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Some Late Etruscan Mirrors
in the Thorvaldsen Museum

Torben MELANDER

The Etruscan mirrors discussed in the following are to be found in the Antique Collection
at the Thorvaldsen Museum. A short introduction to this the third and smallest of the Antique
Collections in Copenhagen would be appropriate at this point and will contribute to an
understanding of the mirrors that we shall be considering.

Although the Collection with its approximately 8,000 objects is small, it is by no means
unimportant. The objects were collected entirely in the first half of the 19th century and, except
for part of the collection of coins, exclusively by Thorvaldsen himself during his long stay in
Rome from 1797 to 1838.

As is the case with other Antique Collections formed during this early period in the history
of Museums of Antiquity, we know practically nothing about where and when the individual
pieces were found. As regards the overwhelming majority of them, all we know for certain is
that they were all brought to Copenhagen together on Thorvaldsen's final departure from Rome
and were then housed in the museum that was built for his works and collections1.

This event, Thorvaldsen's homecoming and the transport of his works through town, was
depicted in monumental murals on the outside walls of the Museum. The frieze derives its
inspiration equally from the Parthenon frieze, historical roman reliefs2 and Thorvaldsen's own
Alexander Frieze3.

Among the works being borne in triumph into the Museum can also be seen a couple of
antique objects (pi. 97, fig. The section of the frieze reproduced here shows, though very
summarily, one of the vases in the Thorvaldsen's collection4. Greek vases were not an unusual
theme in the painting of the period 1750-1850. The subject has been treated in two very
interesting articles by A. Greifenhagen, in which it is put into its cultural-historical context5. In
this connection it is of particular interest to note that in the Thorvaldsen frieze the vases are not
merely there to express the portrayed figures', admittedly, praiseworthy interest in antiquity or to
fulfil some other secondary function in the composition; they are the main subject in the
representation on an equal footing with the other works of art depicted in the frieze. It is the
painting of antiquity itself that is here being borne in triumph. The dominant colour scheme of
the frieze, light figures on a dark background is also undoubtedly inspired by Attic red-figure
vase-painting.

With its total of 30 bronze mirrors with handles6 Thorvaldsen's collection reflects the
interest of the early 19th century in Etruscan mirrors. In the beginning of the 19th century the
famous Florentine scholar of Antiquity F. Inghirami was already collecting material for a corpus
of Etruscan mirrors, which he was among the first to recognize as mirrors rather than paterae, as
they had previously been identified7. In 1828 this material was handed over to Eduard Gerhard;
the first volume of his work Etruskische Spiegel (published 1840-43) included a number of
Thorvaldsen's mirrors. These mirrors with those of Thorvaldsen's mirrors that Gerhard published
later had already been drawn while the collection was still in Rome8. Letters and biographies
show clearly how great an attraction Thorvaldsen's collection in his home in Casa Buto was in
early 19th century Rome9.

As regards the origin of Thorvaldsen's mirrors we can be reasonably certain that they were
all acquired, directly or indirectly, from the excavations of the Etruscan cemeteries in the 1820s
and 1830s. The mere fact that as opposed to other kinds of Etruscan bronzes the mirrors had a
limited geographical distribution is evidence of this10. Furthermore Thorvaldsen was in close
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contact with these excavations both as a recognized collector11 and as Artistic Secretary of the
Istituto di corrispondenza Archeologica founded in 182812.

The first of Thorvaldsen's mirrors reproduced here (pi 97, fig. 2) is directly connected with
the widespread interest in mirrors of the period and casts light on a phenomenon that is an
inseparable companion of collector's mania—forgery13 or, as here, partial forgery. The mirror
itself14 is antique, a 5th century piece of work, but the engraved representation of the making of
the Trojan horse is copied from a late-Etruscan mirror that was formerly to be found in the
Cabinet de l'Abbaye de Sainte-Geneviève and after 1797 in the Cabinet des Médailles in
Paris15. It would be nice if modern forgers produced just as transparent fakes as this, on which
the old patina was merely removed from the middle of the back of the mirror before the
engraving was carried out. Forgers of antiquities have unfortunately become more skilled since
then. The mirror in question shows with all possible clarity what it was that primarily interested
collectors of mirrors: engraved representations preferably accompanied by inscriptions. Then
and now a favoured playground for that inseparable companion of Etruscology—Etruscomania.

