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The Etruscans, as everyone knows, were the people who occupied the middle of
Italy in early Roman days and whom the Romans, in their usual neighbourly
fashion, wiped out entirely in order to make room for Rome with a very big R.
They couldn't have wiped them all out, there were too many of them. But they
did wipe out the Etruscan existence as a nation and a people. However, this
seems to be the inevitable result of expansion with a big E, which is the sole
raison d'étre of people like the Romans.

Now, we know nothing about the Etruscans except what we find in their tombs.
There are references to them in Latin writers. But of first-hand knowledge we
have nothing except what the tombs offer.

So to the tombs we must go: or to the museums containing the things that
have been rifled from the tombs.

Myself, the first time I consciously saw Etruscan things, in the museum at
Perugia, I was instinctively attracted to them. And it seems to be that way.
Either there is instant sympathy, or instant contempt and indifference. Most
people despise everything B.C. that isn't Greek, for the good reason that it
ought to be Greek if it isn't. So Etruscan things are put down as a feeble
Greco-Roman imitation. And a great scientific historian like Mommsen hardly
allows that the Etruscans existed at all. Their existence was antipathetic to
him. The Prussian in him was enthralled by the Prussian in the all-conquering
Romans. So being a great scientific historian, he almost denies the very
existence of the Etruscan people. He didn't like the idea of them. That was
enough for a great scientific historian.

Besides, the Etruscans were vicious. We know it, because their enemies and
exterminators said so. Just as we knew the unspeakable depths of our enemies in
the late war. Who isn't vicious to his enemy? To my detractors I am a very
effigy of vice. À la bonne heure!

However, those pure, clean-living, sweet-souled Romans, who smashed nation
after nation and crushed the free soul in people after people, and were ruled
by Messalina and Heliogabalus and such-like snowdrops, they said the Etruscans
were vicious. So basta! Quand le mâitre parle, tout le monde se
tait. The Etruscans were vicious! The only vicious people on the face of
the earth presumably. You and I, dear reader, we are two unsullied snowflakes,
aren't we? We have every right to judge.

Myself, however, if the Etruscans were vicious, I'm glad they were. To the
Puritan all things are impure, as somebody says. And those naughty neighbours
of the Romans at least escaped being Puritans.

But to the tombs, to the tombs! On a sunny April morning we set out for the
tombs. From Rome, the eternal city, now in a black bonnet. It was not far to
go--about twenty miles over the Campagna towards the sea, on the line to
Pisa.

The Campagna, with its great green spread of growing wheat, is almost human
again. But still there are damp empty tracts, where now the little narcissus
stands in clumps, or covers whole fields. And there are places green and
foam-white, all with camomile, on a sunny morning in early April.

We are going to Cerveteri, which was the ancient Caere, or Cere, and which
had a Greek name too, Agylla. It was a gay and gaudy Etruscan city when Rome
put up her first few hovels: probably. Anyhow, there are tombs' there now.

The inestimable big Italian railway-guide says the station is Palo, and
Cerveteri is eight and a half kilometres away: about five miles. But there is a
post-omnibus.

We arrive at Palo, a station in nowhere, and ask if there is a bus to
Cerveteri. No! An ancient sort of wagon with an ancient white horse stands
outside. Where does that go? To Ladispoli. We know we don't want to go to
Ladispoli, so we stare at the landscape. Could we get a carriage of any sort?
It would be difficult. That is what they always say: difficult! Meaning
impossible. At least they won't lift a finger to help. Is there an hotel at
Cerveteri? They don't know. They have none of them ever been, though it is only
five miles away, and there are tombs. Well, we will leave our two bags at the
station. But they cannot accept them. Because they are not locked. But when did
a hold-all ever lock? Difficult! Well then, let us leave them, and steal if you
want to. Impossible! Such a moral responsibility! Impossible to leave an
unlocked small hold-all at the station. So much for the officials!

However, we try the man at the small buffet. He is very laconic, but seems
all right. We abandon our things in a corner of the dark little eating-place,
and set off on foot. Luckily it is only something after ten in the morning.

A flat, white road with a rather noble avenue of umbrella-pines for the
first few hundred yards. A road not far from the sea, a bare, flattish, hot
white road with nothing but a tilted oxen-wagon in the distance like a huge
snail with four horns. Beside the road the tall asphodel is letting off its
spasmodic pink sparks, rather at random, and smelling of cats. Away to the left
is the sea, beyond the flat green wheat, the Mediterranean glistening flat and
deadish, as it does on the low shores. Ahead are hills, and a ragged bit of a
grey village with an ugly big grey building: that is Cerveteri. We trudge on
along the dull road. After all, it is only five miles and a bit.

