
A CHARUN HEAD IN ISCHIA DI CASTRO
(Con le tavv. XIII-XV f. t.)

In the Museo Comunale at Ischia di Castro the first room is used for the 
finds from the 1961 and 1967 excavations of the ruins of Castro (1). This 
was a flourishing town in the 16th century and enjoyed a period of fine 
architecture during the dukeship of Pier Luigi Farnese, the son of Pope 
Alexander III, when Antonio di Sangallo the Elder designed and built its 
central piazza and adjoining buildings. In 1659 the town was sacked and 
demolished by the troops of Pope Innocent X as a result of a feud between 
the Duke of Castro and the Pope, the only remaining trace being a column 
with the inscription ‘ Qui fu Castro ’ (2). For many centuries the ruins of the 
town have lain waste and are now hidden by a forest. The excavations of 
1961 and 1967 were minor projects and have never been published in extenso. 
Among the many fragments, including the coat of arms of the Farnese family 
and medieval church sculpture, one piece stands out on account of its individual 
style. It is the upper part of the head of a wild-looking man (tavv. XIII-XIV). 
The material is nenfro, the very soft dark grey volcanic stone used extensively 
by the Etruscans for sculpture and sarcophagi (3) but also used in the medieval 
sculpture of the Castro region. The surviving height is 23,5 cm, the depth is 
28 cm and the width from ear to ear is 24 cm, i.e. a head of super-human 
size. The head is broken off through the cheeks and the mouth. The break is, 
however, blurred by the remaining part of the beard, and the details are not 
very clear (tav. XIII a). The beard seems to have been broken off, and the neck 
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worked over with a chisel. The back of the head shows an even break which 
gives the impression that the sculpture was not originally free-standing. On 
the top of the head the surface has been worked over with a very broad 
chisel going through the light patina which covers the broken edges (tav. XIV 
c), while the front part of the skull is naturally worn. Over the forehead a hole 
can be seen into which something must originally have been fixed, possibly 
a piece of bronze. Apart from the nose the face itself is very well preserved, 
and even the polished painted surface is visible in various places.

On the forehead, cheeks, temples and nose-bridge the colour is dark 
bluish-black, while the iris’ of the eyes are rendered as red rings (diam. 
2,5 cm). There are other traces of red in the right ear, in the wrinkles of the 
outer corners of the eyes and on the thick domed part of the upper forehead. 
It is immediately obvious that this is not the rendering of a normal human 
being, as is shown by the narrow pointed donkey ears, the large protruding 
eyes, the low wrinkled forehead, the heavy arched eyebrows meeting in a 
knot over the nose, the high protruding cheekbones and the hair which stands 
out in broad strands around the face.

All these features show that the figure represents an Etruscan demon 
— probably Charun. This is further emphasized by the dark blue colour of the 
skin, which is characteristic of the painted pictures of this demon and might 
signify the colour of death (4), and the band that lies around the hair and 
ends in the hole above the forehead. The band was probably a stylized snake, 
the hole being used to attach a knot which might have ended in freestanding 
snakes’ heads such as we see in painted representations of the 4th century B.C. 
and onwards (5). He is characterized by his wild features: horse or donkey 
ears (6), large beak-like nose (7), his untidy hair and beard standing out round 
his head and often adorned by snakes with swaying ‘ hissing ’ heads, by his 
dress, a short tunic with a crossband over the chest, and by the hammer he 
holds in his hand.

This demon type has its ancestors in Greece, in the wild centaurs with 
wrinkled foreheads and brows, horses ears, and untidy hair and beards (8); 
and also in the Gorgo with its bared threatening teeth. The iconographie type

(4) Pa u s . X, 28, 7 sqq. mentions that the demon Eurynomos in the Nekyia by 
Polygnotos was bluish black in the head del like a bluebottle.

(5) F. De Ru y t , Charun, demon étrusque de la mort, Roma 1934; W. He r b ig , 
Gotter und Dämonen der Etrusker, Heidelberg 1948, p. 22 sqq.; A. Pf if f ig , Religio 
Etrusca, Graz 1975, pp. 332-36; EAA II, 1959, pp. 356-58.

