror, or at least an analogy, for lives of the peoples who lived north of the Tiber.

Having resolved to found their own city, Romulus and Remus promptly disagreed over the precise site. Romulus wanted to build on the Palatine Hill while his brother insisted on its more easily defensible neighbour, the Aventine. Eventually a means of divine judgement was settled on. Each brother would sit on his hilltop and await a sign from the gods. Flights of birds were thought to be highly significant, and when Remus searched the sky he saw six vultures pass overhead. But it was not enough. Romulus claimed to have seen twelve, and that his choice of the Palatine ought to prevail. In an unseemly squabble Remus insisted that he had seen his birds first, and that even if his brother was telling the truth, his twelve vultures didn’t count. So there. Bad blood simmered.

When Romulus decided to ignore his brother and his men began to dig a ditch around their hill, it was not only for defence; they were creating a sacred precinct. All over western Europe the peoples of the first millennium BC were using ditches and banks to mark off holy ground, many of them at the tops of hills. It may be that the location of the Lupercale had been agreed at that early stage, but more likely the victorious brother was following Etruscan custom and preparing an area inside which a shrine of some kind would be built. There were of course gateways to allow access for mere mortals, but the ditch and the bank created by its upcast were holy, invested with great significance and probably the repository of sacrifice. Northwest of Rome, the Etruscan city of Tarquinia still stands on a wide plateau with commanding views over the Mediterranean and the coast roads. Under the walls of its ancient sanctuary the remains of a newborn baby have been discovered and dated to the first quarter of the seventh century BC. Nearby, even earlier burials of three newborns and an epileptic boy (his skull was so malformed as to have caused fits) and the skeletons of pigs, sheep and cows as well as pottery, metalwork and weapons. It is as though the ground on which the city and its walls were built was literally being invested with sanctity, with gifts to the gods, perhaps even human sacrifice amongst them. It is not difficult to imagine a belief that an epileptic boy had been touched by the divine.

Not long after Romulus and his men had begun to dig Rome’s sacred ditch, Remus arrived and began to mock the work, even obstruct it. And bad blood boiled over into fatal bloodshed when Remus committed the sacrilege of jumping over the ditch. Romulus in great anger slew him, wrote the Roman historian, Livy, and in a menacing way, added these words, ‘So perish whoever else shall leap over my walls.’ If it was not a grievous sacrilege; it is difficult to understand why Romulus killed his brother for jumping over a wall. The quote was later thought to be a premonition of Rome’s coming greatness and invincibility, but it was really a punishment for offence against the gods – and also a brutal means of gaining undisputed power for Romulus. Perhaps Remus’ death was a foundation sacrifice. One of the early sources confirmed that he was buried immediately, maybe under the upcast from the sacred ditch.

Rome was built in the Etruscan position, that is, on the top of an accessible hill and with ready access to water. But these practical considerations were always less important than the spiritual. In fact the early peoples of Etruria would have made no such distinction. All aspects of life were governed by the gods and the need to appease them and understand their wishes. Nothing of the modern habit of compartmentalisation, the division between secular and religious, existed. The sites of Etruscan cities appear always to have included shrines and sanctuaries around them. The most spectacular of these holy cities, the great tufa rock topped by Orvieto, was the central shrine for all Etruria, the Fanum Voltumnae. Visible from every side, from the Val di Chiana and the hills around it, were many shining temples built on its flat summit, and when the Roman general, M. Fulvius Flaccus, overran the city in 264 BC, he plundered more than 2,000 statues. The shrines and the priests who cared for them were of central importance to the Etruscans, and in ruthless Roman fashion the entire population was expelled and the Temple to Voltumna removed to Rome. Known as Volsinii, the cleared and empty site was renamed the Old City, Urbs Vetus, now rendered as Orvieto.

Although Rome was founded in a firmly Etruscan atmosphere, later writers recognised how the two cultures grew apart. Livy thought the Etruscans ‘a nation devoted beyond all others to religious rites (and all the more because it excelled in the art of observing them)’ and that Etruria was the ‘begetter and mother of superstitions’. Seneca held a more nuanced view:

This is the difference between us and the Etruscans, who have consummate skill in interpreting lightning: we think that because clouds collide, lightning is emitted; they believe that clouds collide in order that lightning may be emitted. Since they attribute everything to divine agency, they are of the opinion that things do not reveal the future because they have occurred, but that they occur because they are meant to reveal the future.

Trade in Etruria was governed by sacred precepts. To modern sensibilities few areas of human activity might seem more secular, but it should be borne in mind that this is a recent view and that many markets are still held on saints’ days and that the religious calendar often regulates trade, especially as Christmas approaches. The Etruscans conducted business in and around shrines probably because commerce often involved making promises which needed to be sanctified to render them binding, and because deceit was less likely when the gods were watching. A bronze and lead weight found in an Etruscan tomb at Cerveteri named its owner and has inscribed on it the name of the sanctuary at which it was dedicated.