We creep nearer, and climb the ascent. Caere, like most Etruscan cities, lay
on the crown of a hill with cliff-like escarpments. Not that this Cerveteri is
an Etruscan city. Caere, the Etruscan city, was swallowed by the Romans, and
after the fall of the Roman Empire it fell out of existence altogether. But it
feebly revived, and today we come to an old Italian village, walled in with
grey walls, and having a few new, pink, box-shaped houses and villas outside
the walls.

We pass through the gateway, where men are lounging talking and mules are
tied up, and in the bits of crooked grey streets look for a place where we can
eat. We see the notice, Vini e Cucina, Wines and Kitchen; but it is only
a deep cavern where mule-drivers are drinking blackish wine.

However, we ask the man who is cleaning the post-omnibus in the street if
there is any other place. He says no, so in we go, into the cavern, down a few
steps.

Everybody is perfectly friendly. But the food is as usual, meat broth, very
weak, with thin macaroni in it: the boiled meat that made the broth: and tripe:
also spinach. The broth tastes of nothing, the meat tastes almost of less, the
spinach, alas: has been cooked over-in the fat skimmed from the boiled beef. It
is a meal--with a piece of so-called sheep's cheese, that is pure salt and
rancidity, and probably comes from Sardinia; and wine that tastes like, and
probably is, the black wine of Calabria wetted with a good proportion of water.
But it is a meal. We will go to the tombs.

Into the cavern swaggers a spurred shepherd wearing goatskin trousers with
the long, rusty brown goat's hair hanging shaggy from his legs. He grins and
drinks wine, and immediately one sees again the shaggy-legged faun. His face is
a faun-face, not deadened by morals. He grins quietly, and talks very
subduedly, shyly, to the fellow who draws the wine from the barrels. It is
obvious fauns are shy, very shy, especially of moderns like ourselves. He
glances at us from a corner of his eye, ducks, wipes his mouth on the back of
his hand, and is gone, clambering with his hairy legs on to his lean pony,
swirling, and rattling away with a neat little clatter of hoofs, under the
ramparts and away to the open. He is the faun escaping again out of the city
precincts, far more shy and evanescent than any Christian virgin. You cannot
hard-boil him.

It occurs to me how rarely one sees the faun-face now, in Italy, that one
used to see so often before the war: the brown, rather still, straight-nosed
face with a little black moustache and often a little tuft of black beard;
yellow eyes, rather shy, under long lashes, but able to glare with a queer
glare, on occasion; and mobile lips that had a queer way of showing the teeth
when talking, bright white teeth. It was an old, old type, and rather common in
the South. But now you will hardly see one of these men left, with the
unconscious, ungrimacing faun-face. They were all, apparently, killed in the
war: they would be sure not to survive such a war. Anyway the last one I know,
a handsome fellow of my own age--forty and a bit--is going queer and morose,
crushed between war memories, that have revived, and remorseless go-ahead
women-folk. Probably when I go South again he will have disappeared. They can't
survive, the faun-faced men, with their pure outlines and their strange
non-moral calm. Only the deflowered faces survive.

So much for a Maremma shepherd! We went out into the sunny April street of
this Cerveteri, Cerevetus, the old Caere. It is a worn-out little knot of
streets shut in inside a wall. Rising on the left is the citadel, the
acropolis, the high place, that which is the arx in Etruscan cities. But now
the high place is forlorn, with a big, weary building like a governor's palace,
or a bishop's palace, spreading on the crest behind the castle gate, and a
desolate sort of yard tilting below it, surrounded by ragged, ruinous
enclosure. It is forlorn beyond words, dead, and still too big for the grey
knot of inhabited streets below.

The girl of the cavern, a nice girl but a bad cook, has found us a guide,
obviously her brother, to take us to the necropolis. He is a lad of about
fourteen, and like everybody in this abandoned place shy and suspicious,
holding off. He bids us wait while he runs away somewhere. So we drink coffee
in the tiny café outside which the motor-omnibus reposes all day long,
till the return of our guide and another little boy, who will come with him and
see him through. The two boys cotton together, make a little world secure from
us, and move on ahead of us, ignoring us as far as possible. The stranger is
always a menace. B. and I are two very quiet-mannered harmless men. But that
first boy could not have borne to go alone with us. Not alone! He would have
been afraid, as if he were in the dark.

