
D. H. Lawrence Etruscan Places pp. 87-102 

 

There is a haunting quality in the Etruscan repre sentations. Those leopards with their long 

tongues hanging out : those flowing hippocampi ; those cring ing spotted deer, struck in flank 

and neck ; they get into the imagination, and will not go out. And we see the wavy edge of the 

sea, the dolphins curving over, the diver going down clean, the little man climbing  
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up the rock after him so eagerly. Then the men with beards who recline on the banqueting beds : 

how they hold up the mysterious egg ! And the women with the conical head-dress, how 

strangely they lean for ward, with caresses we no longer know ! The naked slaves joyfully stoop 

to the wine-jars. Their nakedness is its own clothing, more easy than drapery. The curves of their 

limbs show pure pleasure in life, a pleasure that goes deeper still in the limbs of the dancers, in 

the big, long hands thrown out and dancing to the very ends of the fingers, a dance that surges 

from within, like a current in the sea. It is as if the current of some strong different life swept 

through them, different from our shallow current to-day : as if they drew their vitality from 

different depths that we are denied.  

 

Yet in a few centuries they lost their vitality. The Romans took the life out of them. It seems as if 

the power of resistance to life, self-assertion and overbear ing, such as the Romans knew : a 

power which must needs be moral, or carry morality with it, as a cloak for its inner ugliness : 

would always succeed in destroying the natural flowering of life. And yet there still are a few 

wild flowers and creatures.  

 

The natural flowering of life ! It is not so easy for human beings as it sounds. Behind all the 

Etruscan liveliness was a religion of life, which the chief men were seriously responsible for. 

Behind all the dancing was a vision, and even a science of life, a conception  
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of the universe and man s place in the universe which made men live to the depth of their 

capacity.  

 

To the Etruscan all was alive; the whole universe lived; and the business of man was himself to 

live amid it all. He had to draw life into himself, out of the wandering huge vitalities of the 

world. The cosmos was alive, like a vast creature. The whole thing breathed and stirred. 

Evaporation went up like breath from the nostrils of a whale, steaming up. The sky re ceived it in 

its blue bosom, breathed it in and pondered on it and transmuted it, before breathing it out again. 

Inside the earth were fires like the heat in the hot red liver of a beast. Out of the fissures of the 

earth came breaths of other breathing, vapours direct from the living physical underearth, 

exhalations carrying in spiration. The whole thing was alive, and had a great soul, or anima : and 

in spite of one great soul, there were myriad roving, lesser souls; every man, every creature and 



tree and lake and mountain and stream, was animate, had its own peculiar consciousness. And 

has it to-day.  

 

The cosmos was one, and its anima was one; but it was made up of creatures. And the greatest 

creature was earth, with its soul of inner fire. The sun was only a reflection, or off-throw, or 

brilliant handful, of the great inner fire. But in juxtaposition to earth lay the sea, the waters that 

moved and pondered and held a deep soul of their own. Earth and waters lay side by side, 

together, and utterly different.  
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So it was. The universe, which was a single alive- ness with a single soul, instantly changed, the 

moment you thought of it, and became a dual creature with two souls, fiery and watery, for ever 

mingling and rushing apart, and held by the . great aliveness of the universe in an ultimate 

equilibrium. But they rushed together and they rushed apart, and immediately they became 

myriad ; volcanoes and seas, then streams and mountains, trees, creatures, men. And everything 

was dual, or contained its own duality, for ever mingling and rushing apart.  

 

The old idea of the vitality of the universe was evolved long before history begins, and elaborated 

into a vast religion before we get a glimpse of it. When history does begin, in China or India, 

Egypt, Babylonia, even in the Pacific and in aboriginal America, we see evidence of one 

underlying religious idea : the conception of the vitality of the cosmos, the myriad vitalities in 

wild confusion, which still is held in some sort of array : and man, amid all the glowing welter, 

adventuring, struggling, striving for one thing, life, vitality, more vitality : to get into himself 

more and more of the gleaming vitality of the cosmos. That is the treasure. The active religious 

idea was that man, by vivid attention and subtlety and exerting all his strength, could draw more 

life into himself, more life, more and more glistening vitality, till he became shining like the 

morning, blazing like a god. When he was all himself he painted himself vermilion like  
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the throat of dawn, and was god s body, visibly, red and utterly vivid. So he was a prince, a king, 

a god, an Etruscan Lucumo; Pharaoh, or Belshazzar, or Ashurbanipal, or Tarquin; in a feebler 

decrescendo^ Alexander, or Caesar, or Napoleon,  

 

This was the idea at the back of all the great old civilizations. It was even, half-transmuted, at the 

back of David s mind, and voiced in the Psalms. But with David the living cosmos became merely 

a personal god. With the Egyptians and Babylonians and Etruscans, strictly there were no 

personal gods. There were only idols or symbols. It was the living cosmos itself, dazzlingly and 

gaspingly complex, which was divine, and which could be contemplated only by the strongest 

soul, and only at moments. And only the peerless soul could draw into itself some last flame 

from the quick. Then you had a king-god indeed.  