When Greek merchant ships began to appear in the Tyrrhenian Sea and trade with Etruria in the eighth century BC, more sophisticated commercial practices were gradually introduced. Inscribed tablets recorded loans and personal guarantees. Marriages were sometimes contracted as part of a business deal, particularly where trust was more than usually important, and these relationships needed priestly blessing. Often sea voyages of some length and danger were involved, and at a shrine sacrifice could be made in a necessary attempt to persuade the gods to smile on the enterprise. As Roman writers noticed, Etruscan priests (called haruspices) were especially adept at divination, the ability to interpret natural phenomena as signs from the gods and a way to see into the future. The entrails of animals were examined after sacrifice, particularly their livers and a remarkable life-size bronze model of a sheep’s liver has been found near Piacenza. An unsually valuable written document, it carries the names of many Etruscan gods inscribed into marked-off sections of the liver. There are sixteen and they are thought to mirror the areas of the heavens controlled by each god. Of the four compass directions, only the west, where the sun sinks, was thought to be unfavourable. How the haruspices read the sheep’s liver is unclear, but in the planning and layout of cities, the east was believed to be the most auspicious location for a shrine and the influences of certain gods were more prevalent in the north than the south. It must be significant that at Orvieto all but one of the Christian churches have been built in the eastern or southern quarters and that the Etruscan Tempio del Belvedere survives on the more easterly spur of the great rock. Before the merchant ships of the first millennium BC hoisted their sails, a priest will have slaughtered a sheep, a pig or a cow and examined its bloody liver very carefully.

When Phoenicians from the coasts of Syria and Lebanon and Greek traders came west, they established themselves in enclaves in or near Etruria. These were not autonomous colonies, as were set up elsewhere, and it must be a reflection of Etruscan military strength that none was attempted. At Pyrgi, not far to the northwest of Rome and at Gravisca, the port for Tarquinia, there is strong evidence that both groups established sanctuaries (presumably with rights of asylum) and these acted as cultural entry points. The distinctly oriental cast of much Etruscan art may have originated with Phoenician contact, and the pantheon of Greek gods certainly infiltrated through commerce, and through artefacts in particular. The greatest merchant, according to Herodotus, was Sostratus, from the island of Aegina. He was certainly at Gravisca c. 510 BC and through the port vast quantities of Greek pottery flooded into Etruria. Politically displaced aristocrats sometimes led mercantile adventures out of Greek ports and Demaratus of Corinth established himself so well that his son, Tarquinius Priscus, became an early king of Rome.

The transmission of religious belief from Greece to Rome was not direct. The names of many of the gods passed through the Etruscan language before finding expression in Latin. Athene became Menrva before she was Minerva, Ares became Maris, then Mars, and Persephone was Phersipnai, then Proserpine. Many gods and cults appear to have been unique to the Etruscans, and they died with the ultimate eclipse of their culture. Perhaps the most attractive was Voltumna, whose shrine was on the rock at Orvieto. He or she was the god of Etruria itself and was also seen as the god of all that grew out of its soil; in other words, of the way the land looked in all its seasons.

By the early eighth century BC the Etruscans were a power in the western Mediterranean. Their rich mineral resources had attracted both Phoenician and Greek merchants, and their sense of enterprise had persuaded the Etruscans themselves to sail west along the northern coasts of the Mediterranean in search of markets for their own goods. Shards of their unique black bucchero pottery have been found in several places and particularly at St Blaise in the Rhône delta, where they appear to have founded a trading colony. Made only in Etruria, finds of bucchero accurately track activity along the coasts of the Golfe du Lion.

Fine wine and the techniques of making it probably arrived in Etruria when the Greeks sailed into the Tyrrhenian Sea. Viticulture quickly established itself, no doubt blessed by Voltumna, and a surplus was soon produced for export. Celtic Europe, the lands to the north of the Mediterranean shore, developed a lucrative thirst for Tuscan wine and trade began to flourish. Its spread can be traced by finds of the ceramic kit sold with the amphorae, the great pear-shaped containers which allowed export in manageable bulk. Cups and mixing bowls were a necessary accessory for the high status Celtic aristocrats who consumed the new luxury drink. Beer could still be sloshed into beakers but fine wine all the way from Italy was too upmarket to be slurped out of a locally produced mug.

The most vivid records of the lives of wealthy Etruscans are to be seen on the walls of their tombs. Many reliefs and frescoes show banquets and wine-drinking parties. At Viterbo a moulded clay relief was found which depicts Etruscan social life in full swing; a flautist and a harpist entertain an animated group of men and women who are drinking from encouragingly large cups. While they lounge on couches, a slave stands to one side mixing wine in an even larger bowl, known by its Greek name as a krater. Other tomb paintings also depict the krater, some of them extremely large, and drinkers are occasionally entertained by dancers. Even though these are almost certainly all funeral banquets, the painters often accurately catch the mood of a party lubricated by wine and all its rituals.