Etruscan or, more precisely, Central Italian mirrors present a number of research problems,
of which the following three are among the most important:

1) Classification according to workshop and craftsman.
2) The use of the mirrors. A: toilet objects for everyday use, perhaps produced as wedding

presents or for other memorable occasion; or B: primarily produced as grave goods with
suitable burial motifs.

3) The significance of the motifs as the bearer of a specifically Central Italian theme,
perhaps the Italization of a theme borrowed from outside, and its importance for the forming of
the special Roman idiom. As personal property the mirrors could, like the glyptics, be expected
to offer more than just slavish imitation.

Our discussion of this complex of problems and the solutions we shall suggest to some of
them will be based on selected Thorvaldsen mirrors.

Despite the poor state of preservation of the mirror (pi 97, fig. 3) the main outlines of the
figures on it are relatively easy to identify16. The attached drawing by Gerhard (pi 98, fig. 4) is
intended as an aid to decipherment17. On rocky ground, from which large lotuses rise, stands
(left) a halfnaked Lasa turning towards a warrior clad in chlamys and shoes; the warrior is
supporting himself on a spear and a shield and is wearing a helmet. Behind the warrior is Turms,
the Etruscan Hermes, wearing a chlamys and winged petasos. The figure is leaning on a
kerykeion. Above the space between the warrior and Turms is a recumbent half-moon.

The mirror can be dated to about 300 B.C. by a comparison with a stylistically related
mirror found a few years ago in a grave (grave G) in the cemetery at Ischia di Castro in the
Province of Viterbo. The mirror has now been stolen from the local museum18.

The Lasa figure's function in the totality depends on one's interpretation of the not clearly
identifiable objects she is holding. Early analyses of the mirror19 reveal wide differences of
opinion regarding the objects. The object in the raised left hand has been taken as a bolt
(Gerhard), an alabastron (Müller) and a mirror (Rathgeber), while the object in the lowered
right hand has been taken as a style (Gerhard) and a hammer (Müller). All are agreed on seeing
a Goddess of Destiny in the figure. E. Vetter20 designated her Atropos after the middle figure
Athrpa on a mirror in Berlin21. The object in the left hand cannot be taken for a bolt simply
because of its form; nor can it be an alabastron, at least not without disastrous consequences
for the contents of the bottle, as the opening would be pointing downwards. The object is,
however, convincing enough as a mirror seen in profile22. What Müller took to be the head of a
hammer in relation to the object in the figure's right hand is more probably a part of the cloak.
Once this misunderstanding has been removed, it is easy to see the object as a perfume staff23,
and thus functionally related to the mirror. Lasa is then holding up a mirror for the warrior after
having anointed him with fragrant oil24.

Even if the scene on the mirror is interpreted as representing a warrior (Achilles?) being led
to Leuke by Hermes Psychopompos25 to be received by Lasa, the interpretation need not imply
that this and other mirrors with correspondingly Hadean scenes have been specially produced
as grave goods, as has often been maintained even in recent literature26. I am rather inclined to
see the mirror decoration as an attempt at expressing here in this life a sense of the calm,
transfigured joy that was associated with Elysium.

It is interesting here to note that the mirror itself contains evidence of its having been in use
before it was laid in the grave. There is a break at its weakest point at the top of the handle. The
break was repaired in antiquity, and a new peg was riveted to the plate as a replacement for the

162



SOME LATE ETRUSCAN MIRRORS IN THE THORVALDSEN MUSEUM

old one, which had originally been cast of the same piece of bronze as the plate. The repair was,
furthermore, carried out so carefully that the position of the two top rivets corresponds preciselywith that of the eyes in the engraved volute motif on the front of the mirror. This is another pieceof evidence in support of the argument that the mirror was intended for use in a context in
which such care would be appreciated27.

