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Abstract: The British Museum currently houses an Etruscan mirror portraying a
depiction of two women engaged in an embrace and sharing a kiss. Despite previous
endeavors to elucidate the symbolic gesture, the profound implications behind the
embrace remain shrouded in ambiguity. This article argues that the mirror, while
adorned with a veneer of mythology, conceals a narrative that holds pivotal signif-
icance in a woman’s life, specifically, the moment of a bride bidding farewell to her
mother. Under this interpretive framework, the gesture takes on the role of a salu-
tation, a conjecture fortified by parallels drawn from analogous scenes in different
artistic mediums.
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1 Introduction

An Etruscan mirror in the collection of the British Museum depicts on its reverse a
scene in which two female figures are shown embracing and kissing (Figures 1-3)."
This paper investigates the potential underlying meanings of the scene and assesses
the extent to which its iconography can help to contextualize the mirror’s production
and use. A fresh semantic interpretation of the scene will be presented, taking into
full account the interaction of the figures. The aim of this analysis is to bring
coherence to previous interpretations of the scene, dismissing less well-
substantiated ideas and adding more significance to some other readings. The
analysis will place particular emphasis on the semantics of gestures, a
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Figure 1: Etruscan mirror depicting Alpnu, Thanr, Thalana and Zipna, bronze, late 5th century-early 4th
century B.C.E. London, The British Museum acc. no. 1867,1023.1. (Courtesy of © The Trustees of the
British Museum).

methodological perspective from which gestures, like the figures involved, bear
significant social implications.?

The provenance of the mirror is uncertain. It was acquired by the British
Museum in 1867 via the auctioneers Rollin & Feuardent.* Eduard Gerhard first

2 On non-verbal communication in Greek and Southern Italy imagery see Baggio 2004; Catoni 2005.
3 Walters 1899 n. 698.
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Figure 2: Etruscan mirror depicting Alpnu, Thanr, Thalana and Zipna (reflective side), bronze, late 5th
century - early 4th century B.C.E. London, The British Museum acc. no. 1867,1023.1. (Courtesy of © The
Trustees of the British Museum).
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Figure 3: Etruscan mirror depicting Alpnu, Thanr, Thalana and Zipna, bronze, late 5th century-early 4th
century B.C.E. London, The British Museum acc. no. 1867,1023.1.(Line drawing by author).

recorded the mirror in 1864 in the Archéologischer Anzeiger® and catalogued it in the
fourth volume of his monumental Etruskische Spiegel.’

4 Gerhard 1864. The mirror was seen on the art market in Paris by Jean de Witte, who provided
Gerhard with a drawing of the piece.

5 ES 324a; Fabretti 1867 n. 2505 bis; Walters 1899, n. 698; Bugge 1883, 9; Benveniste 1929, 249-58;
Cavalieri 1929; 1933, fig. 21; Fiesel 1934; Sherling 1934; Mansuelli 1946-1947; 1948-1949, 73; Camporeale
1960, 238; Pfiffig 1975, 284, 304-5; Lambrechts 1981b n. 4; Sowder 1982, 107; Jucker et al. 1982; Bonfante
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The mirror falls under the category of circular tanged mirrors with exten-
sion.® The disc is flat with a slight curvature. The outer rim once featured beaded
grooves, but these have largely degraded over time. The ornamentation on the
reflective side has also worn away considerably, possibly due to thumb wear, but
at the base of the disc and on the extension one can discern a palmette flanked by
spiral motifs. The reverse has a central scene portraying two female figures, their
names inscribed as Thanr and Alpnu, locked in an embrace and kissing each
other. Adjacent to them, two female companions, Thalana and Zipna, are seated
on rocks. Thalana holds an egg in her right hand and touches Thanr’s shoulder
with her left. Zipna, opposite her, holds a mirror and what appears to be a larger
egg. All the figures are depicted in full dress and adorned with jewelry.” The
exergue features alternating triangles filled with diagonal hatching, while the
border of the disc is decorated with two undulating ivy stems, originating from a
palmette with seven lobes located on the extension. The frame decoration is
interrupted at the top of the disc by the heads of the two central figures. This
suggests that the figural scene and the frame were conceived as strongly inter-
related, presumably with the figures being incised prior to the frame decoration.
The lines throughout the composition maintain a consistent quality, displaying
uniformity in both width and depth. All faces are shown in profile, with a straight
line linking the forehead to nose, creating a typical classical profile. The eyes, also
portrayed in profile, are meticulously rendered, while the mouths are indicated
by small downward-curving lines. The design achieves a fair degree of three-
dimensionality.

1989, 163, pl. 76; ET OI S.23; Weber-Lehmann and Thanr 1994 n. 1; Camporeale 1994 n. 2; Lambrechts
1997 n. 5; de Grummond 2000, 60-62, fig. 28; CSE Schweitz 1, 17; Maras 2001, 179; Maggiani 2002, 20; ET
01 S.23; de Grummond 2006, 161-64, fig. VI1.18; Bagnasco Gianni 2012, 290, 295, fig. 3,1; Bonfante 2023,
103-4.