The Mediterranean peoples rarely drank their wine neat. It was mixed and diluted with water, sometimes sea-water, to enliven a wine’s smoothness according to the Roman writer, Pliny the Elder. Occasionally honey was added to concoct a drink called mulsum and it seems that sweet wines were the most sought after. Aged for long periods and growing darker in colour, they were sometimes stored in warm places to encourage the flavours and sugars to concentrate more quickly. Roman commentators sniffed when they wrote of the consumption of huge quantities of wine by the Celts of the north. They drank it neat, without water, and were consequently famous for their uncouth drunkenness.

There exists rich archaeological evidence for the expansion of the wine trade out of the port at Gravisca, and it seems that its diffusion around the Mediterranean shore was more than the runaway success of a new drink. The amphorae also contained a clear set of cultural precepts which took root wherever they made landfall and wherever the climate allowed. After vine growing and olive oil production were well established in Italy, they spread to southern France and to Spain.

The funeral banquets show more than the Mediterranean fondness for long suppers, good talk and good wine. In many frescoes, reliefs and free-standing ceramic sculptures, women are prominently featured. Not merely decorative, or prostitutes or dancers, they are full participants in conversation and in general social interaction. On the walls of a tomb found at Cerveteri, it has been possible to make out inscriptions painted on wine vessels. One reads ‘I am the bowl of Papaia Karkana’, presumably one of the women depicted at the banquet. And in another tomb nearby a similar bowl carries ‘I am the bowl of Squria’. Their presence at parties, it seems certain, was not a special occasion but a regular occurrence.

The high social status of Etruscan women was nothing new. In the burials of the Villanovan culture which flourished in Tuscany at the beginning of the first millennium BC, archaeologists have discovered that women have grave goods beside them every bit as prestigious as those found with men. After the eighth century BC women are depicted as spectators at games, as participants in religious ceremonies and as actors in drama. In later Etruscan sculpture, usually on the lids of sarcophagi, couples are shown in what seem to be genuinely affectionate poses, the husband’s arm often protectively around his wife’s shoulders.

Etruscan women appear to have been unique. In no other contemporary Mediterranean culture has evidence of such high, perhaps even equal, status yet come to light. The starchy Romans did not allow women to drink, far less invite them to take part in banquets, and commentators considered the Etruscans’ treatment of their wives and daughters as no more than evidence of their general degeneracy and effeminacy.

As Etruscan trade reached west along the Mediterranean shore and they increasingly exploited their great mineral resources on the island of Elba and in the Colline Metallifere, the cities grew prosperous and ever larger. Even though they formed themselves into an alliance, the League of the Twelve Peoples (sometimes rising to fifteen), it was only a loose federation with a religious focus on the central shrine, the Fanum Voltumnae at Orvieto. The most important cities along the coast were Cerveteri, Tarquinia, Vulci, Roselle, Vetulonia and Populonia, and inland, Veio, Orvieto, Chiusi, Perugia, Cortona, Arezzo, Fiesole, Volterra and Pisa.

While the Romans referred to the federation as the Etrusci or the Tusci, and the Greeks knew them as the Tyrhennoi or the Tyrsenoi (the latter perhaps an echo of one of the Sea Peoples, the Teresh), the Fifteen Peoples called themselves the Rasenna, probably a commemoration of a divine ancestor. It is a measure of the influence of Etruscan names that the seas on both sides of Italy were named after them, the Tyrrhenian Sea and the Adriatic. Adria was one of their northern colonies on the far side of the Apennines, and it lies about 50 kilometres south of Venice.

In the early part of the first millennium BC most of the cities of the federation were ruled by kings or kingly priests and a great deal of their paraphernalia found its way into Roman tradition. Like them, Romulus was said to have surrounded himself with a bodyguard of twelve lictors who carried the fasces, the double-headed axe wrapped inside a bundle of whipping rods. Also borrowed from the Etruscans were the curule chair, a kind of throne sat on by magistrates, the purple-bordered toga, a sceptre and a ceremonial chariot.

By the seventh century the subjects of kings and kingly priests knew each other by a different way of naming, a cultural shift which arose as a consequence of the growth of the great Etruscan cities. An agrarian and tribal society generally used a system of patronymics, or in extremis, matronymics. It survived longest in Britain in the Scottish Highlands where Iain macDomnhaill, or John son of Donald, or John Macdonald is an everyday example. But very early in Etruria, by the eighth century at least, fathers’ names were replaced by family names. A first, or given, name such as Arath or Larth was followed by the name of the gens, or family, usually that of an ancestor. People began to signify that they belonged to family groups because there were social and economic advantages in doing so, and historians have seen this trend as echoing the rise of a wealthy middle class in the productive commercial milieu of the Etruscan cities. When the incidence of double names increased dramatically in the second half of the seventh century, that class was clearly expanding. And in many of the cities of the federation, kings and priests were eventually supplanted by an oligarchy, aristocrats and upper middle-class merchants grown rich on the proceeds of trade. It was the beginning of a long, persistent tradition in Tuscan history.