(6) Perhaps an allusion to the horse as a death symbol, S. Fe r r i, in Ann. Sc. Pisa, 
1933, p. 156.

(7) For the enlargement of single features, Fe r r i, in Ann. Sc. Pisa 1932, p. 296.
(8) He r b ig , op. cit.. p. 22.
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lasts down into the Christian era, and many representations of Satan can be 
traced back to Charun-like demons. The type has been studied by De Ruyt, 
who demonstrates the different functions of the demon from the many repre-
sentations in tomb-paintings, on vases, and in reliefs on sarcophagi and ash-
urns. Charun is seen as an onlooker in mythological scenes of violent death 
or in scenes of the deceased bidding his family farwell; in some cases he is 
represented as actively tearing the dead person away by force. His most 
pronounced function is that of the psychopompos, who either alone or in a 
procession, leads the soul to the land of the dead. A similar significance can 
be attributed to instances where one or two Charuns guard the door of the 
grave, waiting to lead the soul away (9).

In 1974 a sensational find came to light at Cerveteri in the locality of 
Greppe di Sant Angelo. Here a magnificent grave-complex was unearthed 
with a “ piazza ” in front of it, in which the first full size sculpture of Charun 
(or his cousin Tuchulcha) was found (10) {tav. XV a). After being restored, the 
statue has recently been placed in the museum of Cerveteri. The figure 
measures 135 cm including the rectangular plinth (12 cm heigh). The lower 
part of the arms from the elbow and down are missing. Characteristic of the 
figure are the pointed ears, the large protruding eyes, the wrinkled brows, 
the wild hair and beard and the enormous beak-like nose. He is hunchbacked 
and bandy-legged and wears a short tunic with short sleeves and bands laid 
crosswise over the chest. On the left side of the breast is the head and upper 
part of a snake; its tail can be seen on the hem of the left side of the tunic. 
From the style of the figure and the context in which it was found the statue 
is dated to the 4th.-3rd cent. B.C. The figure was free-standing and had a 
counterpart, of which only fragments have been found, much alike. The two 
were found together with other sculptures representing animals: two lions 
and two sphinxes, often used as protectors of Etruscan graves.

Prayon(ll) stresses that the ‘ Tuchulcha grave ’ is of a type not usually 
found in Cerveteri. It is characterized by the fact that the burial chamber is 
placed under ground level with access through a dromos, while there are one 
or more false doors on the ground level. These false doors represent the actual 
doors of the tomb and are sometimes flanked by death demons, as in the 
Tomba dei Charonti in Tarquinia where floating Charuns are painted on 
either side of the two false doors (12). In the Cerveteri tomb complex there

(9) F. Pr a y o n , Antike Welt, 1975, pp. 17-26; De Ru y t , op. cit., p. 45 sqq. no. 37, 
38 and perhaps no. 1 where traces of feet on either side of the door may have belonged 
to flanking demons; Μ. Pa l l o t t in o , in St. Etr. XXXII, 1964, p. 108 sqq.

(10) Il Messaggero 4, 5, 11 sept. 1974; Pr a y o n , loc. cit.
(11) Pr a y o n , op. cit., p. 26.
(12) Mo r e t t i, N. Mon., p. 300.
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seems to have been an open piazza in front of the false doors, where the 
sculptures were placed in pairs, and one could surmise that the Charun 
figures were the ones flanking the doors while the animals were standing in 
the piazza protecting the grave.

We may wonder whether the Charun from Castro had the same function. 
The super-human size speaks against a free-standing statue, which would have 
been approximately 2,5 m high. On examining the back of the head (tav. XIV zz) 
one notices that the hair falls in long strands behind the ears, following the 
slope of the neck, and that behind it there is a narrow protruding edge from 
which the break starts. This indicates a support or block from which the 
head, which is quite frontal, protrudes in high relief. A similar rendering is 
seen on a nenfro head of a bearded man in the Vatican Museum (tav. XV c)(13). 
Whether our head was ever attached to a body in relief is impossible to say on 
account of the break (14).

