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THE DECORATIONS IN TERRA COTTA 
FROM THE TEMPLES OF COSA

The following observations are intended to illustrate the consequences of 
later work at Cosa for the dating and interpretation of the terra cotta decora
tions previously published in Cosa II: The Temples of the Arx (1960), to the 
authors of which I am manifestly in debt as well as to Italian colleagues who 
have recently undertaken to review the material from Cosa in the context of 
new discoveries that have been made in Etruria since that date1.

1 F.E. Brown, E.H. Richardson, L. Richardson, Jr., Cosa II: The Temples of the Arx, 
MAAR 26 (1960), hereafter Cosa II; aa.vv., La romanizzazione dell’Etruria. Il territorio di Vulci 
(Electa, Milano 1985) 97; M.J. Strazzulla, «Le terrecotte architettoniche nell’Italia centrale», in: 
Caratteri dell’ellenismo nelle urne etnische (Firenze 1977) 41.

The excavations carried out on the Arx of Cosa in 1965-1968 were 
undertaken to test the hypothesis advanced in Cosa II about the location of a 
first temple built there which was provisionally dated to the late third century 
B.C on the basis of the stylistic character of certain terra cotta decorations 
assigned to it. Its ruin was presumed to lie beneath a small mediaeval building, 
now reasonably identified as a chapel associated with the thirteenth century 
castello constructed by the fugitive Counts of Ansedonia in and around the 
large Capitolium style temple whose ruin still dominates the Arx today.

The east-west trench of 1965 explored the entire area of the Arx south 
slope and established that its contour, which had seemed suitable for the 
emplacement of a temple, was not natural but artificial and was the result of 
terracing work carried out in the first century B.C. to strengthen the Arx 
defenses at the low southwest angle of the city walls by the creation of a raised 
platform at the crown of the slope suitable for stationing men and machines. 
Later the mediaeval building and much later the barracks of the Italian 
observation post established on the Arx in World War II occupied this area. 
The true configuration of the south slope is most irregular: the living rock 
comes up slowly and fitfully from east to west with no outcropings standing to 
any great height or occupying much space. It showed no signs of having been 
used for construction in antiquity prior to the creation of the ramp and 
terraced platform which were made from debris accumulated from the sack of
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the republican town (including materials from the temples on the Arx) that 
occurred about 70 b.C.2 (tav. I: Arx Plan 1972).

2 Cosa II, 1-5, F.E. Brown, «Scavi a Cosa-Ansedonia 1965-1966», BdA 52 (1967) 41, 
hereafter Scavi; T.V. Buttrey, Cosa. The coins, MAAR 34 (1980) 79-82; VJ. Bruno, R.T. Scott, 
Cosa IV. Houses (forthcoming).

3 Μ. Torelli, «Terza campagna di scavi a punta della Vipera», StE 35 (1967) 330; F. 
Castagnoli, «Il tempio romano: questioni di terminologia e tipologia», PBSR 52 (1984) 3; on the 
pottery of deposit A D.M. Taylor, «Cosa: Black-Glaze Pottery», MAAR 25 (1957) 75-91, J.P. 
Morel, «Les ateliers des petites estampilles», MEFR 81 (1969) 104.

4 Cosa II, 21.
5 F. Castagnoli, op. cit. η. 3 above.

Thus the site of the third century temple on the south slope was lost, 
although the chronological sequence of the strata that had been observed in the 
earlier excavations along the south flank of the Capitolium temple was but 
little affected. The repercussions for the decorations in terra cotta originally 
assigned to the early temple follow shortly, but it should first be said that a 
more premising site for the wandering building was subsequently found on the 
west slope of the Arx to the southwest of the open air augural templum which, 
along with the pottery of Deposit A from the Arx, is the earliest evidence for 
religious activity there.3

r

After excavation the west slope showed clear signs overall of preparation 
of the living rock for building: the surface of its plateau had been worked into a 
series of shallow beds for polygonal foundations, a technique observable in the 
foundations of Temple D on the Arx as well.4 As plotted and measured they 
yielded the imprint of an elongated rectangular building roughly 17 by 8 meters 
with one interior cross wall. The setting of the proposed building suits the 
general disposition of the terrain. It faces out over the town site northwest 
towards Talamone and is accessible from the track running along the north 
slope of the Arx from the Arx entrance on the east to the little postern on the 
west. The setting would not have interfered with the use of the. augural 
templum (no more than did temple D when it was built facing out to sea on the 
north slope of the Arx), but it would have interfered, with the emplacement of 
the grand Capitolium building and so must perforce have been subsumed in 
that contruction even as was the original augural templum itself. The latter 
feature, however, may be seen to have been recreated in the forecourt of the 
Capitolium as Castagnoli has noted5 (tav. II: Arx west slope temple plan).