When families widened into several branches, a third name eventually became necessary in order to avoid confusion. By the third century BC many urban Etruscans had a first name, a family name and a name to identify a particular branch of that family. Roman society adopted this system wholesale with the praenomen, nomen and cognomen.

The Greek city-states of the mainland and the Aegean coast of Asia Minor were also expanding rapidly from the eighth century onwards, too rapidly for their infrastructure to keep pace. Problems of food and water supplies and the wildfire spread of deadly diseases forced large contingents of citizens to emigrate. Whereas Greek merchants had previously been content to set up trading posts in the western Mediterranean, what they called emporia, after c. 800 BC they began to found permanent colonies. Tentative at first, anxious not to threaten their stable markets in Etruria, a group of settlers from the Greek island of Euboea established themselves on Ischia – a small island off the coast of the Bay of Naples. A few years later another group founded a colony on the mainland opposite, at Cumae. Further south the surplus populations of other Greek cities had built towns at Syracuse on Sicily and at many other places around the coasts of Calabria, Campania, Basilicata and Puglia. The area became known as Magna Graecia, Greater Greece.

Around 600 BC Greek colonists grew more aggressive, offering a direct threat to Etruscan commercial interests. Merchant adventurers from the town of Phocaea on the coast of Asia Minor sailed into the Tyrrhenian Sea in warships. Known as penteconters, these 50-oared galleys were much larger and faster than merchantmen. By 600 BC the Phocaeans had built a colony and a harbour at Massalia (which later became Marseilles), and in so doing cut off Etruscan trade to the west. No more is heard of the trading enclave at St Blaise in the Rhône delta. Fifty years later the ambitious Persian kings began to press hard on the Greek cities of Asia Minor and in 544 BC the entire population of Phocaea fled into the west. Their fleet sailed to Corsica and a large colony was established at Alalia, where a small group of Phocaeans had settled twenty years before. Directly opposite the Etruscan coast, in the heart of the Tyrrhenian trading system, the Greek settlement presented a powerful threat. And when the penteconters began to raid commercial shipping, the Phocaean presence became intolerable. Several individual Etruscan cities (the League of the Twelve Peoples rarely acted in concert) formed an alliance with the Carthaginians, an immensely wealthy and influential Phoenician colony based in North Africa, where Tunisia is now and which controlled much of the coast of the Southern Mediterranean. The combined fleet sailed to war with the Phocaeans. They sighted each other off the Corsican coast, near Alalia. There were sixty ships on each side and at least eighty were sunk in a ferocious battle. Even though the great Greek penteconters are believed to have prevailed, it was a close-run thing and the Phocaeans decided to decamp to Elea on the Italian mainland, in Magna Graecia.

Naval warfare was even more chancy and haphazard in ancient times. Winds and currents could prevent proper engagement, ships were very expensive to build and maintain, and when a sea battle was fought, many skilled and valuable sailors could drown – as happened at Alalia. Tactics were limited and very direct. Using the muscle-power of their banks of oarsmen, ships’ captains, known as trierarchs, attempted to ram opposing vessels. If they could gather enough speed over a short distance, it was best to ram an enemy amidships, splintering oars and holing the hull below the waterline. Platoons of marines threw out grappling hooks as archers tried to pick out targets or at least force the enemy to keep their heads down. Once ships were tied together and engaged, fierce hand-to-hand fighting took place on the swaying and slippery decks.

Several pieces of Etruscan pottery show sea battles and small groups of warriors waiting in their ships to fight. They look very like Greek hoplites, the heavy infantry which fought with such extraordinary determination and success against the might of ancient Persia and which also followed Alexander the Great across half the known world. Illustrations of Etruscan hoplites begin to appear around 650 BC as the cities were growing and falling under the control of oligarchies. It is likely that these soldiers were part of a citizen army (there were also cavalry, archers and certainly charioteers) composed of free men with a military obligation, enough wealth to own their own gear and weapons, and enough time to have had some training in warfare. The armies of the Etruscan cities were small, probably drawing their manpower as widely as possible, from teenagers to grizzled old veterans of sixty. Life expectancy was much shorter and there will have been few of the latter in the ranks.

Hoplite kit would not have been uniform, since each man supplied his own, but it did consist of some basic items. A bronze helmet with wraparound cheek-pieces and a T-shaped opening for the eyes, nose and mouth cut down on both vision and hearing. Most men attached a horsehair plume on top. It made them look taller and more menacing to an approaching enemy. Body armour and greaves protected as much as possible without restricting movement more than was necessary, and each man carried a thrusting spear, a sword (as a secondary weapon) and a large shield. Made from wood and faced with sheets of bronze or leather, these were usually round or sometimes in a figure-of-eight shape. It was all very heavy, hot and tiring to wear and carry. Battles did not last long, and it was often the fitter rather than the more ferocious who emerged victorious.