A Charun head in high relief, but on a smaller scale (height 19 cm), is 
in the Museo Gregoriano Etrusco (tav. XV b) (15). It is made of nenfro and ap-
pears to have been found in Tarquinia ca 1834. The head is frontal and springs 
from a flat background that continues over the head. As there is no break 
at the neck the head is considered a mask which once adorned a sarcophagus, 
like the one on the sarcophagus in Florence from Orvieto (16). The face is 
extremely narrow, the forehead wrinkled and the eyes large and wide-open; 
the ears are pointed donkey ears, the cheeks are furrowed, the nose is large 
and beak-like, and the mouth is open showing large and fierce animal teeth. 
The hair and beard stand out round the head in broad strands. As on the head 
from Castro there is a stylized snake lying as a wreath around the head and 
ending in a knot over the forehead, the thickened ends representing snakes 
heads. Stylistically the head belongs, with the Cerveteri and Castro Charuns, 
to the 4th. - 3rd. cent. B.C.

We may conclude that the Castro head was a high-relief part of an 
architectural whole. It is too big to have adorned a sarcophagus, but might 
have decorated a column capital (17) or console, or have served as a protome.

(13) Museo Gregoriano Etrusco room I no. 58 (I.N. 20655); He l b ig  Γ, p. 475 
no. 614.

(14) De Ru y t , op. cit., no. 38 mentions lifesize Charuns flanking the door of a 
grave now lost.

(15) I.N. 14233; De Ru y t , op. cit., Ill no. 128 fig. 51; Museum Etruscum Gre- 
gorianum ex aed. Vat. A. t. II, 1842, tav. 101 no. 7 p. 20; Atti Pont. Acc. s° II, XV, 
1921, pp. 237-40.

(16) (I.N. 5591) R. He r b ig , Die Jüngeretruskischen Steinsarkofagen, Berlin 1952, 
p. 22, no. 22 Abb. 1, pl. 5c.

(17) EAA III, 1960, p. 500 fig. 602.
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The Etruscans used protomes to adorn city-gates, as at Volterra (18) and 
Perugia (19), in what was probably a guarding position. In the same way 
may be understood the protomes inside graves like the bull heads in the 
Tomba dei Tori at Vulci(20).

The protome was used from early times to signify monsters, especially 
those of mixed character such as gorgons, griffons or sirens, the head alone 
being enough to give the impression of the monster. In a funerary aspect the 
protome of the deceased (a portrait), or of the demons of the Underworld, 
may show that these belonged in both worlds by, literally, having their heads 
above ground. We can surmise that our head was a protome placed in a tomb 
near the door or false door symbolizing Charun psychopompos.

Although the preliminary report does not specifically mention the head, 
it was probably found in the campaign of 1961 when a trial trench of 4 x 6 m. 
was dug in front of the facade of the cathedral of Castro (21). The report 
mentions the finding of nenfro sculpture including two masks. In fact in the 
museum of Ischia di Castro there are three human and one animal masks or 
protomes made of nenfro. Two of the human masks are protomes protruding 
from a block, as is also the head of a bull, while the third human mask is
rendered in low relief on the end of a block (22). The human faces are ren-
dered in a primitive style with few details, the hair in the beards being
scratched rather than carved, the eyes large with broadly cut eyelids. This
type of mask is difficult to date, and may range from the 9th. to the 12th. 
cent. A.D. depending on the region in which they are found. The interesting 
fact from our point of view is that the Charun, after its recutting, corresponds 
both in material and in approximate size to the medieval masks. The findspot 
could imply that all the heads were part of the decoration of the facade of the 
cathedral. A further indication of such an arrangement is the fact that they 
all have traces of white plaster. It is conjectured that the architects of renais-
sance Castro (Sangallo and others) who used the cream-coloured travertine as 
their favourite material painted over the older elements of dark grey nenfro 
in the cathedral facade to fit the new material of the surrounding buildings (23). 
Other fragments from the facade of the medieval church are parts of two