The next Thorvaldsen mirror (pi. 98, fig. 5) 28 leads us to the heart of our subject, even though
it is probably not much later than the previous mirror. It too was repaired in antiquity, as can be
seen from the rivets on the talon 29. The mirror belongs to a group that was first put together by
G. A. Mansuelli under the title "Maestro dei Dioscuri affrontati (?)"30. The group was later
rearranged and considerably expanded and called The San Francisco Group by M. A. Del
Chiaro 31. Within Del Chiaro's large group the figures on the mirror are closely comparable to the
figures on a mirror in San Francisco and a mirror in Cairo, which Del Chiaro has already
assigned to the same craftsman, the San Francisco Master and dated to the early 3rd century32.
It is directly apparent that the same hand was involved in connection with Thorvaldsen's mirror.
The mirror is also interesting in its combination of features that appear in isolation on other
mirrors: the pointing gesture of one of the youths (usually called Dioscuri) and the flower,
which is here brought by an owl seen hovering with outspread wings above the heads of the
two youths. Del Chiaro has tried to explain the gesture and the flower as respectively a
"forgotten spear" and a distorted astral motif, the latter in connection with the San Francisco
Master's Cairo mirror33. The Thorvaldsen mirror opens the way for the quite different interpretation

that with his gesture the youth is drawing attention to the propitious sign that is being
brought to the youths by the owl34.

Our next mirror (pf 98, fig. 6) is one of the best preserved in the Thorvaldsen Collection 35.
Sibylle Flaynes has placed the mirror in a group that she has designated "Grossformatiger,
grossfiguriger" and dated to the third century B.C. on the basis of a few known grave
contexts36.

The wealth of detail in the architecture in the background has made this mirror the subject
of many purely architectural discussions37. I shall return to the architecture later but would first
like to look at the figures in the foreground. Flere in the presence of Athena (left) and a robed
youth (right) a youth is putting on his armour. The low pillar in the middleground with the
helmet on top can be taken to be a votive offering. This taken together with the temple
architecture in the background might suggest that the scene is taking place in a temenos as is
the case with a Cassandra scene on another Etruscan mirror now in Newcastle38. It is, however,
not difficult to see that there is no sign of a helmet among the pieces of armour, which either
have already been handed to the youth or which the woman on the right is handing to him. This
makes it rather more probable that the helmet on the top of the column is a part of the armour,
which reduces the function of the column to that of an exhibit stand, suggesting no particular
locality. It does not seem likely that the helmet, the most eye-catching piece, should be missing,
and it is psychologically convincing that the youth took possession of his helmet and shield
first; the latter can be seen behind him and has thus already been handed over although both
shield and helmet are among the last things that he would actually put on.

Athena's presence assures us of the heroic content of the subject. Among heroic arming-
scenes that of Thetis helping Achilles to arm on the shore at llion is the arming-scene par
excellence in the art of antiquity, and indeed the scene on the mirror has long been interpreted
in this way39. Athena's presence at this occasion is, however, an inescapable problem, as it is
not in accordance with the Iliad (19, 1-39). Nor, of course, is the facade of the temple in the
background either. These incongruities could be explained by reference to the Etruscans'
alleged tendency to mix up motifs, which can at a most favourable interpretation be taken as
decorative compositions void of mythical content. We should be more careful about thus
scrapping the Etruscan material and instead remember how little of the literature of antiquity has
been handed down to us; the implication is, of course, that many variants may have been lost.
We should also consider the fact that the Etruscans must have had their own variations on well-
known themes. Finally there are the admittedly few cases in which Etruscan art is alone in
representing a myth, known from literature, but of which we know no Greek pictorial presentations40.

As regards the mirror under discussion it so happens that there is a single Greek
example of the variant showing Athena to be present: an Attic, early classical red-figured pelike
in London41. The background architecture can, of course, be taken as merely decorative. In
Sibylle Haynes' above-mentioned "Grossformatiger, grossfiguriger" group of mirrors this kind of
background is not unusual, and it may well be that it should be interpreted according to the
situation depicted, in this case as Achilles' camp in the distance42.

