
ARCHITECTURAL MOULDINGS FROM 
MURLO (i)

(Con le taw. I-II f. t.)

For many years the study of architectural terracottas was based 
almost exclusively on the ornament painted or moulded in relief 
on the three-dimensional form, with little attention to the profiles 
of these forms. This was of necessity, since few drawings of the 
three dimensions were available in published material and excavators 
and other students alike tended to be concerned chiefly with the 
ornament, which seemed to give chronological comparanda most 
readily. In more recent times, however, attention has begun to be 
paid to the architectural forms themselves, with a most signifi
cant result.

It is abundantly clear that architectural terracottas belong very 
closely and individually to the geographical and cultural divisions 
of the ancient classical world where in each case there developed 
architectural forms according to the needs, traditions and no doubt 
materials of each area. The sima forms developed in mainland 
Greece ( 2 ) for the ends of the terracotta roof tiles which cover the 
buildings, which were mostly of stone by the time of the earliest 
terracottas preserved, belong to mainland Greece and are not expor
ted either east to Asia Minor or west to Magna Graecia and Sicily,

(1) It is a pleasure to express my appreciation to Professor Kyle Μ. Phillips 
for asking me to write a note on these mouldings and for putting at my disposal 
the results of his own study of the chronological evidence as well as for much other 
assistance. It is a privilege to work on this important material.

(2) Lu c y  T. Sh o e , Profiles of Greek Mouldings, 1936, pp. 163-164. The 
earliest, a simple cavetto with a painted Doric leaf (pp. 130-131, pl. LXII), gives 
way in the 6th century to the Corinthian form, ovolo over fascia of about equal 
height also decorated only with painted ornament, lotus and palmette over lotus 
and palmette (pp. 32-34, pl. XVIII), which is replaced in the 5th century with 
a cyma reversa also usually decorated with a painted lotus and palmette (pp. 78-79, 
pl. XXXIII) which continues into Hellenistic times when a relief-decorated vertical 
form appears.
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even among the Greek cities in those areas. The Greeks of the 
west develop their own particular forms ( 3 ), notably taller and 
more elaborate than those of the mainland, but also using different 
profiles in different proportions and combinations. In the east (4) 
the more widespread use of wood until a date probably later than 
in Doric lands evidently accounts for the use in terracotta of a fi
gured frieze protecting the upper member of the wooden entablatu
re or serving as the roof tile ends. At the same general time, begin
ning little if any later than architectural terracottas in the different 
Greek lands, Etruria develops an even more extensive use of ter
racotta in her wooden architecture which needed to protect the 
wooden beams of the entablature as well as to provide for water 
to be drained from the roof. The forms developed for these needs 
are native to Etruria and bear no relation in their three-dimensional 
form to those of any Greek lands, regardless of what connections 
there may be in the ornament. This general fact has been noted 
and a few examples have been cited (5), but the study these pieces 
deserve was postponed (by this author at least) both because the 
loss of drawings made years ago when the old material had been 
available for study made it impossible to study the profiles of 
the forms with any thoroughness and because new material was 
beginning to be found which, it was clear, would add much to the

(3) Id e m, Profiles of Western Greek Mouldings, 1952, pp. 10-11, 23. The 
mid 6th century forms are either 1) tall and shallow in two parts, the upper 
curved, and crowned with either hawksbeak (pp. 30-32) or cyma recta (pp. 171-172) 
with base astragal (Selinus, pl. I) or 2) a deep cavetto with crown and base astragal 
over a fascia of the same or lesser height (Gela, pp. 66-69, pl. XI, 1-11). In the 
later 6th century beside these forms an ovolo crowning a high vertical appears 
(pp. 85-86, pl. XIV, 1-5, 7-9, 14).