(18) L. Ba n t i, Die Welt der Etrusker, Stuttgart 1960, pl. 119.
(19) Porta Marzia (ΠΙ-ΙΙ cent. B.C.); R. Bia n c h i Ba n d in e l l i - A Giu l ia n o ,

Etruschi e Italici prima del dominio di Roma, Rome 1973, p. 366 fig. 423
(20) Gli etruschi del Tirreno, Firenze 1970, p. 47 fig. 47.
(21) Ta d o l in i, San Luca, cit., p. 9; Me z z e t t i, op. cit., p. 43.
(22) Ta d o l in i, San Luca, cit., fig. 8.
(23) Loc. cit., p. 9; Me z z e t t i, op. cit., p. 43. 
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evangelist symbols, a nearly intact lion and part of an eagle, and some small 
columns which may have adorned a rose-window.

We know of the cathedral in Castro from the report by bishop Ambrogio 
Caccia on his visit to the town on May 5th. 1603: ' ... La cattedrale di San 
Savino si trovava nella piazza ad oriente, aveva tre porte nella facciata, rialzata 
da quattro gradini di pietra. Il frontespizio era di travertino con colonnine, 
abside ed immagine scolpite e dipinte, in primo luogo il Patrono. È a tre 
navate ed a volta la centrale più grande con cinque colonne in pietra e due 
colonne in laterizio, dimezzata da una parte ... ’. From Salminci’s etching of 
1641 we see that the facade was adorned with a rose-window (24). The exca-
vations on the left side of the facade have confirmed this information. They 
show that the cathedral was a romanesque church with three aisles, each with 
an arched entrance with triple columns and arches in travertine, of which 
one has survived (25). The church was built from blocks of tufa and decorated 
with sculpture in nenfro in grey and purple colours. Of the remains three 
fragments of an ambo and other decorated plaques, some of which are now in 
the parish church at Ischia di Castro, are dated to the 9th. cent. (26). The 
other elements, the columned porch, the evangelist symbols and the rose-
window, find their parallels in 13th. century architecture. It is interesting that 
the excavators remark: ‘ ... cornici, archi pensili e protome tagliate nella pietra 
di gusto prettamente locale e con richiami più etruschi che non Siriaco chri- 
stiani... abellivano la facciata e forse anche le parti laterali della chiesa ’ (27).

In the facade of S. Pietro in Tuscania and elsewhere we find elements 
elements similar to the ones we have in Castro: the triple arched porches, the 
rose window and the evangelist symbols (28). Further, we have a whole row 
of masks forming a horizontal band under the ‘ loggiata ’. These comprise 
human as well as animal faces, but the single masks are smaller than ours 
and are placed obliquely on the block so as to be seen better from below. 
The Castro masks cannot have been placed in a similar way although they 
may have had a similar function. On the apse of the cathedral of Sovana there 
are two masks which like ours, are wholly en face and placed on the end of 
the block (29).

The cathedral of Castro has been restored several times and was pro-

(24) St e n d a r d i, op. cit., plate opposite p. 16.
(25) Ta d o l in i, San Luca, cit., fig. 6.
(26) Ta d o l in i, San Luca, cit., fig. 7; Corpus d. Scultura Altomedioevale VIII, 1974, 

pp. 52-54, nos. 31-35.
(27) Me z z e t t i, op. cit., p. 51.
(28) K. No e h l e s , Röm. JbKuGesch. IX-X, 1961-62, pp. 15-72.
(29) J. Ra s pi Se r r a , La Tuscia Romana 1972, fig. 35, 36; Μ. Sa l mi, L’Architet-

tura romanica in Toscana, s.a. p. 52, note 53.
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bably under restoration when it was torn down; this can be inferred from the 
discovery of 16th. cent, elements which seem never to have been used (30).