The Etruscans adopted the model of the hoplite and their particular method of fighting some time in the seventh century BC, and when men were summoned to fight, a battle generally followed a familiar pattern, something most men had trained for. When enemies sighted each other (battles were often fought at agreed sites, near road-meetings or river-fords), they tended to stop and stand to. An animal sacrifice was made and the liver and entrails examined by the haruspices. Then the generals made their speeches, something which indicates how small armies usually were – in that everyone could hear. Once the advance had begun, men sang the paean of their city, an anthem designed to remind them why they were fighting. War cries were roared and then armies clashed, and hacked at each other, trying to kill and stay alive at the same time.

There are no surviving records of Etruscan battles, but it seems very likely that the armies of the cities fought in a formation known as the phalanx. Hoplite armour and weapons were designed for it. Men were drawn up tightly together, with a front rank keeping close order, their shields locked and their spears out-thrust, bristling and hard to penetrate. Behind stood several ranks of soldiers ready to push at the backs of the men in front. Forward momentum was almost always absolutely decisive and the phalanx aimed to drive over the top of the enemy, get them to the ground and butcher them with sword and spear thrusts.

Phalanxes were made up of men who knew each other, who were often relatives and who depended on a collective courage to survive. Wise commanders usually set the older men in front. They knew what to expect, and if they were beside brothers, cousins and nephews, then their courage stiffened even more. Few fought more fiercely than family groups, and the older men would have reassured their womenfolk that they would be sure to look after their boys.

When battle was joined on the summer plains of Etruria, it would have been a hot, dusty and bloody business. Only those in the front ranks will have had a clear view of what was happening. Behind, their comrades had their heads down, pushing hard, dripping with sweat, grunting with effort. Over the din of war cries, the screams of the dying and wounded and the shouting of commanders, few will have heard anyone except the men on either side. And the stink of human excrement will have been gagging as men involuntarily soiled themselves with fear, and the unmistakable stench of blood will have filled the air. Though few had any accurate appreciation of the ebb and flow of the fighting, it was said that a phalanx was instinctively sensitive. Even those compressed in the middle ranks knew if they were about to move backwards or were threatened from the rear or in the flanks. Blinded by kicked-up dust and sweat, exhausted by heavy armour and weapons and deafened by the clamour, all of the men in a phalanx prayed that their fight would be short and victorious.

The Romans adopted and adapted the gear of the hoplite and the tactics of the phalanx as they developed their armies of legions. But battles continued to be fought in similar ways. When the great Carthaginian general, Hannibal, invaded Italy at the end of the third century BC, he defeated the legions at the battle at Cannae in southern Italy. It lasted for many hours, well beyond the ordinary endurance of heavily armed soldiers, and was only settled when the opposing front lines disengaged several times to recover, and then charged again into bursts of ferocious close-quarter fighting. Rome lost on that terrible day, but in the future an empire would be won as their soldiers became professional, well trained and fitter than their amateur opponents.

After the foundation of the Greek colony at Massalia around 600 BC and the sea wars of the sixth century, the Etruscan cities were forced to find new directions and new markets. They turned north. Over the Apennines, in the broad valley of the River Po, colonies were founded at Felsina (Bologna), Spina and Adria. Merchants ventured further north and lucrative contacts were made with the Celtic kings of the Hallstatt culture on the northern flanks of the Alps. The Etruscans’ pack animals climbed up through the summer passes to reach them. Archaeologists have shown that the most favoured route was via Lake Como. There is good evidence that Etruscan traders or their agents may have reached the Baltic. In Pomerania archaeologists have found cremation urns very similar in style to those used in the Po valley and Etruscan artefacts have been discovered in several locations. Amber was what the merchants wanted. Very valuable, small and light, it was an ideal cargo for the return journey through the high alpine passes. The inland cities of Pisa, Volterra, Fiesole and Arezzo were well placed to exploit the new northern markets. Unlike the fast and capacious merchant shipping of the Mediterranean, overland trade was expensive, slow and small-scale, but cargoes like amber and silver from north of the Alps were worth the long haul.

Etruria also extended its reach southwards. Tradition, now supported by archaeology, insists that the fourth king of Rome after Romulus was an Etruscan. Tarquinius Priscus’ accession coincided with the development of what was a minor settlement into a city – and engineering took a determinant hand.