(4) A. Ak e r s t r o m, Die Architektonischen Terrakotten Kleinasiens, 1966, 
shows a variety of forms of sima or geison revetment most of which have a re-
latively small profile crowning a vertical frieze often with moulded figures, some-
times with only painted ornament. The crowning profile is most commonly an 
ovolo, either painted or moulded, usually with its regular egg and dart, but there 
also appears at Lesbos (Mytilene, pp. 24-25, pl. 10, 1-4), Temnos (pp. 37-41, pls. 
13, 1, 14, 1, 15, 1, 3, 5) and Larisa on Hermos (pp. 48-49, 61, 64, pls. 22-27) a 
cavetto with a moulded concave tongue pattern which is the nearest parallel to 
forms elsewhere, notably in Etruria. It should be noted, however, that all of 
these examples are dated by Äkerström to about 525 B. C. or late 6th century 
(pp. 26, 41, 61, 63, 64), later than the earliest similar forms in Etruria (see below).

(5) Lu c y  T. Sh o e , Etruscan and Republican Roman Mouldings, Mem. A.m. 
Ac. XXVIII, 1965, pp. 13, 32, 35, 211-225, pls. LXVI-LXXI (henceforth, E.R.R.Af.). 
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understanding of Etruscan architectural terracotta forms There 
was also a hope that new investigations would yield what was so 
sadly lacking with most of the material from many years ago, 
namely, some exterior chronological evidence. The recent exca
vations at Murlo (6) have not only given us that much desired 
pottery evidence for the period of use and destruction of a build
ing to which a large group of architectural terracottas belonged, 
but in addition the date thus provided is earlier than we have 
until recently been able to assign with any assurance to any 
of our store of Italian architectural terracottas. A word about 
the three-dimensional form of these Murlo pieces may, therefore, 
be of interest.

fig. 1 - Raking Sima Inv. n. 68-150. H. 0.185 m.

As Professor Phillips has demonstrated, the life of the sanc
tuary appears from the pottery to be the second and third 
quarters of the 6th century B. C. Probably then at least as 
early as about 575-570 B. C. a set of architectural terracottas 
was made and in use on a building. There were found numerous 
fragments of both a raking and a horizontal sima (figg. 1, 2; tav. II) 
and many pieces of figured frieze (figg. 3, 4, 5; tav. I). The questions 
naturally arise: 1) are they all of the same period and 2) are they 
the original set of decoration on the building or a replacement

(6) K. Μ. Ph il l ips , AJA LXXI, 1967, pp. 133-139; LXXII, 1968, pp. 121-124; 
LXXIII, 1969, pp. 333-339; LXXIV, 1970, in print; Not. Scavi 1966, pp. 5-17; 
1969, pp. 38-50; Dialoghi. Archeol. I, 1967, pp. 245-247; II, 1968, pp. 104-106; 
Archaeology XXI, 1968, pp. 252-261.
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sometime before the destruction of the building about 525 B.C. 
The evidence of the figure style in the several different scenes of 
the frieze and of the heads which decorate the horizontal sima is 
being treated elsewhere. Our purpose here is to see whether the 
form of the members can shed any light on these questions.

As has been noted above, the paucity of available profile draw
ings of Etruscan architectural terracottas makes a precise study im
possible. It may be, however, that even if we had such drawings 
for all apparently comparable material no significant chronological 
distinctions in the fine points of the profiles would emerge. 
Two points should be kept in mind. It should be remembered that 
a fundamental characteristic of Etruscan architectural mouldings 
in general as distinct from Greek is that a chronological develop
ment is not to be observed (7). One must also note especially that 
the height of the fillet portion of the cavetto profile of the Murlo 
terracottas varies from plaque to plaque among those surely, to 
judge from the figure style of the friezes, to be considered contem
poraneous (figg. 3, 4, 5); note especially the difference between fig. 
3 and 5, both horseraces (7 bis). This variation in the height of the 
top fillet of architectural terracottas is not unique at Murlo. To cite 
only a few examples, the three plaques from Poggio Buco (8) with 
three different but contemporary subjects have different height

(7) E.R.R.M., p. 35.
(7bis) A.J.A. LXXII, 1968, pl. 48, fig. 19; pl. 49, fig. 15.
(8) A. An d r e n , Architectural Terracottas from Etrusco-Italic Temples, 1940, 

pl. 25, 4, 5, 6.
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fillets, and variations even in the same set can be seen well in 
adjacent plaques from Velletri (9) and Caere (10) There was 
evidently no little carelessness in the amount of clay left at the 
top of the moulds. Care must therefore be exercised in considering 
changes in those parts of profiles which could have been affected,

fig. 3 - Horserace Revetment Inv. n. 67-95. H. 0.246 m.

quite fortuitously, by the way the mould was handled. But certain 
changes in the total aspect of the forms of architectural terracottas 
can be observed at some periods (11) and in that connection a few 
observations can be made, even though further discoveries may 
alter as well as clarify them.