 



There you have the ancient idea of kings, kings who are gods by vividness, because they have 

gathered into themselves core after core of vital potency from the universe, till they are clothed in 

scarlet, they are bodily a piece of the deepest fire. Pharaohs and kings of Nineveh, kings of the 

East, and Etruscan Lucumones, they are the living clue to the pure fire, to the cosmic vitality. 

They are the vivid key to life, the vermilion clue to the mystery and the delight of death and life. 

They, in their own body, unlock the vast treasure- house of the cosmos for their people, and bring 

out life, and show the way into the dark of death, which  
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is the blue burning of the one fire. They, in their own bodies, are the life-bringers and the death-

guides, leading ahead in the dark, and coming out in the day with more than sunlight in their 

bodies. Can one wonder that such dead are wrapped in gold ; or were ?  

 

The life-bringers, and the death-guides. But they set guards at the gates both of life and death. 

They keep the secrets, and safeguard the way. Only a few are initiated into the mystery of the 

bath of life, and the bath of death : the pool within pool within pool, wherein, when a man is 

dipped, he becomes darker than blood, with death, and brighter than fire, with life ; till at last he 

is scarlet royal as a piece of living life, pure vermilion.  

 

The people are not initiated into the cosmic ideas, nor into the awakened throb of more vivid 

consciousness. Try as you may, you can never make the mass of men throb with full 

awakenedness. They cannot be more than a little aware. So you must give them symbols, ritual 

and gesture, which will fill their bodies with life up to their own full measure. Any more is fatal. 

And so the actual knowledge must be guarded from them, lest knowing the formulae, without 

under going at all the experience that corresponds, they may become insolent and impious, 

thinking they have the all, when they have only an empty monkey-chatter. The esoteric 

knowledge will always be esoteric, since knowledge is an experience, not a formula. But it is 

foolish to hand out the formulae. A little knowledge  
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is indeed a dangerous thing. No age proves it more than ours. Monkey-chatter is at last the most 

disastrous of all things.  

 

The clue to the Etruscan life was the Lucumo, the religious prince. Beyond him were the priests 

and warriors. Then came the people and the slaves. People and warriors and slaves did not think 

about religion. There would soon have been no religion left. They felt the symbols and danced 

the sacred dances. For they were always kept in touch y physically, with the mysteries. The " 

touch " went from the Lucumo down to the merest slave. The blood-stream was un broken. But " 

knowing " belonged to the high-born, the pure-bred.  

 

So, in the tombs we find only the simple, uninitiated vision of the people. There is none of the 

priest-work of Egypt. The symbols are to the artist just wonder- forms, pregnant with emotion 



and good for decoration. It is so all the way through Etruscan art. The artists evidently were of 

the people, artisans. Presumably they were of the old Italic stock, and understood nothing of the 

religion in its intricate form, as it had come in from the East : though doubtless the crude 

principles of the official religion were the same as those of the primitive religion of the 

aborigines. The same crude principles ran through the religions of all the barbaric world of that 

time, Druid or Teutonic or Celtic. But the newcomers in Etruria held secret the science and 

philosophy of their religion, and gave the  

 

93  

 

ETRUSCAN PLACES  

 

people the symbols and the ritual, leaving the artists free to use the symbols as they would ; 

which shows that there was no priest-rule.  

 

Later, when scepticism came over all the civilized world, as it did after Socrates, the Etruscan 

religion began to die, Greeks and Greek rationalism flooded in, and Greek stories more or less 

took the place of the old Etruscan symbolic thought. Then again the Etruscan artists, uneducated, 

used the Greek stories as they had used the Etruscan symbols, quite freely, making them over 

again just to please themselves.  

 

But one radical thing the Etruscan people never forgot, because it was in their blood as well as in 

the blood of their masters : and that was the mystery of the journey out of life, and into death ; 

the death- journey, and the sojourn in the after-life. The wonder of their soul continued to play 

round the mystery of this journey and this sojourn.  

 

In the tombs we see it ; throes of wonder and vivid feeling throbbing over death. Man moves 

naked and glowing through the universe. Then comes death : he dives into the sea, he departs 

into the underworld.  