The results of later excavation then simplified the sequence of develop
ment proposed for the original Arx temple given in Cosa II: it had not co
existed with the Capitolium of Cosa, but been completely dismantled when the 
three cella temple was built and certain of its decorations transferred to the 
new building. On the other hand the later excavations provided no new dating 
evidence for the earlier building. Circumstantial evidence for its date in the 
third century are black-glaze bowls «à petites estampilles», some inscribed to
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Hercules, which have already been mentioned. The evidence of the pottery was 
not fully appreciated in the earlier Arx publication, however, and scholars have 
since pointed out the inconguity of dating the earliest temple on the Arx to 
240-220 b.C., more than thirty years after the establishment of the colony.6

6 Cf. E. Sjöqvist in AJA 66 (1962) 219, Μ. Torelli, op. cit. n. 3 above, M.J. Strazzulla, 
n. 1 above, 42.

7 Cosa II, 151-169.
8 On Hercules see in general J. Bayet, BEFAR 132 (1926).
9 T.V. Buttrey, op. cit. n. 2 above 20-27, C. Fayer in StR 23 (1975) 273, and cf. Μ. 

Crawford, Roman Republican Coinage (2 Vols Cambridge 1974) 721.
10 Cosa II, 153-157; cf. with biblography F.H. Pairault Massa in «La romanizzazione 

dell'Etruria. Il territorio di Videi (Electa Milano 1985) 115.

The excavators arrived at that date in 1960 not on the basis of an 
evaluation of the pottery of Deposit A, but from the stylistic analysis of the 
two sets of antefixes that were clearly appropriate to an earlier building, those 
of Hercules and Minerva, that were then re-used on the Capitolium, an 
hypothesis which the new location proposed for the earlier temple would seem 
to strengthen.7 The antefixes themselves have always stood out among the 
decorations from Cosa in that their inspiration does not seem to come from 
workshops in Etruria, but from Campania. An explanation with some implica
tions for the date of the antefixes is not in my opinion far to seek.

Hercules is well known in the Latin colonial sphere generally in Italy, not 
merely at Portus Herculis opposite Cosa. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (1.42-44) 
gives a good account of his conduct in Italy in the heroic period from which it 
is clear that beyond providing the Latins with an appropriate heroic pedigree, 
Hercules’ civilising activities in Italy became emblematic of those of the 
Roman colonies from the later fourth century onwards.8 The figure of Min
erva, on the other hand, as Buttrey’s recent analysis of Roman republican 
coinage shows, already came to represent Roma early in the third century.9 The 
use and re-use of these antefixes at Cosa would then seem to underscore the 
two traditions that came together in the colony in 273 and again in 197 B.C. 
when a second levy of colonists was raised. I would take these traditions to be 
more significant than any local reference and would not discount the possibility 
that something similar may be involved at Talamone, although I would be 
inclined to date the antefixes in question there later than the Hercules and 
Minerva from Cosa.10

If one goes on to consider what else might be assigned to the original 
decorations of the proposed west slope temple, a limited picture emerges, but 
one suited to the modest circumstances of the early years of the colony. The 
size and setting of the building required that attention be concentrated on the 
decoration of the roof and clearly, as Richardson observed, the treatment 
combined «the heaviness and importance of antefixes and comparative simpli
city of the sima and cresting of archaic and classical temple decorations with a
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new wealth of small ornament and embroidery» which is well suited to the 
earlier Hellenistic period11 III).

11 Cosa II, 169.
12 Cosa II, 35, 324; the sculptural terracottas have been re-studied by Dr. Ann R. Scott to 

whom I am grateful for this and other information.
13 Cf. n. 6 above.
14 Cosa II, 179-198; cf. however M.J. Strazzulla, op. di. n. 1 above, 43.