6 Total height 27.1 cm, diameter 17.5 cm. Craddock (1986, table 12, n. 698) analyzes the alloy: the ratio
of copper: tin: lead is around 87:10:0.5.

7 Atfirst glance Alpnu seems bare-breasted, but this is probably because there are no folds explicitly
indicated. In fact, in other mirrors with the same iconography, which we shall consider below, she is
undoubtedly clothed. The transparency of the garments that clearly reveals the shape of the
underlying breasts is a stylistic feature also found in a bronze votive statuette in the Walters Art
Gallery, Baltimore (acc. n. 54.99).
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2 Chronology and Workshop

The mirror is generally attributed to the latter part of the fourth century BCE.® This
assumption ultimately rests on comparisons with other mirrors, the dating of
which usually lacks contextual verification. Nonetheless, a more recent dating put
forward by Adriano Maggiani suggests that the origin of this mirror could be traced
to Veii, dating from the late second half of the fifth century BCE to the early fourth
century BCE.? This proposal, grounded in paleographic analysis, gains further sup-
port from the style and theme of the scene depicted on the reverse of the mirror,
which, as we will explore in further detail below, exhibit resemblances to Attic
imagery of the final decades of the fifth century BCE.'® For these reasons, the chro-
nological frame suggested by Maggiani seems to rely on a more solid basis and
therefore to be preferred.

Regarding the provenience of the artifact, determining within Etruria the exact
place of its production, usage, and eventual discovery poses challenges. Further-
more, these locations may or may not be the same, as mirrors were objects of trade
and artisans too might have moved from one city to another.” The pursuit of com-
paranda fails to furnish irrefutable evidence; the three mirrors that are most similar
to this one in terms of configuration and the arrangement of ornamentation, spe-
cifically a mirror in Hannover, along with two others presently housed in Basel
(Figure 4) and Berlin (Figure 5), share the same undetermined provenience.” It is
noteworthy, however, that the latter two mirrors also exhibit identical scenes in
their decoration, implying a potential correlation between their shapes (and
consequently, workshop) and the choices of iconography. As elucidated in earlier
scholarly discourse, there is a reasonable likelihood that these three mirrors were
crafted by the same workshop.™

8 Camporeale 1994; Weber-Lehmann and Thanr 1994; de Grummond 2006. Lambrechts (1981b)
suggests a date in the third century BCE.

9 Maggiani 2002, 20.

10 See the discussion infra.

11 Concerning methodology for locating and dating mirror production, Szilagyi 1995 is still relevant;
see also the more recent contributions in Emiliozzi and Maggiani 2002.

12 For the mirror in Hannover: Kestner-Museum, inv. 3265; CSE Bundesrepublik Deutschland 2, 24
(dated to the last quarter of the fourth century BCE). For the mirror in Basel: private collection, on
display at the Antikenmuseum und Sammlung Ludwig; CSE Schweiz 1, 17 (dated within the third
quarter of the fourth century BCE). For the mirror in Berlin: Antikensammlung der Staatlichen
Museen, inv. Fr 155; ES 324. These mirrors, together with the one in the British Museum, have been
attributed to the same workshop by Jucker et al. (1982).

13 Jucker et al. 1982; CSE Schweitz 1, 17; Maggiani 2002.
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Figure 4: Etruscan mirror depicting Thalna, Thanr, Achuvizr and Turan, bronze, late 5th century-early
4th century B.C.E. Basel, private collection. (Line drawing by author after CSE Schweitz 1, 17).

3 The Iconography: Meanings through Images

The main scene on the mirror is a subject of prime interest. As mentioned above, this
scene finds itself replicated on at least two other mirrors, each instance marked by
variations in attributes and names of the protagonists.'* The mirror now in Berlin
reveals a comparable scene, albeit executed in a sketchier style. Positioned in

14 Possibly a fourth representation of a similar scene can be envisaged in a mirror mentioned by
Gerhard (ES'V, 206 n. 6). It was once in a private collection in Stuttgart and was said to depict Thalna
and Zipnu holding a mirror.
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Figure 5: Etruscan mirror depicting Alpanu, Achuvizr, Thanr and Zipanu, bronze, late 5th century-early
4th century B.C.E. Berlin, Antikensammlung der Staatlichen Museen, inv. Fr 155. (After ES 324).

proximity, two female figures named Alpanu and Achuvizr are depicted, their
posture suggestive of an impending embrace. Flanking them are two attendants:
Zipanu, who holds a mirror, and Thanr, who cradles a bird. By contrast, the mirror in
Basel introduces a further variation in the characters depicted. Here, the embrace is
performed by Thanr and Thalna, while the goddess Turan, accompanied by a swan,
and Achuvizr observe from a seated position.

Despite the fluidity in the nomenclature associated with the characters in these
mirrors, it is reasonable to infer that the fundamental gesture of embrace and its
significance remain consistent. For this reason, a more in-depth inquiry into this
aspect offers the potential for unveiling illuminating insights into the Etruscan realm
of imagery, gestures, and their underlying meanings. What is important is that a
gesture rarely encountered in classical visual representations emerges with
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noteworthy recurrence within the confines of Etruscan mirror production. The
repetition implies that this scene was perceived as particularly suited for this genre
of artifact.