 

The sea is that vast primordial creature that has a soul also, whose inwardness is womb of all 

things, out of which all things emerged, and into which they are devoured back. Balancing the 

sea is the earth of inner fire, of after-life and before-life. Beyond the waters and the ultimate fire 

lay only that oneness of which the people knew nothing : it was a secret the Lucumones  
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kept for themselves, as they kept the symbol of it in their hand.  

 

But the sea the people knew. The dolphin leaps in and out of it suddenly, as a creature that 

suddenly exists, out of nowhere. He was not : and lo ! there he is ! The dolphin which gives up 

the sea s rainbows only when he dies. Out he leaps ; then, with a head- dive, back again he 

plunges into the sea. He is so much alive, he is like the phallus carrying the fiery spark of 

procreation down into the wet darkness of the womb. The diver does the same, carrying like a 

phallus his small hot spark into the deeps of death. And the sea will give up her dead like 

dolphins that leap out and have the rainbow within them.  



 

But the duck that swims on the water, and lifts his wings, is another matter : the blue duck, or 

goose, so often represented by the Etruscans. He is the same goose that saved Rome, in the night.  

 

The duck does not live down within the waters as the fish does. The fish is the anima y the 

animate life, the very clue to the vast sea, the watery element of the first submission. For this 

reason Jesus was represented in the first Christian centuries as a fish, in Italy especi ally, where 

the people still thought in the Etruscan symbols. Jesus was the anima of the vast, moist ever- 

yielding element which was the opposite and the counterpart of the red flame the Pharaohs and 

the kings of the East had sought to invest themselves with.  

 

But the duck has no such subaqueous nature as the  
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fish. It swims upon the waters, and is hot-blooded, belonging to the red flame of the animal body 

of life. But it dives under water, and preens itself upon the flood. So it became, to man, the 

symbol of that part of himself which delights in the waters, and dives in, and rises up and shakes 

its wings. It is the symbol of a man s own phallus and phallic life. So you see a man holding on 

his hand the hot, soft, alert duck, offering it to the maiden. So to-day the Red Indian makes a 

secret gift to the maiden of a hollow, earthenware duck, in which is a little fire and incense. It is 

that part of his body and his fiery life that a man can offer to a maid. And it is that awareness or 

alertness in him, that other consciousness, that wakes in the night and rouses the city.  

 

But the maid offers the man a garland, the rim of flowers from the edge of the " pool," which can 

be placed over the man s head and laid on his shoulders, in symbol that he is invested with the 

power of the maiden s mystery and different strength, the female power. For whatever is laid 

over the shoulders is a sign of power added.  

 

Birds fly portentously on the walls of the tombs. The artist must often have seen those priests, the 

augurs, with their crooked, bird-headed staffs in their hand, out on a high place watching the 

flight of larks or pigeons across the quarters of the sky. They were reading the signs and the 

portents, looking for an indication, how they should direct the course of some  
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serious affair. To us it may seem foolish. To them, hot-blooded birds flew through the living 

universe as feelings and premonitions fly through the breast of a man, or as thoughts fly through 

the mind. In their flight the suddenly roused birds, or the steady, far- coming birds, moved 

wrapped in a deeper conscious ness, in the complex destiny of all things. And since all things 

corresponded in the ancient world, and man s bosom mirrored itself in the bosom of the sky, or 

vice versa y the birds were flying to a portentous goal, in the man s breast who watched, as well 

as flying their own way in the bosom of the sky. If the augur could see the birds flying in his 

heart^ then he would know which way destiny too was flying for him.  



 

The science of augury certainly was no exact science. But it was as exact as our sciences of 

psychology or political economy. And the augurs were as clever as our politicians, who also must 

practise divination, if ever they are to do anything worth the name. There is no other way when 

you are dealing with life. And if you live by the cosmos, you look in the cosmos for your clue. If 

you live by a personal god, you pray to him. If you are rational, you think things over. But it all 

amounts to the same thing in the end. Prayer, or thought, or studying the stars, or watching the 

flight of birds, or studying the entrails of the sacrifice, it is all the same process, ultimately: of 

divination. All it depends on is the amount of true^ sincere, religious concentration you can bring 
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object. An act of pure attention, if you are capable of it, will bring its own answer. And you 

choose that object to concentrate upon which will best focus your consciousness. Every real 

discovery made, every serious and significant decision ever reached, was reached and made by 

divination. Columbus discovered America by a sort of divination. The soul stirs, and makes an 

act of pure attention, and that is a discovery.  