They led us out of the only gate of the old town. Mules and ponies were tied
up in the sloping, forlorn place outside, and pack-mules arrived, as in Mexico.
We turned away to the left, under the rock cliff from whose summit the
so-called palace goes up flush, the windows looking out on to the world. It
seems as if the Etruscans may once have cut this low rock-face, and as if the
whole crown on which the wall-girt village of Cerveteri now stands may once
have been the arx, the ark, the inner citadel and holy place of the city of
Caere, or Agylla, the splendid Etruscan city, with its' Greek quarters. There
was a whole suburb of Greek colonists, from Ionia, or perhaps from Athens, in
busy Caere when Rome was still a rather crude place. About the year 390 B.C.
the Gauls came swooping down on Rome. Then the Romans hurried the Vestal
Virgins and other women and children away to Caere, and the Etruscans took care
of them, in their rich city. Perhaps the refugee Vestals were housed on this
rock. And perhaps not. The site of Caere may not have been exactly here.
Certainly it stretched away on this same hilltop, east and south, occupying the
whole of the small plateau, some four or five miles round, and spreading a
great city thirty times as big as the present Cerveteri. But the Etruscans
built everything of wood--houses, temples--all save walls for fortification,
great gates, bridges, and drainage works. So that the Etruscan cities vanished
as completely as flowers. Only the tombs, the bulbs, were underground. But the
Etruscans built their cities, whenever possible, on a long narrow plateau or
headland above the surrounding country, and they liked to have a rocky cliff
for their base, as in Cerveteri. Round the summit of this cliff, this headland,
went the enclosure wall, sometimes miles of the great cincture. And within the
walls they liked to have one inner high place, the arx, the citadel. Then
outside they liked to have a sharp dip or ravine, with a parallel hill
opposite. And on the parallel hill opposite they liked to have their city of
the dead, the necropolis. So they could stand on their ramparts and look over
the hollow where the stream flowed among its bushes, across from the city of
life, gay with its painted houses and temples, to the near-at-hand city of
their dear dead, pleasant with its smooth walks and stone symbols, and painted
fronts.

So it is at Cerveteri. From the sea-plain--and the sea was probably a mile
or two miles nearer in, in Etruscan days--the land leaves the coast in an easy
slope to the low-crowned cliffs of the city. But behind, turning out of the
gate away from the sea, you pass under the low but sheer cliff of the town,
down the stony road to the little ravine, full of bushes.

Down here in the gully, the town--village, rather--has built its wash-house,
and the women are quietly washing the linen. They are good-looking women, of
the old world, with that very attractive look of noiselessness and inwardness,
which women must have had in the past. As if, within the woman, there were
again something to seek, that the eye can never search out. Something that can
be lost, but can never be found out.

Up the other side of the ravine is a steep, rocky little climb along a sharp
path, the two lads scrambling subduedly ahead. We pass a door cut in the
rock-face. I peep in to the damp, dark cell of what was apparently once a tomb.
But this must have been for unimportant people, a little room in a cliff-face,
now all deserted. The great tombs in the Banditaccia are covered with mounds,
tumuli. No one looks at these damp little rooms in the low cliff-face, among
the bushes. So I scramble on hastily, after the others.

To emerge on to the open, rough, uncultivated plain. It was like Mexico, on
a small scale: the open, abandoned plain; in the distance little,
pyramid-shaped mountains set down straight upon the level, in the not-far
distance; and between, a mounted shepherd galloping round a flock of mixed
sheep and goats, looking very small. It was just like Mexico, only much smaller
and more human.

The boys went ahead across the fallow land, where there were many flowers,
tiny purple verbena, tiny forget-me-nots, and much wild mignonette, that had a
sweet little scent. I asked the boys what they called it. They gave the usual
dumb-bell answer: 'It is a flower!' On the heaping banks towards the edge of
the ravine the asphodel grew wild and thick, with tall flowers up to my
shoulder, pink and rather spasmodic. These asphodels are very noticeable, a
great feature in all this coast landscape. I thought the boys surely would have
a name for it. But no! Sheepishly they make the same answer: 'È un
fiore! Puzza!'--It is a flower. It stinks!--Both facts being self-evident,
there was no contradicting it. Though the smell of the asphodel is not
objectionable, to me: and I find the flower, now I know it well, very
beautiful, with its way of opening some pale, big, starry pink flowers, and
leaving many of its buds shut, with their dark, reddish stripes.