All three members represented here (raking, fig. 1, and hori
zontal, fig. 2, sima and frieze revetment, figg. 3-5) have the same 
kind of crowning moulding above a vertical (although its height 
in proportion to that vertical is very different in the simae and

(9) A. Ak e r s t r ö m, Op. Rom. I, 1954, figs. 13-14.
(10) An d r e n , op. cit., pl. 4, 6 and 7, pl. 5, 10 and 12.
(11) E.R.R.M., pp. 211-225.
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in the friezes), namely, a cavetto which is moulded with fat convex 
strigils which end at the top flush with the fillet of the cavetto; 
the profile is a simple true cavetto (12). In other words the strigils 
are not rounded at the top so that the profile becomes a beak under 
the fillet as is common on both simae and revetment plaques in 
the late 6th and early 5th centuries (13) as well as later.

fig. 4 - Divinities Revetment Inv. n. 68-264. H. 0.234 m. (1:3)

There are two other sets of architectural terracottas which are 
characterized by the same kind of strigils as those of Murlo, ending 
in the same way so that the profiles must be similar, namely, 1) 
those long known from Poggio Buco (14) which include both sima 
and revetment, and 2) the so-called panther and Minotaur revetment

(12) When E.R.R.M. was written, the only cavetto profiles with strigils 
known to me from their profiles were much later (p. 219). This statement must 
now be corrected. Actually the earliest strigils now known are moulded on ca-
vetto forms.

(13) Ibidem, pp. 211-212, 215-216, pls. LXVI, 1-8, LXVIII, 1-4, 6, 8.
(14) An d r e n , op. cit., pp. 76-77, pl. 25, 1, No. 92, pl. D, 3 (sima); pp. 77-79, 

pl. 25, 4-6, Nos. 89-91 (revetment).
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and the fragmentary sima associated with it found comparatively 
recently in more than one place in Rome, but chiefly in the area 
of the Regia (15). Both the sima and revetment forms with their 
crowns are so close in these three sets from Rome, Poggio Buco 
and Murlo that they cannot be far apart in date. The simae of 
Murlo and Poggio Buco are strikingly low compared to other simae,

fig. 5 - Horserace Revetment Inv. n. 69-233. H. 0.241 m.

the cavetto with its convex strigils about half the full height; the 
strigils of the Roman sima are apparently similar. The character 
and proportions of the strigils and cavetto are very similar in all 
three revetments.

The Poggio Buco pieces have long been recognized as some of 
the earliest Etruscan architectural terracottas preserved. Andren 
(16) included them in his earliest group and dated them to the ear
ly 6th century B.C.; Giglioli (17) dated them to the first half of

(15) Pie t r o  Ro ma n e l l i, Boll. d’Arte XL, 1955, pp. 203-207, figs. 1, 3, 4; 
E. Gje r s t a d , Early Rome III, 1960, p. 287, figs. 189, 1, 190 (revetment), p. 288, 
fig. 191, 1 (sima); IV, 1966, p. 475, figs. 141, 142.

(16) Pp. cxxxi, cxliv, 77.
(17) A. E„ p. 21, pl. XCVIII, 1.
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the 6th century. More recently, however, Mansuelli (18) has dated 
them to the latter half of the 6th century and Miss Banti (19) 
to the last quarter. These dates are all based on the figure style. 
Gjerstad (20), on the other hand, sees the close affinity to the 
Roman panther frieze. For the Roman set we have the help of 
stratigraphic evidence in the Forum FKomanum. The pieces belong 
to the earliest stratum of the archaic city which cannot be earlier 
than the formation of that city about 575 B.C., but they cannot be 
much later if some of the pieces belong, as seems likely, to the 
Regia which was founded about 575 B.C. (21).