But with one or two exceptions these elements, antefixes, sima and 
cresting, are the only decorations which can be assigned with some certainty to 
the building; as regards the three groups of sculptural fragments in terracotta 
assigned to it previously, the later excavations on the south slope of the Arx 
have made such an association problematic. The best known of the earlier 
fragments, the figure of a warrior in cuirass from a pedimental decoration, has 
been supplemented by new finds from the south slope excavations so that it is 
now possible to reconstitute a closed pedimental scene perhaps representing 
the sacrifice of Iphigenia. But the decoration can no longer be referred to a 
temple presumed to have stood on the south slope of the Arx until its 
destruction by fire in the first century B.C. Moreover, the dimensions of the 
building of which the imprint has been uncovered on the west slope do not in 
my opinion lend themselves to a closed pedimental decoration of such scale. 
Such a decoration would, however, be suited to the proportions of temple D 
and the fragments of the sculptural group from the south slope are in the same 
fabric as that of other sculptural fragments previously assigned to temple D.12

At the present time it is not possible to assign by archaeological context 
more than two heads of figures of a size suitable for beam end decoration to the 
early temple and so its image must remain skeletal. But its spare furnishings are 
evocative of the old fashioned and their date and consequently the date of the 
building need not be brought below the middle of the third century.13

I have spent this time worrying the ghost of a disassembled building 
because earlier discussion of two other temples at Cosa, one on the Arx, one in 
the Forum, had argued a certain amount of influence on the decorations of 
these buildings from the old temple on the Arx attributed to Jupiter.141 think 
that the earlier estimate now should be somewhat qualified; for temple D on 
the Arx and temple B in the Forum seem to have more in common with one 
another and with the temple at Talamone than they do with the original Arx 
temple.

Temple D has a roof decoration that is more elaborate than that of temple 
B, which seems to have had only one course of revetment plaques, but both 
buildings featured a closed pedimental decoration the scenes of which are epic 
in inspiration and are in the repertoire of the Volterran urns. The scene on 
temple D might represent the sacrifice of Iphigenia according to Dr. Scott, that 
on temple B has been identified by Professor Emeline Richardson as the
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recognition of Paris15 {taw. IV, V, VI a, VI b}. The antefix types are likewise 
related: these are Silenus, Maenad and Satyr of comparable dimension (smaller 
tha the Hercules and Minerva/Roma antefixes from the temple attributed to 
Jupiter) and other decorations are exchanged between the two temples D and B 
as well.16

15 A.R. Scott, Arx Supplementary Report. Sculpture.
16 Cosa II, 179-198 and Cosa III: The Building of the Forum (forthcoming 1988).
17 Cf. with bibliography F.H. Pairault Massa, Recherches sur Tart et l’artisanat étrusco- 

italiques à l’époque hellénistique, BEFAR 257 (1985) 131 f.
“ Cosa II, 43; for the attribution to Ceres cf. the forthcoming Cosa III: The Buildings of the 

Forum.
19 T.V. Buttrey, op. cit. n. 2 above, 32-33.
20 n. 14 above and the forthcoming Cosa III: The Buildings of the Forum.
21 See M.J. Strazzulla, op. cit. n. 1 above, 41 f. and B. von Freytag Löringhoff, «La 

ricomposizione del frontone di Talamone», ibid. 150.

At this point it is appropriate to ask whether the later work at Cosa can 
contribute to a clearer understanding of the relative chronological connections 
between these two temples or the chronology of the development of the closed 
pediment.17 In Cosa II the construction of temple B (which I should say 
Professor Richardson now attributes to the cult of Ceres) was set a decade 
before that of temple D, albeit with some reservations.18 These regarded first, 
the date of a coin found under the floor (but not under the fill) of the cella of 
temple D, CC. 781, which is now known to be a Sextantai As of 205 B.C.,19 
and second, the exact significance of the finding in the excavations of temple B 
in the Forum of terra cotta revetments identical to some associated with temple 
D on the Arx mixed with others that imitated revetments from the temple on 
the Arx assigned to Jupiter.