Many people, however, are very disappointed with the Greeks, for having made
so much of this flower. It is true, the word 'asphodel' makes one expect some
tall and mysterious lily, not this sparky, assertive flower with just a touch
of the onion about it. But for me, I don't care for mysterious lilies, not even
for that weird shyness the mariposa lily has. And having stood on the rocks in
Sicily, with the pink asphodel proudly sticking up like clouds at sea, taller
than myself, letting off pink different flowerets with such sharp and vivid
éclat, and saving up such a store of buds in ear, stripey, I
confess I admire the flower. It has a certain reckless glory, such as the
Greeks loved.

One man said he thought we were mistaken in calling this the Greek asphodel,
as somewhere in Greek the asphodel is called yellow. Therefore, said this
scholastic Englishman, the asphodel of the Greeks was probably the single
daffodil.

But not it! There is a very nice and silky yellow asphodel on Etna, pure
gold. And heaven knows how common the wild daffodil is in Greece. It does not
seem a very Mediterranean flower. The narcissus, the polyanthus narcissus, is
pure Mediterranean, and Greek. But the daffodil, the Lent lily!

However, trust an Englishman and a modern for wanting to turn the tall,
proud, sparky, dare-devil asphodel into the modest daffodil! I believe we don't
like the asphodel because we don't like anything proud and sparky. The myrtle
opens her blossoms in just the same way as the asphodel, explosively, throwing
out the sparks of her stamens. And I believe it was just this that the Greeks
saw. They were that way themselves.

However, this is all on the way to the tombs: which lie ahead,
mushroom-shaped mounds of grass, great mushroom-shaped mounds, along the edge
of the ravine. When I say ravine, don't expect a sort of Grand Canyon. Just a
modest, Italian sort of ravine-gully, that you could almost jump down.

When we come near we see the mounds have bases of stone masonry, great
girdles of carved and bevelled stone, running round touching the earth in
flexible, uneven lines, like the girdles on big, uneasy buoys half sunk in the
sea. And they are sunk a bit in the ground. And there is an avenue of mounds,
with a sunken path between, parallel to the ravine. This was evidently the
grand avenue of the necropolis, like the million-dollar cemetery in New
Orleans. Absit omen!

Between us and the mounds is a barbed-wire fence. There is a wire gate on
which it says you mustn't pick the flowers, whatever that may mean, for there
are no flowers. And another notice says, you mustn't tip the guide, as he is
gratuitous.

The boys run to the new little concrete house just by, and bring the guide:
a youth with red eyes and a bandaged hand. He lost a finger on the railway a
month ago. He is shy, and muttering, and neither prepossessing nor cheerful,
but he turns out quite decent. He brings keys and an acetylene lamp, and we go
through the wire gate into the place of tombs.

There is a queer stillness and a curious peaceful repose about the Etruscan
places I have been to, quite different from the weirdness of Celtic places, the
slightly repellent feeling of Rome and the old Campagna, and the rather
horrible feeling of the great pyramid places in Mexico, Teotihuacan and
Cholula, and Mitla in the south; or the amiably idolatrous Buddha places in
Ceylon. There is a stillness and a softness in these great grassy mounds with
their ancient stone girdles, and down the central walk there lingers still a
kind of homeliness and happiness. True, it was a still and sunny afternoon in
April, and larks rose from the soft grass of the tombs. But there was a
stillness and a soothingness in all the air, in that sunken place, and a
feeling that it was good for one's soul to be there.

The same when we went down the few steps, and into the chambers of rock,
within the tumulus. There is nothing left. It is like a house that has been
swept bare: the inmates have left: now it waits for the next corner. But
whoever it is that has departed, they have left a pleasant feeling behind them,
warm to the heart, and kindly to the bowels.

They are surprisingly big and handsome, these homes of the dead. Cut out of
the living rock, they are just like houses. The roof has a beam cut to imitate
the roof-beam of the house. It is a house, a home.