To anyone who compares the Charun head with the medieval masks 
the difference in style is obvious; on the other hand it is conceivable that for 
medieval man the apotropaic and protecting function of the head had the same 
significance as the masks. That medieval artists did use Etruscan elements in 
their architecture, either in form of spolia or in free copies, is aptly shown by 
K. Noehles in his article on the facade of S. Pietro in Tuscania. He points out 
that the relief of a person in archaic 1 knielauf ’, usually considered to be 
Etruscan, is a medieval adaptation of the motif transformed into a carrying 
member or ‘ atlante ’ (31). The sea-monsters chasing deer are inspired by the 
Etruscan sarcophagus inside the church. For our purpose, however, it is in-
teresting to note a monstrous being carrying the bifora of the right aisle, a 
horrible triple-faced monster with wild hair, wrinkled brows, large nose, 
long beard and open mouth with the tongue hanging out, and finally with 
snakes winding round his arm (32). As Noehles points out, this is evidently 
a medieval version of the Etruscan Charun/Tuchulcha carrying the Under-
world. We have here an interesting parallel to our Charun in company with 
medieval elements in the facade of the cathedral of Castro, which moreover is 
said to have been decorated also with a painted monster (33).

What was the original provenance of our Etruscan head? It is reasonable 
to suppose that the head came from the Castro region. The hills around the 
medieval town are densely scattered with Etruscan tombs. In a few cases 
these have been excavated by the local authorities (34), and more extensively 
by the Belgian Archaeological Institute in Rome (35). On the other hand 
it has been one of the areas most exploited by illegal excavation activity in 
the last ten years. It is interesting that in one of the necropoleis of Castro 
we have a very early example of the type of grave in connection with which 
we saw that the Cerveteri Charun had been found. The Castro complex was 
excavated by the Belgian Mission, and has brought to light the finest known

(30) Me z z e t t i, op. cit., p. 45.
(31) No e h l e s , op. cit., p. 46 abb. 44; lately R. He s s , Das Etruskische Italien1, Köln 

1974, fig. 51.
(32) No e h l e s , op. cit., fig. 16.
(33) Benedetto Zucchi mentions a painted dragon on the facade of the Castro cathe-

dral. P. Fl a min io  Ma r ia  An n ib a l e , Notizie Storiche della casa Farnese della fu città di 
Castro, II, Montefiascone 1818, p. 18.

(34) EAA, suppl. 1970, p. 189.
(35) Rend. Pont. Acc. 1964-65, p. 61 sqq.; 1966-67, p. 6 sqq.; Compt. Rendues Acad. 

1967, p. 150 sqq. Atti Convegno di Studi su ' la città etrusca e italica pre-romana ’, Bologna 
giugno 1966 (1967).

7.
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collection of Etruscan animal sculpture. The figures are carved in nenfro and 
comprise lions, sphinxes, winged horses and rams (36). The tomb is dated 
to the early 6th. cent. B.C. - many centuries older than the sculptures here 
discussed. It does, however, show that the type of tomb in connection with 
which the Charun psychopompos can be found existed in Castro. That Castro 
was a centre of Etruscan sculpture is indicated by the above mentioned group 
of animal sculpture. Moreover, De Ruyt considers that Castro was probably 
the source of many other animal figures of vague provenance which in the 
late 1950’s and 60’s were sold on the antique market to museums all over 
the world (37).

It is therefore possible that the Castro Charun once adorned an Etruscan 
tomb in the region of Castro, whence it was brought in the middle ages to 
adorn the cathedral facade. There is, however, the possibility of another pro-
venance.

In 1630 the mayor of Capodimonte (Viterbo), Benedetto Zucchi, wrote 
a report to Duke Farnese concerning his property in which he also gives a long 
description of Castro (38). Of the cathedral he tells us that it was conse-
crated to San Savino, once bishop of Spoleto, and enumerates the reliquies it 
contained. Among these are the mortal remains of the Beatified Bernardo, 
bishop of Vulci. When the Saracenes destroyed Vulci in 964 Bernardo moved 
his bishopric and the holy relics to Castro, where he also consecrated a church 
to San Pancrazio, the patron saint of Vulci. To Castro he also brought ‘ ... le 
campane e molti bei conci di pietre antiche i quali ora servono per adornamento 
della facciata della Cattedrale e d’altre Chiese di questa Città ... (39). It is 
therefore possible that the Charun head, as well as the medieval masks and 
the ambo fragments, originally came from Vulci.