There is only one example (pi. 99, fig. 7) of the special Prenestian group of mirrors43 in the
Thorvaldsen Collection, a Hercules mirror44, which Matthies placed in one group Ela and
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ascribed to the late 4th century B.C.45. Parallels to the Hercules represented here, with the same
lightly sketched musculature, are to be found in Apulian vase painting46. With its four
representations of Hercules47 out of a total of seven mirrors group Ela seems to have concentrated

on this motif.
There are two particularly noteworthy points about the representation: one is the marked

frontality of the figure, and the other—the demonstrative positioning of the club on the rock to
the right of the figure. The frontality is strongly reminiscent of sculpture, and the comparison
with South Italian vase painting is supported by the fact that on coins from Heraclea in Lucania
(pi. 99, fig. 8 and 9) we find the same type of Hercules represented with more or less the same
attributes48. It is highly conceivable that both coins and mirror were inspired by a monumental
sculpture49.

Certain objects, which at first sight appear to be floating freely in the air, seem to constitute
a further parallel between coins (pf 99, fig. 8) and mirror. On the coin there is a cup; on the
mirror a quiver on a strap. But while the cup on the coin is really isolated, the positioning of the
quiver becomes meaningful when we see it in the context of the decoration of the right-hand
side of the mirror. Hercules is not merely leaning on the club—he seems rather to be demonstrating

it. The outline at the bottom, partly between Hercules' legs, seems at first glance to be
the end of the rock. Closer inspection, however, reveals that with its pointed end and regularly
curved side, it is markedly different from the amorphous rock above. As with other representations

of Hercules on Etruscan mirrors the object can be taken to be a pointed amphora, whence
it follows that the scene, as in the parallel cases, shows Hercules striking water from a rock 50. The
amphora symbolizes the water springing forth. Now the undulating object cutting across the
border can be identified as a snake, a genius loci. The amphoriskos in Hercules' right hand also
becomes meaningful in this context, as does the positioning of the quiver, which fully in
accordance with the tradition Hercules has put down while carrying out his deed.

A mirror that was formerly to be found in Collegio Romano and whose location now seems
to be unknown51 has recently been identified by M. A. Del Chiaro as the product of a mirror
workshop in Cerveteri. Del Chiaro bases his arguments on parallels to the figure decoration in
Caeretanian red-figured pottery52. If Del Chiaro's identification is right it has disturbing
consequences for the ascription of Thorvaldsen's Hercules mirror and the workshop group
(Ela), in which it is placed. Matthies53 has already placed the Collegio Romano mirror as
number 3 in the related Ell group of Prenestian mirrors. As is the case with Matthies' other
groups, this group is based on the incidence of Latin inscriptions (the Ell 1 mirror is identical
with the well-known De Vincam Ted/Opeinor inscribed mirror54 and cistae found in Preneste.
As Del Chiaro does not seem to have been aware of this connection, this "new ascription"
represents only an apparent weakening of the mirror ascriptions treated here. At any rate it
would need extremely convincing arguments to refute what has been accepted as the ABC of
landscape ascription.—Nevertheless it is interesting to see a connection between the Caeretanian

production of vases and the Latin production of bronzes, in which the inspiration seems to
have come from the bronzes. Earlier it had gone the other way, from north to south55.

In our discussion of these Central Italian mirrors we have concerned ourselves with such
problems as: the use of the mirrors—whether they were produced for daily use or as grave
goods; the interpretation of the pictorial content, which led to the conclusion that we should
accept the content on Etruscan rather than Greek premises; and finally the tracing of the motifs
from the Southern Italian and especially the Apulian area. All this is in my opinion the necessary
background for our being able to understand the environment in which a late-Republican/early-
Imperial art was to coin its particular idiom.