All over southern Etruria productive farmland had been created or enhanced by ingenious drainage systems. Channels cut out of soft tufa rock had diverted watercourses for irrigation and also drained boggy, malarial areas. At Veio in the fifth century BC a tunnel was driven through the rock to alter the course of the Cremera river and use its old channel as a drainage fall. In Rome, bold Etruscan engineering transformed the face of the city. The marshy area between the foot of the Palatine Hill and the Tiber was drained when the first course of the Cloaca Maxima was dug and lined, and the Roman Forum laid out over it.

It was probably during this period that Rome borrowed even more from the Etruscans. Linguistic maps of ancient Italy show that all of the early dialects of the peninsula, Faliscan, Latin, Osco-Umbrian, Venetic and the Greek spoken in the south were all Indo-European in origin. The exception was Etruscan. Unrelated to its neighbours, it may have been introduced by a far-travelled immigrant elite, perhaps the Sea People, the Teresh. Conquerors – such as the English – often impose their language, even if they are in a small minority. The Etruscans adapted the Greek alphabet to write down their strange language and the process of transfer can be seen clearly in a fascinating inscription. The Etruscan language has not survived on perishable paper or vellum but on objects, most of them ceramic containers of one kind or another. On a pottery bottle found in southern Tuscany mi larthaia telicles lechtumuza is inscribed. Each word is eloquent. Mi, I am, gives the impression that the bottle is speaking, is also precious and possibly magical. Larthaia is the genitive of a common Etruscan name. Larth appears in the historical record as the first part of the name of a king of Chiusi, an actor in the early history of Rome. Joined with Telikles, a Greek name, the bottle talks of someone who was either a Greek immigrant or the child of a Greek and Etruscan marriage. And he was the owner, or perhaps the maker, of the object. Lechtumuza is an adaptation of the Greek word for flask expressed in an Etruscan idiom.

Literacy was almost certainly the prerogative of the aristocracy. Ivory-handled styluses have been found in the tombs of the wealthy and a wax tablet found which had been clearly inscribed around its edges with the Greek alphabet so that it could be easily copied by someone learning to write. Greek letters evolved to represent the sounds made by speakers of the language and its dialects, but they needed to be adapted to cope with Etruscan. The differences were radical and suggest a very different vocabulary and syntax.

What makes Etruscan awkward to read and understand was the ancient habit of writing without punctuation or any spaces between words. And disconcertingly, short inscriptions need to be read backwards, from right to left. Longer pieces are organised in what is known as boustrophedon, that is, reading alternately from right to left and then in a continuous loop from left to right, right to left, and so on.

The earliest Etruscan inscriptions date from around 700 BC, and after two centuries of evolution it is possible to detect changes in pronunciation, to hear the development of an ancient language. In a process known as syncope, the first syllable of names begins to be so heavily accented as to cause subsequent syllables to fall out of use or become truncated. The name the Etruscans used for themselves, Rasenna, was gradually shortened to Rasna.

In a crucial cultural transfer, it was the Etruscans who taught their subject-neighbours, the Romans, how to read and write and therefore began the development of the alphabet we use in the twenty-first century. This almost certainly happened in the century after the takeover of the Tarquin dynasty, when Tarquinius Priscus became king of Rome in 616 BC. The Lapis Niger inscription, the earliest Latin text, was found under the stones of the Forum and it dates from the early seventh to the late sixth centuries.

In 510 BC, according to legend and romance, a hero stood forth to free Rome from the Etruscan yoke. The last king, Tarquinius Superbus, Tarquin the Proud, was expelled by an aristocratic coup d’état and the republic founded. When Tarquin and his ally, King Lars Porsenna of Chiusi, appeared with an army outside Rome, there was momentary panic. It looked as though they would breach the defences by taking the Sublician Bridge, the only bridge across the Tiber into the city.


Then out spake Brave Horatius,

The Captain of the gate:

‘To every man upon this earth

Death cometh soon or late.

And how can man die better

Than facing fearful odds,

For the ashes of his fathers

And the temples of his Gods.’



Known as Horatius Cocles, or ‘One-eyed Horatius’, he was joined on the narrow bridge by Spurius Lartius and Titus Herminius, and the ‘Dauntless Three’ held off the Etruscan hordes long enough for the timbers behind them to be cast down. All successfully broke off from fighting, gained the Roman bank and the city was saved. Four years later republican Rome welded together an alliance of the other Latin-speaking cities and won a measure of independence with victory over the Etruscan hoplites at Aricia in 508 BC.

When they turned their gaze seaward, the coastal cities of Etruria were forced to trade in the increasingly congested Tyrrhenian. Their colonies south of Rome, in Campania, were being pressed hard by the merchant cities of Magna Graecia and frustration flared into conflict off the coast of Cumae in 474 BC. An Etruscan fleet was badly beaten by an allied Greek naval force led by the warships of Syracuse, the Corinthian colony established in the late eighth century in Sicily. Syracuse had grown into a huge, powerful and very wealthy city, and at Cumae it flexed its military muscle.