Unlocking the message underlying the gesture could offer an avenue for further
understanding the interplay of visual representation and social values in Etruria.”®

4 The Iconography: State of the Art

The interpretation of the embracing female figures as Demeter and Persephone,
proposed by Gerhard with respect to both the British Museum and Berlin mirrors,
was the first to be suggested.'® According to this interpretation the scene would have
been a depiction of the reunification between the two goddesses following Per-
sephone’s return from the Underworld. However, this theory fails to explain the
recurrence of the identical schema featuring different characters on different mir-
rors. Moreover, the association of figures depicted with Demeter and Persephone
remains tenuous. In this regard it is worth noting that the Basel mirror, which brings
a third variation in the motif, at the time when Gerhard was writing had not yet
entered the debate yet.

Other early scholars attempted to address this issue by proposing etymological
links between the Etruscan names mentioned on the mirrors and those of the Greek
goddesses, yet none solution proved entirely conclusive. A more allegorical inter-
pretation was presented by E. Cavalieri, writing under the pen name Ulisse. This
approach viewed each Etruscan character as a personification or an allegorical
representation with a recognizable Greek or Roman equivalent."” While the rigidity
of this one-to-one correspondence has lost favor, its allure persists in its endeavor to
offer a broader perspective on the potential functions of these figures across various
iconographic examples.

In a more recent contribution by Nancy de Grummond, the allegorical inter-
pretation gains renewed strength.'® The characters depicted in the three mirrors
might personify prosperity and good fortune, thereby imbuing the object’s owner
with these desirable attributes. Analogous scenes, featuring personifications, find

15 For this approach see Swaddling and Woodford 2014, who explore the possibility that mirrors
showing the death of Troilos were commissioned to commemorate the death of a young boy.

16 Roulez 1862, 185-6; Gerhard 1864; Bugge 1883; Walters 1899, 698; Benveniste 1929.

17 Cavalieri 1929; 1930; 1931; 1932; 1933; Thanr is Salus, Alpanu/Alpan is Concordia, Thalana/Thalna is
Themis, Zipanu/Zipna is Peitho, and Achvizr is brotherly love.

18 de Grummond 2006, 161-64.
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parallels in Greek vases attributed to artists like the Eretria Painter and the Meidias
Painter." This inclination towards wishful symbolism could have made these scenes
suitable for mirrors, which functioned also as bridal gifts.

While this allegorical interpretation could identify the overarching mes-
sage conveyed by these figures, pivotal queries remain unanswered. The
nuanced implications of the specific gesture of the embrace and the Kkiss
exchanged between female figures, and the recurrence of this motif on Etruscan
mirrors, continue to be elusive. Further exploration is necessary to uncover the
profound motivations and cultural subtleties underpinning these enigmatic
scenes, inviting a deeper comprehension of the intricate interplay of art, sym-
bolism, and societal values in Etruria. The quest to elucidate the precise
meaning embedded in the embrace and kiss in this context becomes even more
imperative, particularly considering that in Greek vase paintings, used as
comparanda for the role of female personifications, these figures are featured in
an array of attitudes and gestures, with no strict preference for one over the
other. This sharply contrasts with the situation observed on the three Etruscan
mirrors, where a distinctively poignant gesture seems to have been deliberately
selected.

In addition to the interpretation discussed so far, two alternative perspectives
have focused on the act of embrace itself. In the CSE entry on the Basel mirror, Ines
Jucker introduced the notion that the depiction of the two embracing figures might
signify homoerotic love, drawing a parallel with images of nude women at baths
engaged in dances with arms linked around partners’ necks.”> However, it must be
pointed out that these bathing scenes are more appropriately read within the context
of the ritual of bathing and adornment, rather than as explicit indicators of leshian
relationships. Moreover, depictions of lesbian love are few even in the Greek world,
where some of them are nonetheless attested.?! When the content is not explicit, it is
often difficult to differentiate between the “homosocial” and the “homoerotic”

19 See for example the famous epinetron attributed to the Eretria Painter (Athens, National
Archeological Museum 1629, 430-420 BCE; see Mangieri 2010) or the two hydriai from Populonia
attributed to the Meidias Painter (Florence, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 81947-8; 420-410 BCE; see
Burn 1987 n. M1 — where Paidia is seated on Hygieia’s lap supporting herself by grasping Hygieia’s
shoulders — and M2). For related works see Burn 1987. For personifications in Greek art see Shapiro
1993.

20 CSE Schweiz 1, 17. The parallel provided, a mirror depicting two girls bathing near a louterion
with their arms outstretched, is ultimately unsatisfactory. Depictions of girls bathing around louteria
in a variety of attitudes are frequent in both Greek and Etruscan imagery, where they are generally
interpreted as performing part of the adornment process. Therefore, this hypothesis has given rise to
some perplexities: see especially de Grummond 2006, 161-62.

21 Rabinowitz 2002.
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spheres, since the boundary between the two spheres can be thin.* It is difficult to
translate this interpretation within the Etruscan world, where indisputable visual
parallels are lacking. Most importantly, looking carefully at the scenes on the three
mirrors with the embrace schema, there is nothing to confirm a sensual interpre-
tation of any of them. Neither nudity nor intimate touching are displayed, as we
might otherwise expect in the case of an erotic encounter.