Vulci was the main centre of Etruscan stone sculpture. From the archaic 
period we have a series of fine freestanding animal and monster figures and 
a few reliefs (40). After a break in the production from ca. 520-400 B.C., we 
have a variety of freestanding sculpture, sarcophagi, antefixes, capitals and 
protomes, all seemingly produced for the adornment of tombs. The figures 
are now human (and semihuman) beings rather than animals (41). They are, 
however, rarely to be considered as potraits in a wider sense like the figures

(36) Rend. Pont. Acc. 1964-65, fig. 2-4; 1956-67, fig. 1-2.
(37) Rend. Pont. Acc. 1966-67, 5 note 11.
(38) An n ib a l e , op. cit., 3 sqq.
(39) Idem, p. 17.
(40) A. Hus, Recherches, 36; A. Hus, Réflexions sur la statuaire en pierre de Vulci 

apres l’époque archaïque, Melanges offerts a André Piganiol, II, Paris 1966, p. 665.
(41) Hus, p. 673.
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on the lids of sarcophagi common in other centres such as Tarquinia. The 
persons are idealized and the workmanship is often of a high quality, which 
makes Vulci the only noteworthy centre of stone sculpture in the late Etruscan 
period.

In the courtyard of the museum of Vulci there is a large rectangular 
block of fine-grained grey tufa (max. length 78 cm. width 34 cm. height 34 cm.), 
on the short end of which there is carved a Charun head {tav. XIV d). One no-
tices the pointed animal ears, the wide-open eyes and wild beard. The mouth 
seems to be open, but it is not possible to see whether the teeth were visible. 
The style of this head is more hellenistic than that of the Castro and Cerveteri 
heads. The proportions of the face are more human and the stylisation of the 
hair and beard in small rounded curls seem to point to a later date. It is worth 
noting that the proportions of this head (from ear to ear 25 cm., from skull 
to chin 27 cm.) corresponds very well to the Charun from Ischia di Castro, 
and that the function of the block as an architectural feature seems to be 
comparable to the one we have surmised for the Castro head.

A further confirmation that Charuns were used to adorn tombs in Vulci 
during the hellenistic period is given by a small Charun mask made of plaster 
decorating the coffer ceiling of the famous François tomb (42). Here again 
we see the same general features as in the group we have considered. The 
mask is dated to the late 4th. cent. B.C. Thus the Castro Charun fits well in 
this context. The high quality of the execution, the Hellenistic treatment of 
the purely Etruscan theme and the probable use of the head as a protome 
in a tomb would make our Castro head a good, and probably early, example 
of the group of Vulcentian sculpture of the 4th 2nd cent. B.C.

Me t t e  Mo l t e s e n

(42) F. Me s s e r s c h mid t , Nekropolen von Vulci, Erg. XII, d. Jdl., 1930, p. 114, fig. 
88; De Ru y t , op. cit., p. Ill, no. 128 bis.
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Head of Charun in Museo Comunale, Ischia di Castro: a) front view; 
b) right side (Tobias Fischer-Hansen fot.).
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Head of Charun in Museo Comunale, Ischia di Castro: a) back view; 
b) left side; c) from above (Niels Hannestad fot.);

d) Museo Nazionale di Vulci, Cortile (Mette Moltesen fot.).
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a b

c

a) Charun/Tuchulcha from Greppe di Sant Angelo, Cerveteri; 
bj Museo Gregoriano Etrusco I.G. 20665 (Mus. Vat., Archiv. Fot.); 
c) Museo Gregoriano Etrusco I.G. 14233 (Mus. Vat., Archiv. Fot.).