Defeat drove the Etruscans out of the southern Tyrrhenian Sea, and several of their coastal cities went into decline. The Celtic kingdoms beyond the Alps appeared to be expanding as populations grew and demand for trade goods increased accordingly. But these demographic shifts would ultimately prove dangerous and destabilising for Etruria. Within only three generations of the disaster at Cumae, dark clouds were gathering in the north.

Some time around 450 BC large bands of people were seen climbing up through the Alpine passes. Led by warriors, they were refugees, women and children trudging behind carts carrying all their possessions. Whole tribes were moving from the Hallstatt kingdoms across the mountains to seek new lands in the fertile northern plains of Italy. Pliny the Elder believed that having had a taste of the luxuries produced in Italy, the Celts came south for more. But the mass migration was really the result of over-population and the pressure on agriculture. Livy held this view, and reckoned that the Celtic kings brought 300,000 tribesmen, women and children over the mountains. Roman and Greek historians used the term Gaul as well as Celt, and the Po Valley became known as Gallia Cisalpina, or ‘Gaul on this side of the Alps’.

At first the immigrant tribes settled in the southern foothills, around the great lakes at Como, Maggiore and Garda, but as more and more came down from the passes and pushed southwards, they came into hostile contact with the Etruscans. At Bologna (Felsina) a relief sculpture showing a battle scene has been found with clearly identifiable Etruscan and Celtic warriors, and archaeology at the nearby town of Marzabotto suggests a phase of destruction at the time of the invasions from the north. One of the last tribes to find their way into the Po valley was the Senones. No Etruscan record survives, but the Romans thought them a fearsome, barbaric force of nature, their warriors obsessed with the bloody rituals of decapitation.

They cut off the heads of enemies slain in battle and attach them to the necks of their horses. The bloodstained spoils they hand over to their attendants and carry off as booty, while striking up a paean and singing a song of victory; and they nail up these first fruits on their houses . . . They embalm in cedar oil the heads of the most distinguished enemies, and preserve them carefully in a chest and display them with pride to strangers, saying that for this head one of their ancestors, or his father, or the man himself, refused the offer of a large sum of money. They say that some of them boast that they refused the weight of the head in gold.

At the same time as their colonies north of the Apennines were being overrun by the Senones and other Celtic tribes, the Etruscans faced aggression from the south. It was to prove a fatal pincer movement. By 396 BC the Romans had seized the cities of Veio and Civita Castellana, and all the land as far as the place they called the Ciminian Forest. It was a feared and trackless wilderness in which few dared tread. Forming the southern boundary of Etruria proper, this primeval mirkwood ran from the Cimini hills, a spur of the Apennines which turned towards the sea north-west of Rome to Lake Bracciano, and it was a source of particular terror. When the legions later defeated an Etruscan army in 310 BC, their general and consul, Fabius Maximus Rullianus, was specifically forbidden from entering the Ciminian Forest in pursuit of fugitives. When he ignored the Senate’s orders, all Rome feared for the fate of the army. Throughout their otherwise glorious military history, the Romans remained terrified of the dangers that lay in the deep, dark woods.

Just as the southern cities were beginning to fall to Rome, Etruria’s northern boundaries were breached. Having been temporarily halted by the wall of the Apennines, Celtic warbands suddenly broke through in 391 BC. They may have been a new wave of invaders who had only recently crossed the Alps. Having attacked and pillaged several of the inland cities, the warbands rode back through the Apennine passes at the onset of winter. But it was only a seasonal respite.

The following spring their kings once more roared their war cries and led their hard-riding Celtic cavalry into battle. Blazing through Etruria, they plunged into the Ciminian Forest, and at the River Allia were confronted by the shield-walls of the Roman legions. It was a rout; the furious Celtic charge swept aside the infantry and the warbands rode hard for Rome. The sparsely defended city was quickly overrun – except for a small garrison which doggedly held out on the Capitoline Hill for several months. Once it finally fell and the Celts had plundered all the booty they could carry and taken as many captives as they could drive before them, they withdrew back over the Apennine mountains. The sack of Rome was a disgrace and a defeat which the city never forgot. New walls were built, a circuit of six miles known as the Servian Walls, and the long and slow process of expansion – and revenge on the Celts – began.

Disunity made Etruria weak and fatally open to conquest. After the Romans had re-established control of Veio and Civita Castellana, they took the towns of Sutri and Nepi. Livy described them as the barriers and gateways of Etruria. Some of the cities, especially those closer to Rome, attempted a policy of appeasement, but, as often, it failed and became little more than a prelude to absorption. Cerveteri offered itself as a Roman ally and was awarded the status of civitas sine suffragio, in essence, a non-voting colony. Tarquinia was more aggressive in its defence, Civita Castellana broke away and both forced Cerveteri to join a growing alliance of Etruscan cities against Rome.