Giovanna Bagnasco Gianni proposed an alternative reading, suggesting that the
embracing couple symbolizes a visual representation of the dual nature of a person,
with each half representing different facets or virtues of the same individual.
Although intriguing, this concept leans on philosophical concepts that may not have
imbued the Etruscan world.

Despite these endeavors, the embrace’s implications continue to elude a full and
convincing explanation. The best approach appears to involve scrutiny of the
broader scope of surviving Etruscan imagery in search of similar acts of embrace and
kissing between individuals of the same sex. By analyzing the contexts in which these
occurrences manifest, and by deciphering the underlying messages, it may be
possible to glean insights into the significance of this gesture within the Etruscan
visual lexicon.

5 The Figures Involved

A succinct overview of key aspects relating to the characters involved and their
respective domains of influence seems worth undertaking. This should facilitate
the reconstruction of the contextual backdrop before which this gesture unfolds,
hopefully elucidating its specific and contextual significance. The pertinent fig-
ures encompass Thanr, Thalana, Zipna, and Alpnu, as inscribed on the British
Museum mirror. In addition, Achuvizr, featured in mirrors from Berlin and Basel,
and Turan, present solely in the Basel mirror, contribute to this assembly. Turan
is known as the goddess of erotic love; as we have seen above, the bottom line of
the scientific debate is that the others are divine figures personifying abstract and
auspicious concepts.

These figures are depicted on mirrors in scenes relevant to the realm of femi-
ninity such as the adornment of the bride and childbirth.?* Etruscan dedicatory

22 For a specific focus on this, Rabinowitz 2002, 113.

23 Bagnasco Gianni 2012, 290.

24 For these figures see Benveniste 1929; Cavalieri 1929; 1930; 1931; 1932; 1933; Fiesel 1934; Gage 1954;
Rocchetti 1958a; 1958b; Camporeale 1960; 1966; Rocchetti and Zipna 1966; Pfiffig 1975, 280, 284, 297-98,
304-6, 319-20; Lambrechts 1981a; 1981b; Sowder 1982, 1067, 124-25, 128; Cristofani 1993; Weber-
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inscriptions further bear evidence of the divine entities Achuvizr, Alpan and Thanr.”
Among these, Thanr merits special attention in our analysis, since she is consistently
present across all three mirrors. References to Thanr are attested in ritual texts with
funerary implications, such as the lead plaque from Magliano and the Capua Tile,
along with dedicatory inscriptions.?® Notably, a votive statuette in the British
Museum aligns Thanr with Selvans, a deity in charge of protecting borders.?” These
pieces of evidence suggest that Thanr, too, may have been a goddess who prevailed
over liminal moments in a person’s life, notably birth and death, but I suggest
that other occasions of transition deserve to be taken into consideration. This
prerogative of Thanr presiding over pivotal life junctures may provide us with clues
for the overall interpretation of the embrace and kiss.”®

Ultimately, Thanr and Turan emerge as the two entities whose domains
and powers are most distinctly discernible in the present state of research. Their
presence intimates a plausible connection between the scene depicted and pivotal
transitional phases in human existence.

This thematic thread extends to an examination of the attributes wielded by
these figures, ranging from eggs, mirrors, and birds to buds and globular fruits
reminiscent of pomegranates or poppy heads.”” While many attributes defy definite
interpretation, a holistic consideration hints at a backdrop of the female milieu.
Turan’s dominion over love, beauty, and fertility is palpable, eclipsing a purported
allusion to Persephone. It is worth noting that mirrors, as attributes, may signify both
the ritual of embellishment and, intriguingly, the reflective potential for divination —
especially within matrimonial contexts.*® Furthermore, the Basel mirror portrays
Turan bearing branches, possibly myrtle (linked with fertility), and accompanied by

Lehmann 1994; Lambrechts 1997; Maras 2001; de Grummond 2006, 152-58; Bruni 2009. ET* s.v. thanr,
thalna/thalana, zipna/zipanu, alpnu/alpan/alpanu, achvizr/achuvizr/achuvezr/achavisur/acavizer.
25 Maras 2003, 82-84 (alpan as a sacred term with a meaning like “pure, good, apt to be offered to the
gods”), 105, 142, 289-92.

26 ET AV 4.1 (Magliano Lead); ET® TC, 1.23 (Capua Tile); see also ET® Pe 4.1 (travertine block from
Perugia), ET® Sp 0.4, ET® OB 4.2, ET” Cl 3.3; see also Maras 2001; 2003, 242-43.

27 Maras 2001; 2003, 242-43. About the figure of Selvans see also: de Grummond 2006, 149.

28 The hypothesis that Thanr was a goddess who presided over transitional moments such as birth
and death is well rooted in previous studies; see Pfiffig 1975, 303-6.

29 A general reference to fertility and regeneration is often inferred from the egg, whose exact
meaning is indeed in many cases “elusive” (Pieraccini 2014). The flower bud is a usual attribute of the
korai and thus a symbol of youth and beauty (Sarcone 2021). Within the corpus of mirrors,
furthermore, it is frequently held by the so-called Lasas, figures connected with adornment and
charis (CSE Italia 8, 48). A bud is also held by a woman on a mirror now in the Villa Giulia, depicting a
couple lying on a kline: see Mansuelli 1943 n. 1.