Given the similarities in design and decoration that we have seen link the 
two buildings, there does not in the end seem to be sufficient grounds for 
separating them clearly in time from one another. I should accordingly prefer 
to avoid the false precision suggested by dating one a decade before the other 
and simply place their construction in the first quarter of the second century 
B.C. The apparent eccentricity of temple B’s having had only a single course of 
revetments can be accounted for by its dimensions and setting in the Forum 
where little of its decoration would have been readily visible except at the 
front.20

From the foregoing I think that one may also say that the date and design 
of the two Cosa temples as they are now known reinforce the view of the 
Talamone temple as one exhibiting clear signs of Roman influence at the height 
of its decorative splendor. It shares with the Cosa temples antefixes that are 
representative of Roman inspiration and Etruscan execution and a pedimental 
treatment that reflects the primary position of Rome in the second century 
B.C.21 I would definitely group these buildings together and distance them
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unequivocally from the temple on the Arx of Cosa ascribed to Jupiter, the 
decoration of which takes one back squarely into the third century B.C.

The focus on Rome to which I have referred is of course abundantly 
attested at Cosa in the first half of the second century in the development of 
the Forum and with additional construction on the Arx. Here the completion 
of the decorative Arx walls, which have no functional connection with the 
town fortifications, and the approach to the great Capitolium style building 
seem intended to evoke the area Capitolina in Rome, as we know other temples 
and areas bf the Capital were recalled in other Italian settings.22 The temple 
itself requires little supplementary notice as it has been amply discussed in the 
years following its initial publication, but the question of its date relative to the 
other buildings of the Arx does come up.

22 F.E. Brown, Cosa. The Making of a Roman Town (Ann Arbor 1980) 39-46, hereafter 
CMRT\ Cosa III: The Buildings of the Forum (forthcoming); Cosa II, 102-108; CMRT 51-56; J.P. 
Morel and R.T. Scott in La colonizzazione romana tra la guerra latina e la guerra hannibalica (atti 
del convegno di Acquasparta 1987, DdA 6, 1988), 60, 76.

23 Cosa II, 5, 102 and T.V. Buttrey, op. cit. n. 2 above, 32-33, 41.
24 Cosa II, 206-209, 332-367.

In Cosa II it was tentatively dated to the mid-second century B.C. on the 
basis of coins classed according to Mattingly-Sydenham. The archaeological 
context and revised dates of these coins are as follows: CC.110, Reduced 
Sextantai As of 190 B.C. found sealed in the construction level at the east end 
of the south side of the building and CA. 519, a fresh Uncial Quadrans of 175 
B.C. impressed in the mortar of the rudus beneath the mosaic flooring of the 
south cella of the temple.23 Now the numismatic evidence from Cosa in the 
aggregate shows that the real infusion of money and materiel to the (refounded) 
colony took place during the first half of the second century so that it is 
entirely possible that the construction of the three cella temple, grandiose as it 
is in comparison with the structures that preceded it on the Arx, was complet
ed before the middle of the century, a consideration with implications for 
dating the remodelling of temple D on the Arx to which I will turn in a 
moment.

The aesthetic of the decoration of the Cosa Capitolium is also relevant to 
its Roman inspiration. The re-use on it of some of the decorations from the 
earlier building that stood on the west slope southwest of the augural templum 
has a part therein, but so too does the subject of its pedimental decoration. 
This appears to have remained constant throughout the history of the building 
and featured an assembly or procession scene involving the gods.24

Additional fragments of this decoration were recovered from the later 
excavation on the west slope and are compatible with this interpretation. The 
sculptural fragments are all in Richardson’s fabric A of the Capitolium and at 
1/2 life size. I illustrate a female figure as found {tav. VII d} and as recomposed,
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(lav. VIII) head of a young man (tav. VII b), head of a bearded man (tav. IX a) 
and a female head (tav. IX b) from the west slope.

The scene or scenes may have had some particular reference to the capital, 
but would in any event have been redolent of the heightened associations of 
Roman victory and -triumph and their expression in Hellenistic terms in the 
early second century B.C. For this reason the late date assigned to the 
Capitolium pedimental decoration by Professor Richardson in Cosa II is open 
to question: one may instance the higher date now assigned to the classicising 
pedimental group from v. S. Gregorio in Rome and what we now know the 
pace of development to have been in Cosa overall after the second deducilo in 
197 b.C. I should therefore not hesitate to take the pedimental decoration 
from the Capitolium back to the first half of the second century.* 25

23 Cf. F. Coarelli, «Arte ellenistica e arte romana: la cultura figurativa in Roma tra II e I
secolo a.C.», Caratteri dell’ellenismo nelle urne etnische (Firenze, 1977) 35.