When we consider that the Murlo pottery gives a date of at 
least as early as about 575 B.C. for the building on that site being 
in use, in the light of the dates of the Roman pieces surely and 
those from Poggio Buco probably, it seems reasonably certain that 
the Murlo architectural terracottas are all of the original set put 
on the building not long after 575 B.C.

One need no more than note that the forms of those architectu
ral terracottas which are dated about 525 B.C., the lower limit of 
the Murlo building (above, p. 15), are quite different. Some revet
ments have crowns of concave strigils still on cavetto profiles (22); 
others retain the convex strigils which are now, however, separated 
from the fillet above to form a beak profile (23). The simae are 
much higher and have convex strigils on beak profiles, often very 
tall. No architectural terracottas which have been dated on external 
evidence to the third or last quarters of the 6th century have forms 
comparable to those of Murlo (24).

If a date early in the second quarter of the 6th century B.C. 
is correct for the Murlo architectural terracottas, it gives welcome

(18) Etruria and Early Rome, 1963, p. 104, fig. 45.
(19) Die Welt der Etrusker, 1960, pp. 67, 275, 276, pls. 38, top, 39, left.
(20) Early Rome IV, pp. 569, 570.
(21) Ibidem, pp. 383, 568, 569.
(22) For example, Veii, Rome and Velletri: E. Gje r s t a d , Early Rome IV, 

pp. 476-482, 572-573, figs. 143-146.
(23) E.R.R.M., pp. 212-213, pl. LXVI, 1-6. Note that the Palestrina sima 

is now dated by Ma n s u e l l i, op. cit., pp. 84, 88, pl. 19, and R. Bl o c h , Die 
Kunst der Etrusker, 1966, p. 16, to the second half of the 6th century B. C.

(24) Note that Mauro Cristofani has dated the letters on the tiles from 
Murlo within the first half of the 6th century, more specifically in the second 
quarter. Since the tiles should be contemporary with the revetments, this inde-
pendent dating is of considerable significance.
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exterior evidence for the existence as early as that time of one 
of the standard combinations of profiles used frequently in Etruscan, 
architecture and in minor constructions both of stone and of other

materials. The pedestal supporting the prize cauldron at the end 
of the horserace frieze plaque (fig. 6 and tav. I) consists of
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a base of three superimposed rounds from which rises a shaft 
with a small round near the top, above which it ends in a beak 
profile on which rests the crowning half round with a vertical plinth 
above (25). The single round, either half or quarter round in profile, 
is the most common base moulding in Etruria whether for podia, 
altars, column bases, or other bases or pedestals (26). Duplication 
or triplication of the Etruscan round occurred at times, where 
further elaboration or projection was desired, usually on a crown 
rather than a base especially in the early periods (27), but dou
ble rounds do occur in column bases of the 3rd and 2nd centu
ries (28). The three rounds on this early 6th century pedestal 
recall the three rounds on Tumulus II at Caere of the end of 
the 7th century (29).

The combination of the crowning Etruscan round with a beak 
below is particularly familiar in column capitals (30). Since the shaft 
of the pedestal of the trophy acts like a column, it may have been 
so thought of; but the combination appears commonly also in other 
stone constructions, large and small (3i), and in representations 
in paintings (32), and in minor arts, especially bronzes. A notable 
mirror (33) has a scene incised on it the center of which is an

(25) AJA LXXII, 1968, pl. 51, fig. 13; LXXIII, 1969, pl. 81, fig. 11.
(26) E. g., E.R.R.M., pp. 21, 25, 29-31 and passim·, St. Etr. XXXI, 1963, 

pl. XXXII, d (Vulci); XXXV, 1967, p. 332, figs. 2, 3 (Santa Marinella), pp. 53-56, 
pl. XXI (Orvieto); Not. Scavi 1965, p. 32, fig. 3 (Grosseto).

(27) E. g., Caeretan tumuli, E.R.R.M., pl. II, 1-4; Chiusi cippus, ibidem, 
pi. V, 5; Orvieto funeral monument, ibidem, pl. XV, 1; Roman altars, ibidem, 
pl. XXVII, 10, 11.