30 de Grummond 2000; 2002; Menichetti 2008; Bagnasco Gianni 2012. See also Saflund 1993, 83-91.
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a swan, both emblematic of the goddess.®! This aligns with her character traits and
spheres of influence.

6 A Multifaceted Gesture

The identification of the embrace between women as a representation of mutual love,
suggested for the Basel mirror by L Jucker, is rooted in the broader interpretation of
embrace and Kkiss scenes viewed solely through an erotic lens. Notably Giovannangelo
Camporeale suggested that embracing imagery in Etruscan art consistently portrayed
lovers.* The fact that sometimes a mother and son pair is depicted — such as Letun/Leto
and Aplu/Apollo® or Thetis and Achle/Achilles® - is explained by the assumption that
the Etruscans may not have fully comprehended or cared for the familial relationships
represented in Greek mythology.* However, the diversity of emotions conveyed
through various examples of the embrace gesture is apparent when one scrutinizes the
images, for instance, sensuality in the case of lovers,®® maternal tenderness in mother-
son portrayals, and the gravity of the moment in our collection of embraces between
two female figures. Even with comparable schemata, differing degrees of affection can
be conveyed.*” This result is much more eloquent when considered against the backdrop
of the technical difficulty of incising bronze, which makes it difficult to achieve such
subtle differentiation in emotions. It is indeed evident that this gesture is not exclusively

31 Besides the fact that they are also two common attributes of the goddess of love in the Greek
world, we can note that Turan is often accompanied by a swan on other Etruscan mirrors; see for
example ES 322 and ES 111

32 See especially Camporeale 1960. It should be noted that in Camporeale 1994 the British Museum
mirror is listed among the ones depicting “coppie di amanti.”

33 ESTT.

34 ES 231

35 Camporeale 1960, 239: “Né deve creare un ostacolo alla seconda interpretazione [erotic hug, A’s
note] il rapporto filiale di Apollo rispetto a Latona e di Achille rispetto a Teti, perché molte volte tali
rapporti possono essere stati ignorati dagli incisori etruschi.”

36 For example: ES 81, 86, 111, 201, 206, 279, 282, 286, 290, 299; ES V 23, 24, 25, 31, 147; de Grummond
2006, fig. VI1.20. The pairs of lovers are Turan and Atunis, Fufluns and Areatha, Thesan and Tithonus
or Tinia and his lovers. The emphasis on sensuality is conveyed through nudity, body softness, or a
certain element of passion and eroticism in the gesture itself.

37 We can see an example of this on two mirrors with a very closed iconography: the first one
portrays the lovers Turan and Atunis (Orvieto, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, from Castel Viscardo,
fourth century BCE, see Feruglio 1997); the second one depicts Fufluns with his mother Semla (Berlin,
Staatliche Museen, Antikensammlung, see CSE DDR I, 5 and ES LXXXIII). There is no good reason to
believe that the Etruscans did not comprehend that the latter two were mother and son. It is much
easier and more sensitive to approach our visual and written sources without any prejudice, and to
acknowledge that the kiss and the hug could have a wider spectrum of meanings.
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interpretable as erotic. In this respect a very recent contribution by Larissa Bonfante is
relevant. It opens up the possibility of alternative interpretations of scenes traditionally
understood in a sexual context, such as the two men on a couch depicted in the Tomb of
the Infernal Chariot, one of whom makes an affectionate gesture towards the other while
touching his hand.*® In Bonfante’s interpretation the two of them might be a father and
son reunited in the afterlife. For the group of mirrors depicting the embrace between
two female figures, Bonfante suggests “a bond of romantic love, affection between two
women joined by family ties, or a relationship consecrated by ritual.”*

Returning to our group of mirrors, one must question the nature of the bond
between the figures and the circumstances prompting the gesture. Revisiting an
interpretation suggested by Eva Fiesel in 1934 under the lemma “Thanr” in the
Realencyclopddie, and left largely unexplored since then, we find an appealing
explanation.** According to Fiesel, the scene depicts a moment pivotal in any
woman’s life: the bride’s parting from her mother or, conversely, her arrival and
reception in the groom’s home. This perspective maintains parallels with the earlier
attempt to identify Demeter and Persephone in this pairing, as it centers on a mother-
daughter relationship. Yet it avoids the pitfalls of untenable etymological conjectures
and instead furnishes a more contextually grounded interpretation. Remarkably, the
semantic potential of this interpretation has been largely overlooked.

An entry in the LIMC Supplementum by Cornelia Weber-Lehmann partially
reintroduces the concept.*! Within the overaching idea of the embrace as a salutation
gesture, Weber-Lehmann is inclined to interpret the occasion as a meeting, based on
drapery movements and the orientation of the figures’ feet. However, this obser-
vation loses strength as one observes that the same foot positioning is displayed in
the Admetus and Alcestis krater (Figure 7), where clearly a departure is depicted.
Thus, the fact that two individuals are approaching for an embrace and kiss does not
necessarily negate the possibility of impending separation.