26 See O.J. Brendel in AJA 73 (1969) 132.
27 Cf. R.T Scott, op. cit. n. 22 above.
28 Cosa II, 90-108 (the Capitolium), 195-198 (tempie D), 225-231 (Capitolium), 363-367 

(sculpture).
29 Cosa II, 116, 199-204, T.V. Buttrey, op. cit. n. 2 above, 43, 59.

For completeness I should add that the later excavations on the south 
slope of the Arx also produced a new decorative element for the Capitolium 
style building with a specific reference to the cult of Jupiter: a Ganymede and 
eagle that may have been mounted against the open cresting26 (tav. X). There 
seems no reason nowadays to question that the multiple Roman accents visible 
on the Arx in the second century confirm that the large temple was dedicated 
to the Capitoline triad, even as it is necessary to conclude that the astonish
ingly rapid development of the town in the period had to be effectively 
sponsored from Rome.27 To summarise then I should assign the construction of 
temples B and D to the first quarter of the second century, that of the 
Capitolium temple to the second quarter and stress, as did their excavators, 
their Roman inspiration in large detail and small, both as to revetments and 
sculptural decorations.28

Some uncertainties remain about the later history of these buildings and 
their decorations worth mentioning. Chief among them is the date of the 
remodelling of temple D which, as Frank Brown pointed out in Cosa II, may 
well have been influenced by the building of the Capitolium style temple, but 
which he dated to the first century B.C. on the evidence of a coin, CC. 936, 
now known to be a Sextantai or Uncial Quadrans, and by the assignment to 
this remodelling of revetments in terra cotta resembling those which Prof. L. 
Richardson associated with a redecoration of the Capitolium in the same 
century.29

Because of the likelihood that the enlargement of temple D, which was
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confined to the pronaos, came about in order to make the older building of 
discreet proportions harmonise to some extent with the imposing facade of the 
Capitolium and the fact that there is a close resemblance between the Tuscan 
column bases and Doric capitals of temple D as rebuilt and those of the Basilica 
in the Forum, which was completed by the mid-second century B.C., it is not 
very likely that the improvements made to the porch of temple D should have 
lagged vety far behind the completion of the major temple on the Arx30 (tav. 
XI). < . .

50 Cf. CMRT 56-58 and the forthcoming Cosa HI: The Buildings of the Forum.
51 Cosa II, 206-284, M.J. Strazzulla, op. cit. η. 1 above, 42-43.
32 So too M J. Strazzulla in: La romanizzazione delTEtruria. Il territorio di Vu lei (Electa 

Milano 1985) 98-99.

Finally, it would be very desirable in fact to be able to test in detail the 
dating sequence originally proposed for the terra cotta decorations of the Cosa 
Capitolium. But here it can only be observed that there is of course a certain 
mechanical rigidity in all such chronological sequences which the change of any 
date will obviously affect. This review of the evidence available about the dates 
assigned to the temples at Cosa and the phases of their decoration has 
questioned the beginning of the Capitolium sequence as well as that of the 
temple D sequence and consequently the overall chronological framework that 
appears in Cosa IP1. Adjustments are inevitable in the light of new discoveries 
and those that have been proposed in this paper are modest; above all they 
highlight the wealth of material that has come from the site and the care with 
which it has been handled by Brown and the Richardsons. Their efforts have 
guaranteed a significant place for Cosa in the study of architectural terracottas 
in Italy in the mid-republican period32.
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Tav. VII

a) Cosa. Arx West Slope. Fallen Terracotta Decorations Behind the Capitolium.

b) Cosa. Capitolium. Head of Young Man C67.395 (1/2 life size).



Tav. Vili

Cosa. Capitolium. Pediment. Female Figure C67.397 (1/2 Life Size).
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Tav. X

Cosa. Capitolium. Revetment Plaque. Ganymede and Eagle.
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