Greek Myths, Etruscan Rituals.

The Popularity of Tydeus in Etruscan Art

Classical mythology had an impressive role in the interethnic religious dialog in the ancient Mediterranean, with a consequent fascination of many local cultures for the Greek pantheon and ritual, which was part of the process of Hellenization. An exemplary instance are the Etruscans, whose imagery was increasingly imbued with Greek myths throughout the centuries, providing an excellent case study for ancient issues of acculturation, intended as a sequence of reception, assimilation, and reaction, often resulting in local adaptation.

My research project aims to gain substantial information through a new approach to the available sources, and with a new application of the myth-and-ritual theory.
In fact, modern scholarship has for long time analyzed the close link between myth and ritual, the former being the narrative counterpart of the latter (Lévi-Strauss, Burkert, Versnel). Although the scholarly debate is still ongoing, it is time to develop a myth-ritualist theory of the Hellenization of religion in the cultures of the ancient Mediterranean.
This approach provides the key to deciphering the peculiarities of the selection and adaption of Greek myth in Etruria, where figural monuments often represent mythological scenes that do not correspond to the narratives preserved in the literary sources.

The myth of Tydeus, chosen here as a ‘pilot’ study within the framework of a broader research project, is much more widespread in Etruscan visual monuments than in Greece (Krauskopf, LIMC). For the most part, Etruscan representations of this myth (77 out of 94) appear on gems. This is even more remarkable when comparing it with its few representations on mirrors, vases and funerary urns: media traditionally considered the primary source of mythological scenes in Etruria.
Mirrors were mainly connected with women and marriage, while gems where primarily seals of free men: Tydeus was therefore a hero coupled with male ideology. His persistent representation as an athlete and a hoplite makes of Tydeus the prototype of the citizen par excellence.
In Greek mythology the hero of the Seven against Thebes is a wrestler; but the special reference to his leg in Etruscan gem imagery--either scraped, struck by an arrow, or even reduced to an isolated foot--suggests he is also a runner, presumably in connection with the hoplitodromos: a race of the Nemean games, which he is reported to have founded.
The appearance of Tydeus on Temple A in Pyrgi (Cerveteri), in an unprecedented central role, shows the Etruscan appreciation of the myth in which Athena denied him immortality after he devoured the brain of his foe, Melanippos. The myth might refer to sarcrilegious behavior towards dead enemies, such as the ritual killing of the Phocaean prisoners, which Herodotus reports to have been committed by the Etruscans two generations before, and was subsequently condemned by the oracle of Delphi.
With reference to the same myth, other gems depicting a warrior holding a human head over a decapitated body--perhaps an excerpt of Amphiaraos carrying Melanippos’ head to Tydeus--might be connected to the ritual of divination through a severed head, whose existence has been recently hypothesized by N. de Grummond.
(this paper will be presented at the next joint meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America and of the Society of Classical Studies, New Orleans, January 8-11, 2015)