Ninety years after Fiesel’s suggestion, her idea is worth proper reconsideration.
Iconographic parallels substantiating it can indeed be found in diverse media,
including wall paintings, vases, and sarcophagi. These point to a very plausible
contextual interpretation of the scene, considering the possibility of the mirror as a

38 Bonfante 2023, 101-2.

39 Ibid, 103.

40 Fiesel 1934, 1271: “Jedoch ist zu bedenken, dafs auch auf etruskischen Spiegeln es vermutlich
ahnlich liegt, wie bei den attischen Hochzeitsvasen: Mythologische Namen und Gestalten werden frei
verwendet, zur Belebung einer typischen Szene aus dem Frauenleben. [...] Es darf daher, aus dem
Charakter dieser beiden Spiegel, wo Abschied oder Begriiffung einer Braut vorliegen kann, nicht die
Bedeutung der Demeter fiir Thanr gefolgert werden.”

41 Weber-Lehmann 2009.
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gift from mother to daughter to mark a marriage, or gift from daughter to mother, or
vice versa, at the death of one of them.

7 Tales of Separation (and Some Meetings)

Exploring the notion that embracing and kissing can signify salutation in specific
contexts reveals instances that lend credence to this hypothesis. Explicit examples of
this gesture occurring in the context of farewells can be found in funerary imagery.
Beyond the embraces of affection shared between married couples on sarcophagi
lids and urns, there are instances that resist such straightforward interpretation. An
illustration on the right-hand wall of the Hescana Tomb in Porano serves as a notable
case, with two men embracing and kissing each other (Figure 6). Given that the
tomb’s theme centers on the journey to the Underworld of the Hescana family’s
departed members, the embrace here likely signifies a farewell.**

The iconic volute krater featuring Alcestis and Admetus provides another
interesting case study (Figure 7).** Even though the couple is married, the focus of the
scene does not depend on eroticism; rather, it highlights the tragedy of parting, as the
looming demons of death cast their shadow over Alcestis. A purely sensual inter-
pretation would be simplistic given the vivid theme of separation. Expanding the
gamut of examples, while sarcophagi and urns often signify the parting of the
deceased from loved ones — or, conversely, their reunion in the afterlife — through
clasped hands, there are instances where this gesture evolves into or suggests an

Figure 6: Porano (Orvieto), Hescana Tomb, detail from the right wall, 350-325 B.C.E. (courtesy MiC -
Soprintendenza ABAP del’Umbria, any further reproduction prohibited).

42 Feruglio 1982; Massa-Pairault 1983; Feruglio 2003. For the social meaning of the male kiss in the
Roman world and its role within salutatio see Binder and Hurschmann 1999.

43 Paris, Cabinet des Médailles 116, from Vulci, 350-340 BCE. See Pieraccini and Del Chiaro 2014. The
embrace between Admetus and Alcestis on the mirror in the Metropolitan Museum has a different
meaning: in this case, where he is touching her breast, it is probably an erotic gesture. In CSE U.S.A.
111, 6. L. Bonfante reads the scene with a dual meaning, referring both to the marriage of the two and
to Alcestis’ death.
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Figure 7: Etruscan volute krater with Alcsti and Atmite, red-figured pottery, from Vulci, 350-340 B.C.E.,
attributed to the Alcesti Group, Paris, BnF - Cabinet des Médailles inv. De Ridder.918 (courtesy
Bibliothéque nationale de France).

inclination toward an embrace. The sarcophagus of Hasti Afunei exemplifies this,
featuring a relief on its front depicting Hasti reaching her arms out to her father
Larth Afuna in an embracing gesture (Figure 8).** The significance of embracing in
salutation is evident in Ramtha Vishnai’s sarcophagus, where the center of the
frontal scene depicts the reunion of spouses Ramtha Vishnai and Arnth Tetnies in the
afterlife.” Even if the context in the latter cases leans more towards reunion than
farewell, the act of seeking physical contact remains prominent.

44 Palermo, Museo Archeologico Regionale Salinas 8,464, from Chiusi, last quarter third century
BCE. See De Angelis 2015.

45 Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 1975.799, from Vulci, late fourth century BCE-early third century
BCE. See Rowland 2008.
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Figure 8: Hasti Afunei’s sarcophagus, chalky alabaster, from Chiusi, 225-200 B.C.E., Palermo, Museo
Archeologico Salinas inv. n. 8468 (courtesy Museo Archeologico Regionale ‘Antonio Salinas’ di Palermo;
photo by G. Adornato).

A similar gesture imbued with tenderness between two women, again in a
funerary context, emerges on the chest relief of an urn from Volterra (Figure 9b).
Here, the face of a seated deceased woman in a carpentum is caressed by another
woman standing outside the carriage, stretching towards the departing figure.*®
While a full embrace is hindered by the circumstances of the scene, the gesture of
physical tenderness underscores the salutation.

From these examples it is evident that among the potential connotations of the
embrace and kiss, salutations — whether farewells or greetings — emerge.*’ It must be
noted that this gesture is also attested in the Greek world, where it is part of Rhodian
funerary imagery from the fifth to the second century BCE.*® Funerary reliefs from
Rhodes feature touching examples of embraces between couples and between two
women conveying intimacy but especially grief.

