*It 15 customary with the Etruscans to share their women in common: the
women bestow great cans on their bodies and ofien exarcise even with men,
sometimes also with one anther; for it is no disgrace for women (o show
themselves naked Forther, they dine, not with their own husbands, but with
any men who happen to be prezent, and they pledge with wine any whom
they wish. They are alzo termibly bibuloas, and are very good-looking.” So
gaid the Greek historian Theopompas in the 4th century BC in his account
of the ancieat Btaascans, a people who scem to have filled Theopompos's
rather mamow mind with equal parts of fascination and repulsion. In his
gyes, the Etruscans were a lot of wealthy degeoerates who lived an
extremely luwuriant lifestyle, and that was a sure sign of barbarism, tyranny
and loose morals. And since the morals of any society were bound up in
the movals of its women in particular, it was clear, 1o Theopompos at any
e, that any rumour about Bimuscan women, howaver outrageous, probably
fedl short of the homifying troth.

If we mead between the lines in ihe quotation above, however twistod
Theopompos's intcrpretations might be, il suggests tat Biruscan women,
at least the wealthy and noblz ooes, may have experienced a greater degree
of frecdom kAo women in any other ancient society. For one thing, they
dined poblicly. This in iself would be enough 1o shock a good chaovinistic
Greek like Theopompos, since oo Gresk woman of character would be
caught dead at a banguei with any man other than ber husbaod. As a
foreigner and & mam of many prejudices, Theopompos clearly
misundarstood or misinterpreted much of what ba beard. 3o when we come
1o look at Etroscan women and their society, we have to use other evidamce
1o bialanca him, But the problem is that we don't really have very much;
and we have oo literary sources from the Etuscans themsalves at all, So
imagine what it would be like, 2000 years in the future, trying to say
something valuable about women in contemporary North American socisty,
if all we had were Madonng videos or old episodes of "Three"s Compamy.”

Still, even if the Etruscans didn't leave os extensive literary works to tell
us something about themselves, they did leave us some other sources from
which we can gather a picture of a8 least the upper dlasses of their sociaty.
And the picture we get is not that of Theopompos -- but we can canainly
g how a bigoted and prurient writer swch as he could draw that picture by
distorting =nd confusing the truth. We kmow, for example, that Btnoscan
men and women both atended sporting events (fully-clothed!). Greek

wodmen did not do 5o (women were barred from attendance at the Olympic
Games); 8o from there it was probably ooly a short leap of illogic w
assume that Btnuscan women probably exerciged with the man, 0o -- and
probably did it nakedl But it wag Greeks whe exercdsed paked, For the
miost pact oot even Eimiscan men did so.

Most of what we have from the Birogcans (hemaelves are the artifacts they
left behiind, particularly the art discoversd in their tombs, Thers is also
some épigmphic evidonce, a few inscriptions, particulardy grave insedptions,
These inseriptions ame a little more helpful than you might think, because
they tell us spmething important about the siatus of women in Biruscan
socicty. An Etruzcan woman had ber own name, and she was not subsumed
and lost in her husband's oame upon marmage, An Etruscan couple whe
bad lost their gon commemomied their offspring in an inscription which
underlioes thelr equality as poreots; "Vel Poartuous, son of Yelthur and
Ramtha Satlnei”, S0 an Bingcon woman bad ber own mecognized identity,
and was oo gimply the "wife/daoghter of X"

The biggest componeot of the Etruscan evidencs, though, iz the antwork
And although it comes chiefly from the tombs of the rich, the ant portrays
the pleasures and activities of life. From it we leam that Theopompos was
right in telling us that Btroscan women attended banquets; and we also
leam (bomer of bomors!) that thess women actually reclined on conches
along with the men. (At least, they did so in the eardy yeas of Brnuscan
society; as the centuries passed, the Etruscans came more and more undar
the influence of the more "wpright™ Romans,) But these women were not
prostitates, as they would kad to have been at a Greek banguet. They wene
the wives of the men they are depicted with. Birogcan art gives us a pictare
of couples enjoving life together, rather than being contivually sepregated
inter rigid spheres of male and female activity. Theopompos, though, and



others like him, just couldn’| shake their conviction that any woman with
this much freedom muost have lnose morals and must ool care whom she
slept with or who the father of ber children was: "The Etuscans rear all the
babies that are bor, not knowing who is the father in any single case.
These in nam pursue the same mode of life as those who have given them
frtare, having drinking parties often and consoning with all the women."
The impatation that Etrascan wives wers untrustworthy is just a typical sher
east on women who have too much freedom; bt ii's interesting to note that
the Etnascans’ willingness to raise (rather than expose) all their infants is
rather more in line with modemn views on the subject.

To the Greeks and the Romans both, the Brruscans were foreign. In spite
of the Etroscan adoption of much of Greek culture, they remained
alarmingly “other™ when it came to the proper way 10 fun a society, with
women in their proper place. Btrscan women néver were in their “proper
place”, or so (hought those who laoked in from the outside. In Livy's tales
of earty Roman history, when the Brmscan rulers yrannized over Rome, we
read of the unnaiural ferocity of their women. Tullia, daughter of the ruler
Servius Tullius and married (o Tarquinius Superbus, urges her husband to
kill her father and take the royal power for himself; bat éven that is not the
waorst of it “It {5 thooght that the deed was done at Tullia's suggestion; and
such a crime was not, al lzast, inconsistent with ber characier. All agree
that she drove into the forum in an open carmiage in a most brazen manner,
and, calling her hushand from the Senate House, was the first to hail him
as King. Tarquin told her to go home, a8 the crowd might be dangerous; 5o
ghe stamed off, and at the top of Cypros sireet,. ber driver was tuming 1o
the right to climb the Urbian hill on the way to the Esquiline, when be
pulled up short in sudden terror and poimed to Servius's body lying
mutilated on the road. There followed an act of bestial inhumanity --
history preserves the memory of it in the name of the street, the Street of
Crime, The story goes that the crazed woman.. drove ber cardage over her
father's body, Blood from the corpse stained ber clothes and spatered the
carriage, so that a grim relic of the murdered man was brooght by those
gory wheels o the house where she and her husband lived. The guandian
gods of that house did not forget; they were (0 see to it, in their anger m
the bad beginning of the meign, that as bad an end should follow.”
Theopompos would have thoroughly spproved.
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