(28) St. Etr. XXIX, 1961, p. 414, fig. 1, pl. XLIV, a (Fiesole temple); 
E.R.R.M., pl. XXXIV, 7 (Volterra temple model); pl. LX, 1, 2 (Saturnia and 
Paestum).

(29) E.R.R.M., pl. II, 4.
(30) Stone capitals: E.R.R.M., pp. 126-127, 131-132, pl. XL, 1-5, LXXVI, 3; 

St. Etr. XXXI, 1963, pl. XXXI, a, b; capitals represented in paintings: Tarquinia, 
Tomba della Leonessa, Μ. Pa l l o t t in o , Etruscan Painting, 1952, pp. 43, 45, 47, 48; 
Bl o c h , op. cit., pp. 14-15.

(31) E.R.R.M., pls. XVI-XVIII (Orvieto cippi); pls. IX-XI and St. Etr. XXXI, 
1963, pls. XXXII a; XXXV d (Vulci cippi but with very different proportions); 
pl. XXV 6 (Fiesole parotid); pls. XXVII 4, 6; LXXII 1; LXXIII 4; LXXV 1, 
3; XXIX 2 (altars from Orvieto, Tarquinia, Lanuvium, Fiesole); St. Etr. XXX, 
1962, pp. 43 ff., figs. 17, 19, 22, 25; St. Etr. XXXV, 1967, pl. IX, b, c (new tombs 
at Orvieto).

(32) St. Etr. XXXV, 1967, p. 56, fig. 2 (altar on painted tile from Caere)
(33) Florence Archaeological Museum Inv. No. 646, Ge r h ., E. S., V, p. 47, 
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altar (fig. 8). Although the Etruscan rounds of both crown ano. 
base here (fig. 7) are quarter rounds while those of the Murlo 
trophy are full half rounds (fig. 6 and tav. I), the general arrange
ment of the elements of the support is the same except for the 
multiplication at the base of the Murlo trophy. One cannot say

fig. 7 - Altar from Bronze Mirror, Florence, Archaeological Museum
Inv. n. 646 (1:1)

that the half round is necessarily earlier than the quarter round 
in any of the many uses to which this standard Etruscan moulding 
is put; both occur throughout Etruscan architectural history. 
But it does seem to be true that the full half round is used more 
freely in the position in which we find it in our trophy in the ear
lier period. At the very much later date of the mirror the quarter 
round form is rather more common for such a use.

A similar combination of crowning elements occurs on both 
the fountain and the basin into which water pours from the fountain 
in the painting of the Tomba dei Tori (34) of about 530 B.C..

pl. 36. I am indebted to Dr. Guglielmo Maetzke for permission to publish the 
photograph he so kindly provided. Photograph: Soprintendenza alle Antichità - 
Firenze, η. 14047.

(34) Μ. Pa l l o t t in o , Art of the Etruscans, 1955, p. 133, pl. 12, dated 
about 530 B. C.; Ba n t i, op. cit., p. 277, colored pl. I, about 530-520 B C.: 
Ma n s u e l l i, op. cit., pp. 78-79, pl. 16, about 530 B. C. 
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the basin itself serving as the crowning round in its case. Both 
the rounds are of quarter round form.

fig. 8 - Bronze Mirror, Florence, Archeological Museum

For most of the other examples of the combination of elements 
in the trophy there is no certain evidence for dating; when dates 
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have been offered it has been on the basis of style and these have 
sometimes been contradictory. Pieces for which dates have been pro 
posed have been placed at least a quarter if not a half century 
or more later than the Murlo terracottas. We now know that some 
of these may be earlier also. It is most welcome to find these 
forms which are to have so long a history in Etruria documented 
as early as the beginning of the second quarter of the 6th century 
B.C.

Lu c y  Sh o e  Me r it t



St u d i Et r u s c h i - Vol. XXXVIII Ta v . i



Ta v . II St u d i Et r u s c h i - Vol. XXXV1II

a - Raking Sima 68-150. L. 0.538 m.; H. 0.18.5 m.

b - Horizontal Sima 68-482. L. of fascia 0.55 m.
Total I. 0.615 m.; II. 0.21 m.