This interpretation, manifest within the funerary domain in a wealth of visual
examples, can be extrapolated profitably to other social contexts. Similar meanings

46 Volterra, Museo Guarnacci 621 (see Cateni and Fiaschi 1984, figs. 20 and 39) and Volterra, Museo
Guarnacci 149 (see Korte 1916, LXXXIIL9).

47 A scene of farewell might be recognized as early as the embrace of two figures on a cinerary lid
from Chiusi dated to the eighth century BCE (Chiusi, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, inv. 1289; see
Camporeale 2000, 408; Babbi 2008, 334-35 n. 105, tav. 90, fig. 61-65; Bonamici 2012, 312). Attested on a
series of reliefs from Chiusi is also the habit of kissing the dead; for this practice see also Binder and
Hurschmann 1999.

48 Masséglia 2015, 137-39, fig. 3.10.
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Figure 9: (a) Etruscan mirror depicting Elina, Turan and Menle, bronze, late 5th century-early 4th
century B.C.E. (after ES 197). (b) Etruscan cinerary urn, from Volterra, Museo Guarnacci inv. n. 149 (after
Korte 1916, LXXXIIL9).

for these gestures are attested in other ancient societies as well. For instance, Her-
odotus notes that Persians kissed upon meeting,*’ and in the Roman Imperial age,

49 Hdt. [, 134. Peer interaction involved a mouth kiss, whereas between men of slightly different
status it would be a cheek kiss.
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clients kissed their patrons as a sign of respect and loyalty.>® This underscores the
idea that these gestures in ancient society could carry varied meanings depending on
the identity of the participants.®® When interpreting such scenes, contemporary
Western perceptions (very recent indeed), often leaning towards eroticism — espe-
cially for mouth-to-mouth kissing — should be set aside. Substantial evidence suggests
that in Etruscan society these gestures could convey diverse meanings, including that
of salutation.

8 Female Figures in Action

Given that the mirror in question features female figures as the sole protagonists, we
might want to examine the social events where groups of female figures take center
stage. Let us now set aside the funerary contexts which we have used to explore the
possibility that the embrace symbolizes a message of salutation. Notably, instances of
physical tenderness between female figures often occur when one of them is on the
verge of uniting with a man, signaling her imminent departure from the circle of
female companions. These moments typically precede marriage or an amorous
encounter between a young woman and a man. During such occasions, other female
figures gather around the bride-to-be, adorning her, offering reassurance, and bhid-
ding her farewell. In real-life scenarios, this often unfolded on the wedding day when
a female companion accompanied the bride in the nuptial procession.”* An
embodiment of this concept can be observed in the terracotta reliefs from the Murlo
palace, where two women are depicted under a parasol, riding in a carriage — an
image often interpreted as a wedding procession.>® Another example is found on one
of the ends of Ramtha Vishnai’s sarcophagus, where a scene representing two
women in a two-wheeled carriage, which could be reminiscent of marriage, is
transposed into a funerary context (Figure 10).>* Comparable iconography is also
attested in the Greek area, the relief from Temple C in Metaponto, portraying a

50 Binder and Hurschmann 1999: the tradition knows of hand, chest, and knee kisses, while cheek
kisses were exchanged between persons of high status.

51 Despite the abundance of images in which the hug and the kiss have an erotic meaning (collected
in Baggio 2004), in Greek imagery the kiss can also signify pleading: see the frightened Nereid fleeing
to Nereus, embracing, and kissing him, on an attic red-figure cup in Munich (Antikensammlung
205230, potted by Hieron and attributed to Douris).

52 On the crucial role played by the mother at the event of the daughter’s wedding see Ernoult 2015.
53 Murlo, Antiquarium 570-560 CE. See Torelli 1997, 87121, fig. 69. See also the plaques from Velletri
(Napoli, Museo Archeologico Nazionale).

54 Torelli 1997, 64-65; Bartoloni and Pitzalis 2011, 99. See also Rowland 2008, with a divergent
perspective.
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Figure 10: Sarcophagus and lid with portraits of husband and wife, volcanic tuff, from Vulci, late 4th -
early 3rd century B.C.E., Museum of Fine Arts, Boston acc. n. 1975.799, Museum purchase with funds by
exchange from a Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Cornelius C. Vermeule III (Photograph © 2024 Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston).

wedding procession with the bride and another woman seated in a mule-drawn
carriage, being a famous example.*

This dynamic of seeking guidance and support is visually captured through
intimate physical contact between the two individuals. A clear depiction of this is
evident on a series of Etruscan mirrors illustrating Turan and Elina (Helen), where
Turan offers solace to Elina as she is about to accompany Paris or Menelaus. This
quest for guidance and comfort materializes through close physical proximity, with
Helen about to embrace Turan, who stretches out her arms towards the goddess
(Figure 9a).> These mirrors also echo patterns and themes evidenced by Attic and
South Italian vase painting.