With the last two mirrors I shall be postulating rather than actually arguing for the
existence of this connection. The Central Italian, Hellenistic material lacks basic modern
research before it can cast more light on the question of the influence of Central Italy on
characteristic features of the later Empire56.

The two mirrors (pi. 99, fig. 10 and 11) can be dated to the 3rd century and the first half of
the 3rd century respectively on the basis of parallel grave finds57. They represent two winged
beings, of which the first (pi. 99, fig. 10) can be directly identified as a Lasa, while the aegis,
helmet and shield of the other being (pi. 99, fig. 11) are characteristic attributes of Minerva.
G. Körte has indeed taken the Promachos motif of this and other related Minerva mirrors at face
value: Athena the giantslayer58. The undeniably poorly preserved engraving on the Thorvaldsen
mirror shows the right hand facing downwards and open, a position that corresponds to that of
the Lasa figures, which are often represented with a flower in their hand59. There is in fact no
reason to question R. Enking's60 earlier emphasis on the connection between the Lasa and
Minerva figures as messengers and protectors of the world of women in which Athena's warlike
aspect is merely an external and well-known manifestation borrowed from Greek art. To
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R. Enking's exposition it only remains to add that it might be argued from the evidence of the
Etruscan mirrors that Lasa's sphere of activity was expanded to include the world of men61.

The question arises as to whether there is a connection between this re-interpretative
demonization of the Greek divinities and the Roman Imperial family's direct use of divine figures
without mythical distance.

The decoration of the relief on the armour of the Prima Porta statue is one of many
examples of this lack of distance in Augustan art62. Among the figures in the ornamentation of
the relief, Aurora (pi. 100, fig. 12) with the vessel of dew (or simply the personification of
dew) 63 is somehow related to the Lasa figures of the mirrors—but only as regards content, of
course.

As regards style and type the figure has its origins elsewhere. A close, contemporary
parallel to Aurora/The Dew Goddess is the Victoria relief in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek; its
relationship to Augustus's Parthian arch in the Forum Romanum was first recognized by
E. Paribeni64. There is yet another parallel in Copenhagen (pf 100, fig. 13), a bronze relief,
representing a hovering Victoria or Nike, depending on whether the bronze is taken to be
Roman or Greek65. A comparison between the Thorvaldsen relief and the second century B.C.
terracotta figurines from a grave at SS Francesco e Paolo in Taranto66 should make it apparent
that the inspiration for both Aurora/The Dew Goddess and the Victoria relief from the Parthian
arch is Greek and, be it noted, Southern Italian, Tarentine. It is, then, not inspired by the art of
the Parthenon as Erika Simon suggests67.

That the Thorvaldsen bronze is also related to the Tarentine Nike statue that Octavius had
erected in the Curia in 29 B.C. can be seen from a comparison with the coins minted in honour
of the victory at Actium, since it is thought that these coins represent the Victoria in the Curia 6S.

I began by speaking of Greek vases on neo-classical monuments. And the interest of
neoclassicism in Greek vase painting has often been considered the cause of the change in
drawing styles from the 18th to the 19th century, when a growing concentration on contours
makes itself felt. There is no doubt that vase painting may have been the inspiration here, but it
may well be that it came to an even greater degree from some of the engraved late-Etruscan
mirrors and among these, perhaps, first and foremost from the Lasa mirrors.

A comparison of yet another Lasa mirror in the Thorvaldsen Museum (pi. 100, fig. 14) 69

with Thorvaldsen's first, loosely sketched study for the Baptismal Angel in the Church of Our
Lady in Copenhagen (pi. 100, fig. 15)70 reveals a striking similarity. It is unlikely that Thorvaldsen

shared his archaeologist friends' interest in interpreting the content of the "mysterious
mirrors". When he was buying Etruscan mirrors it was, as always, the beauty of things that was
important for him.

Notes

I wish to express my gratitude to the Ny Carlsberg Foundation for the financial support which made possible my
participation in the Bronze Colloquium in Lausanne from the 8th to the 13th of May 1978.

My Danish manuscript was translated into English by John Kendal.
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