As the threat of invasion and colonisation grew, more and more cities began to rouse themselves and more diplomatic activity eventually put a powerful army in the field. Etruscan hoplites were strengthened by mercenary squadrons of Celtic cavalry and soldiers from the Italic-speaking cities of the east. But at Sentinum in 295 BC, the discipline and determination of the legions scattered the allies and immediately afterwards the city of Perugia fell into Roman hands.

To consolidate their conquests in the north, the consuls ordered their engineers into the front line. Four great roads were built through Etruria to maintain Rome’s grip. Along the Tyrrhenian coast the Via Aurelia ultimately led right up to Pisa and the River Arno, and all of the once powerful merchant cities lay within its reach. Paved and wide enough to take cart traffic and guarantee dry and solid marching conditions, this vital piece of military infrastructure allowed the legions to reach trouble quickly or to supply garrisons where they were needed to discourage or prevent it. The Via Cassia was cut through the centre of Etruria, snaking through the Chianti hills to the banks of the Arno, and the Via Flaminia struck almost due north of Rome, close to the valley of the Tiber and eventually reaching the Adriatic at Fano.

The shortest of the four great arteries linked Rome with Saturnia. Unlike the others, the Via Clodia has not been overlaid by modern roads and beside the fields and hedgerows to the south of the modern town, its arrow-straight line can be clearly seen. Even some of the paving and drainage ditches survive. Saturnia was founded as a colony from Rome. Veteran soldiers and others were granted land, often estates forfeited by formerly hostile Etruscan aristocrats, and this habit of planting loyal and trustworthy communities, connected by a road, lasted throughout the long drive for empire.

Rome reorganised the political and economic geography of Etruria radically. Its impact can be seen clearly into modern times. Whereas the old road system had run from the inland cities to the ports on the coast, in a north-east to south-west direction, the new Roman roads ran at a 90-degree angle, completely altering the axis of communication and trade. This in turn had the effect of making the sites of some of the old Etruscan cities obsolete, badly placed to take part in commerce and the movement of peoples and goods. The new colonies were designed to cause further displacement. The most obvious example lies at the north end of the Via Cassia. On a convenient ford over the Arno, the Romans established Florence (the grid plan of the central streets and the Piazza della Signoria still sit on a Roman pattern) in direct competition with the nearby Etruscan city of Fiesole, which eventually shrank into a satellite settlement.

In Etruria there is also a sense of a culture in decline. What prompted the Romans to intervene at Orvieto, the most sacred shrine, in 285 BC, was a process of political evolution which had run out of control. The Orvietan aristocracy had gradually emancipated many slaves, using them as soldiers, administrators and magistrates. Marriage to aristocratic women allowed some former slaves to enter the equivalent of the senate at Orvieto. According to a Roman version of events, M. Fulvius Flaccus was invited to restore the old order. What the idle aristocrats may not have anticipated was that the Romans would clear them off their highly defensible site on top of the tufa rock and move them all to the shores of Lake Bolsena, which were flat. The old name for Orvieto survives there: Bolsena is only slightly changed from Volsinii.

In the civil wars of the first century BC several of the Etruscan cities sided with Marius, the great general and moderniser of the Roman army. But when his rival, Sulla, emerged triumphant, terrible revenge was taken. Between 82 and 80 BC Sulla’s troops besieged the old city of Volterra, starved it into submission and slaughtered thousands of its citizens. There were bloody battles at Talamone, Populonia, Arezzo and Chiusi and much of the common land in Etruria was grabbed by Roman aristocrats. Huge estates were compiled, villas built and the fields worked by slaves. Many of those who were dispossessed simply abandoned Etruria to seek a better life elsewhere in the empire. Near Tunis in North Africa three inscriptions in the Etruscan language have been found.

By 89 BC almost all of the peoples of Italy had been granted Roman citizenship and absorbed into the growing empire as full participants. Sixty years later Etruria had ceased formally to exist. In what became known as the seventh region of Italy, Latin was introduced and insisted upon as the language of government and business. Contemporary historians noticed that as early as the first century AD the Etruscan language was disappearing.

Some cultural attitudes survived though. The wonderfully named Urgulania was descended from an aristocratic family from Cerveteri, and she had had the good fortune to find herself well connected in early imperial Rome. Augustus’ wife, Livia, was a close friend, but when Urgulania became involved in litigation it all became very embarrassing. When summoned to appear in court, the sniffy old Etruscan aristocrat refused, saying that such things were beneath her dignity, and the future emperor, Tiberius, was sent off to plead for her. And on another occasion, Urgulania disdained to attend the Senate as a witness in a trial and a praetor was sent to her house to take a statement. Fascinating incidents – an aristocratic old lady insisting on the ancient dignities of a civilisation which had outshone and predated the new glories of Rome. There existed a great cultural debt owed by the world’s greatest empire to the glittering cities of the north which had lit the first millennium BC, and perhaps the indulgences granted to Urgulania reflected that.
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