As you enter, there are two small chambers, one to the right, one to the
left, antechambers. They say that here the ashes of the slaves were deposited,
in urns, upon the great benches of rock. For the slaves were always burned,
presumably. Whereas at Cerveteri the masters were laid full-length, sometimes
in the great stone sarcophagi, sometimes in big coffins of terra-cotta, in all
their regalia. But most often they were just laid there on the broad rock-bed
that goes round the tomb, and is empty now, laid there calmly upon an open
bier, not shut in sarcophagi, but sleeping as if in life.

The central chamber is large; perhaps there is a great square column of rock
left in the centre, apparently supporting the solid roof as a roof-tree
supports the roof of a house. And all round the chamber goes the broad bed of
rock, sometimes a double tier, on which the dead were laid, in their coffins,
or lying open upon carved litters of stone or wood, a man glittering in golden
armour, or a woman in white and crimson robes, with great necklaces round their
necks, and rings on their fingers. Here lay the family, the great chiefs and
their wives, the Lucumones, and their sons and daughters, many in one tomb.

Beyond again is a rock doorway, rather narrow, and narrowing upwards, like
Egypt. The whole thing suggests Egypt: but on the whole, here all is plain,
simple, usually with no decoration, and with those easy natural proportions
whose beauty one hardly notices, they come so naturally, physically. It is the
natural beauty of proportion of the phallic consciousness, contrasted with the
more studied or ecstatic proportion of the mental and spiritual Consciousness
we are accustomed to.

Through the inner doorway is the last chamber, small and dark and
culminative. Facing the door goes the stone bed on which was laid, presumably,
the Lucumo and the sacred treasures of the dead, the little bronze ship of
death that should bear him over to the other world, the vases of jewels for his
arraying, the vases of small dishes, the little bronze statuettes and tools,
the, weapons, the armour: all the amazing impedimenta of the important dead. Or
sometimes in this inner room lay the woman, the great lady, in all her robes,
with the mirror in her hand, and her treasures, her jewels and combs and silver
boxes of cosmetics, in urns or vases ranged alongside. Splendid was the array
they went with, into death.

One of the most important tombs is the tomb of the Tarquins, the family that
gave Etruscan kings to early Rome. You go down a flight of steps, and into the
underworld home of the Tarchne, as the Etruscans wrote it. In the middle of the
great chamber there are two pillars, left from the rock. The walls of the big
living-room of the dead Tarquins, if one may put it so, are stuccoed, but there
are no paintings. Only there are the writings on the wall, and in the burial
niches in the wall above the long double-tier stone bed; little sentences
freely written in red paint or black, or scratched in the stucco with the
finger, slanting with the real Etruscan carelessness and fullness of life,
often running downwards, written from right to left. We can read these debonair
inscriptions, that look as if someone had just chalked them up yesterday
without a thought, in the archaic Etruscan letters, quite easily. But when we
have read them we don't know what they mean.
Avle--Tarchnas--Larthal--Clan. That is plain enough. But what does it
mean? Nobody knows precisely. Names, family names, family connexions, titles of
the dead--we may assume so much. 'Aule, son of Larte Tarchna,' say the
scientists, having got so far. But we cannot read one single sentence. The
Etruscan language is a mystery. Yet in Caesar's day it was the everyday
language of the bulk of the people in central Italy--at least, east-central.
And many Romans spoke Etruscan as we speak French. Yet now the language is
entirely lost. Destiny is a queer thing.

The tomb called the Grotta Bella is interesting because of the low-relief
carvings and stucco reliefs on the pillars and the walls round the burial
niches and above the stone death-bed that goes round the tomb. The things
represented are mostly warriors' arms and insignia: shields, helmets,
corselets, greaves for the legs, swords, spears, shoes, belts, the necklace of
the noble: and then the sacred drinking bowl, the sceptre, the dog who is man's
guardian even on the death journey, the two lions that stand by the gateway of
life or death, the triton, or merman, and the goose, the bird that swims on the
waters and thrusts its head deep into the flood of the Beginning and the End.
All these are represented on the walls. And all these, no doubt, were laid, the
actual objects, or figures to represent them, in this tomb. But now nothing is
left. But when we remember the great store of treasure that every notable tomb
must have contained: and that every large tumulus covered several tombs: and
that in the necropolis of Cerveteri we can still discover hundreds of tombs:
and that other tombs exist in great numbers on the other side of the old city,
towards the sea; we can have an idea of the vast mass of wealth this city could
afford to bury with its dead, in days when Rome had very little gold, and even
bronze was precious.
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