 

The science of the augur and the haruspex was not so foolish as our modern science of political 

economy. If the hot liver of the victim cleared the soul of the haruspex, and made him capable of 

that ultimate inward attention which alone tells us the last thing we need to know, then why 

quarrel with the haruspex ? To him, the universe was alive, and in quivering rapport. To him, the 

blood was conscious ; he thought with his heart. To him, the blood was the red and shining 

stream of consciousness itself. Hence, to him, the liver, that great organ where the blood struggles 

and " overcomes death," was an object of profound mystery and significance. It stirred his soul 

and purified his consciousness ; for it was also his victim. So he gazed into the hot liver, that was 

mapped out in fields and regions like the sky of stars, but these fields and regions were those of 

the red, shining conscious ness that runs through the whole animal creation. And therefore it 

must contain the answer to his own blood s question.  

 

It is the same with the study of stars, or the sky of  
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stars. Whatever object will bring the consciousness into a state of pure attention, in a time of 

perplexity, will also give back an answer to the perplexity. But it is truly a question of divination. 

As soon as there is any pretence of infallibility, and pure scientific calcula tion, the whole thing 

becomes a fraud and a jugglery. But the same is true not only of augury and astrology, but also of 

prayer and of pure reason, and even of the discoveries of the great laws and principles of science. 

Men juggle with prayer to-day as once they juggled with augury ; and in the same way they are 

juggling with science. Every great discovery or decision comes by an act of divination. Facts are 

fitted round after wards. But all attempt at divination, even prayer and reason and research itself, 

lapses into jugglery when the heart loses its purity. In the impurity of his heart, Socrates often 

juggled logic unpleasantly. And no doubt, when scepticism came over the ancient world, the 

haruspex and the augur became jugglers and pre tenders. But for centuries they held real sway. It 



is amazing to see, in Livy, what a big share they must have had in the building up of the great 

Rome of the Republic.  

 

Turning from birds to animals, we find in the tombs the continual repetition of lion against deer. 

As soon as the world was created, according to the ancient idea, it took on duality. All things 

became dual, not only in the duality of sex, but in the polarity of action. This is the " impious 

pagan duality/ It did not,  
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however, contain the later pious duality of good and evil.  

 

The leopard and the deer, the lion and the bull, the cat and the dove, or the partridge, these are 

part of the great duality, or polarity of the animal kingdom. But they do not represent good 

action and evil action. On the contrary, they represent the polarized activity of the divine cosmos, 

in its animal creation.  

 

The treasure of treasures is the soul, which, in every creature, in every tree or pool, means that 

mysterious conscious point of balance or equilibrium between the two halves of the duality, the 

fiery and the watery. This mysterious point clothes itself in vividness after vividness from the 

right hand, and vividness after vividness from the left. And in death it does not disappear, but is 

stored In the egg, or in the jar, or even in the tree which brings forth again.  

 

But the soul itself, the conscious spark of every creature, is not dual; and being the immortal, it is 

also the altar on which our mortality and our duality is at last sacrificed.  

 

So as the key-picture in the tombs, we have over and over again the heraldic beasts facing one 

another across the altar, or the tree, or the vase ; and the lion is smiting the deer in the hip and the 

throat. The deer is spotted, for day and night, the lion is dark and light the same.  

 

The deer or lamb or goat or cow is the gentle creature with udder of overflowing milk and 

fertility ;  
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or it is the stag or ram or bull, the great father of the herd, with horns of power set obvious on the 

brow, and indicating the dangerous aspect of the beasts of fertility. These are the creatures of 

prolific, boundless procreation, the beasts of peace and increase. So even Jesus is the lamb. And 

the endless, endless gendering of these creatures will fill all the earth with cattle till herds rub 

flanks over all the world, and hardly a tree can rise between.  

 

But this must not be so, since they are only half, even of the animal creation. Balance must be 

kept. And this is the altar we are all sacrificed upon : it is even death ; just as it is our soul and 

purest treasure.  



 

So, on the other hand from the deer, we have lionesses and leopards. These, too, are male and 

female. These, too, have udders of milk and nourish young ; as the wolf nourished the first 

Romans: prophetically, as the destroyers of many deer, including the Etruscan. So these fierce 

ones guard the treasure and the gate way, which the prolific ones would squander or close up 

with too much gendering. They bite the deer in neck and haunch, where the great blood-streams 

run.  

 

So the symbolism goes all through the Etruscan tombs. It is very much the symbolism of all the 

ancient world. But here it is not exact and scientific, as in Egypt. It is simple and rudimentary, 

and the artist plays with it as a child with fairy stories. Nevertheless, it is the symbolic element 

which rouses the deeper emotion, and gives the peculiarly satisfying quality  
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to the dancing figures and the creatures. A painter like Sargent, for example, is so clever. But in 

the end he is utterly uninteresting, a bore. He never has an inkling of his own triviality and 

silliness. One Etruscan leopard, even one little quail, is worth all the miles of him.  

 

 