55 Mertens-Horn 1992, tab. 10; De Stefano 2016.
56 ES197 (Figure 9a); ES 198.
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In the Greek realm, it is well established that the moment of marriage marked a
significant transition in the lives of young women. This phase, accompanied by
associated expectations, found representation in a range of mythological scenes,
ranging from depictions of abductions to divine unions.”’” Assessing the degree to
which these concepts can be transposed to the Etruscan context is a complex process.
However, it is worth noting that the visual language of mirrors, coupled with local
interpretations of myth and the presence of Etruscan deities, is substantially similar
to the imagery seen on Attic and South Italian vases.*®

9 Conclusion: Life through Images

The analysis conducted thus far substantiates the interpretation of the two
embracing and kissing female figures as a scene of farewell. Given that all the figures
featured in this scene are female, it is plausible that it portrays the parting of a bride
and her mother, a situation elevated and veiled by the mythological appellations
assigned to the figures.*® Thanr in particular, a figure potentially associated with
liminal moments such as birth and death, might have also overseen marriage which,
as we have already observed, denoted a pivotal transition in Etruscan women’s lives.
This hypothesis paves the way for further potential insights into the prerogatives of
this divine figure.

The absence of differentiation in age or ceremonial attire among the
embracing figures does not contradict this interpretation, since this scene does
not offer a direct representation of a bride and her mother, but rather elevates a
psychologically charged moment into a higher, supra-personal tableau.®® Here,
the names likely denote auspicious tutelary concepts or deities, aligning with de
Grummond’s interpretation of the figures. The iconography of the gesture might
well evoke a scenario witnessed in the context of marriage. This synthesis

57 See Torelli and Marrone 2016.

58 On the circulation of models see Ambrosini 2005.

59 For this dual use in life and in the grave see Bonfante 2015. Bonfante (2015, Figure 2) discusses a
mirror in Indiana depicting the adornment of the bride, with the figures being goddesses or myth-
ological figures. This mirror, where the scene is moved to a mythological level, resonates strongly
with the group analyzed so far.

60 It should also be pointed out that in many of the examples mentioned above mother and daughter
appear to be of the same age and often wear similar clothing. Similarly, in a famous amber piece at
the Getty (inv. 77.A0.84), mother and daughter are shown in a tender embrace, dressed in similar
cloaks, with the only distinction being in height (though in this case, the daughter is still a child and
not ready for marriage).
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crystallizes an experience into a dimension that, while grounded in the personal,
transcends into a paradigm.®

The choice of figures included in this established scheme may have been influenced
by the agency’s preferences. This interpretation gains momentum when considered in
relation to the medium (the mirror) on which this image is portrayed. Despite recent
reconsideration of the extent of male mirror usage, mirrors in the Etruscan world
appear to have been predominantly used by women.®? There is scholarly consensus that
mirrors, alongside other toiletries, made suitable wedding gifts.%* The inscription on the
Cista Ficoroni hints at the possibility that these objects were given as a gift by mothers to
their daughters.64 Moreover, the selection of themes for decorating the reverse side of
many mirrors, including scenes of adornment of the bride, courtship, divine unions, and
births, gives further support to the possibility that many of them were indeed wedding
gifts. Within this broader framework of values and customs, the reference to Demeter
and Persephone might have been activated on a secondary level as hypostasis of a
mother and daughter separated from each other, though not in the direct pursuit of
depicting a specific mythological episode. Ultimately, the gestures of the characters
manifest the concepts of separation and transition inherent in the wedding ceremony in
classical antiquity (and beyond).®

Turning attention to the mirror’s potential subsequent role as an object of
prestige, consideration is warranted of the possible reinterpretations of its iconog-
raphy at different stages. Regarding its final use, it is likely that our mirror was
discovered in a tomb, evidenced by its excellent condition and the fact that mirrors
with known findspots are predominantly from funerary contexts. Hence, it is
intriguing to consider how this farewell imagery, seemingly not originally conceived
for funerals, might have been recontextualized at its deposition and reinterpreted to
signify a final farewell (or conversely a reunion in the afterlife). This speaks to the
mirror’s potential for narrating life-changing moments, traversing the lives of one or
more individuals.®®

61 For the possible layers of meaning of the depiction of heroines involved in apparently everyday
activities see Mangieri 2010.

62 See especially Carpino 2008. For the meaning of the mirror in connection with adornment
practice see Izzet 2007.

63 de Grummond 2000; Bonfante 2015; Sandhoff 2019. On the Etruscan marriage imagery see also
Bonfante 2023, 74-86.

64 CIL 12 561.

65 For this concept in the Greek and Roman world see Jenkins 1983; for the Etruscan world Sandhoff
2019.

66 Even if mirrors are found in tombs, there is a consensus among scholars about the fact that they
had been used — possibly even for a relatively long period of time — before their deposition, as the
ancient restorations seem to support; see de Grummond 1982, 183; Szildgyi 1995, 36; Lambrechts 2000.
On the possibility that a change of meaning occurred at time of deposition see de Grummond 2000.
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This investigation into a seemingly simple gesture highlights the richness of
meanings inherent in the iconography chosen for an object that was quite possibly in
daily use by a well-to-do woman. Images and objects can unveil moments in life,
emotions, and expectations. The interpretation of these moments might not be
indisputable, yet it remains invaluable for reconstructing their original cultural
context, otherwise lost forever.
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