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The Importance of Being Umaele
Giovanna Bagnasco Gianni

I really can’t see why you should object to the name of Algernon.
It is not at all a bad name. In fact, it is rather an aristocratic name.
(Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2, scene 2)

‘Etruscan by Definition’ is a very appropriate title for a volume
commemorating the work of Sybille Haynes, since the regional
and cultural aspects of Etruscan identity have always been of
particular interest to her. Thanks to the organisers of a very
special day in her honour, I was again able to share her
enthusiasm for research in this area and to revive the
inspiration I experienced at my first meeting with her. Her
intriguing questions later led me to investigate characters that
often recur on Etruscan mirrors and whose identities are very
much open to conjecture. This is why I turned my attention to
Umaele/Umaile, a controversial figure appearing on a number
of Etruscan mirrors, artefacts which are complex, multipurpose and polysemous, as already noted by many scholars,1
some of whom were present at the London conference to
celebrate the achievement of this renowned Etruscologist.
Sybille Haynes herself was one of the first to carry out research
on these remarkable objects.2
From the linguisticpoint of view, Etruscan mirrors have
been defined as ‘figured bilinguals’,3 whereby the scene with its
details illuminates the meaning of the inscriptions. In contrast,
from the iconographic and iconological point of view, there is
often no ready association because characters with names that
we instantly recognise in the Greek world assume different
rôles on Etruscan mirrors. This makes interpretation far from
easy.4
Umaele/Umaile appears on one mirror at the British
Museum (Fig. 8), taking part in a haruspical scene with his foot
placed on a rock, observed by Turms, Alpnu and Aplu.5 This
representation is different from that on the other mirrors
which bear epigraphic or iconographic references to Umaele/
Umaile: these comprise two series of mirrors (Figs 1–4 and
Figs 6–7) and an isolated example now in Bern (Fig. 5).
According to Cristofani the two series6 are connected and
hinge in some way on the story of Orpheus’ head, as indicated
by the inscription urphe on one of the mirrors (Fig. 2).7 The
story of the singing head of Orpheus concerns its arrival by sea
on the island of Lesbos where it was preserved in a creek. The
head was decapitated by the Thracian women in anger because
Orpheus would not allow them to take part in his religious
rites. The link between the two series is based on the
interpretation of an object on the left side of the scene as the
bag or net containing the head of Orpheus.8
The first series (Figs 1–4) has been attributed to the area of
Volsinii, on account of the style of the lettering which is typical
of the inscriptions of southern Etruria, and the presence of the
word ‘suθina’, incised on the obverse of one of the mirrors (Fig.
1). The series is dated towards the end of the 4th or the
beginning of the 3rd century bc.9 The mirror in Bern (Fig. 5)
48 | Etruscan by Definition

can be attributed to this same area and period10 and can be
therefore linked to this first series.11
The second series (Figs 6–7) comes well into the 3rd
century bc, and includes mirrors scattered all over Etruria. It is
therefore difficult to attribute them to specific workshops.12
This study is not concerned with stylistic attributions,
which have been thoroughly investigated by other scholars
who have begun to identify particular hands of artists,
‘maestros’ or workshops.13 Such studies deal with small
features which tell us little about the specific cultural traits of a
territory, particularly since most of the mirrors belong to
museum collections and lack any context, except for the mirror
in the British Museum (Fig. 8).
The documentary value of the mirrors, however, is
significant, because while not mass-produced, they refer to a
single episode, with variations, which relates to a prophesying
head and the presence of two characters on each side. The
protagonists in our scene are very often faithful to a single
script. For this reason the idea behind the scene needs to be
evaluated as an overall construct which is more important than
the variety of details. Among these, as we shall see, must be
included the epigraphic derivation. Next to be considered will
be the individual components of the scene and an analysis of
their disposition.
In the first series (Figs 1–5), two mirrors bear inscriptions
(Figs 1–2; Tables 1–2) and three do not (Figs 3–5). We can
include the mirror once in Naples (Fig. 1) in the first group,
even though much of the scene is missing, because of the
inscriptions and the presence of the seated character on the
left. The scene represents the consultation of the oracle, in the
presence of a central couple and one individual to either side;
the one on the left standing and holding the net in which the
head was preserved, and the one on the right sitting. In two
cases an additional person is standing between the central
couple and the figure on the right (Figs 2–3) and in the case of
the Naples mirror the number of inscriptions reveals the
presence of an additional person in the matching place on the
left (Fig. 1 – most of the figures in this drawing have been
restored, only the shaded fragments, top and bottom, were
ancient). As far as the left side is concerned, it is possible that
the same character is represented both on the Naples mirror
(Fig. 1), lacking the figure but preserving the name Umaele,
and on the two non-inscribed mirrors (Figs 3–4) due to the
similarity of the scene with that of the single well-preserved,
inscribed mirror (Fig. 2) where the character is identified by
the name Umaele. On the right side, symmetrically opposed to
Umaele, the seated figure is holding a diptych, his hand raised
to his mouth in the attitude of meditation and doubt.14 In two
cases one can certainly identify this as a male figure (Figs 1
and 3) whereas in another (Fig. 2) we can see that breasts have
been added. This character is named in one instance Talmithe
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(Fig. 1), in which we recognise the Greek import Palamedes,15
and in the other (Fig. 2) the quality of the inscription does not
allow a clear interpretation. The inscription so far has been
read as: Aliunea,16 Talmithe (Palamedes),17 Alpunea.18 In any
case the rôle of all these characters – either male or female,
bearing inscriptions or not – remains unchanged since they
hold a diptych and therefore are involved in the practice of
recording oracles.
On the mirror with the label urphe, beside the prophesying
head (Fig. 2), the figure on the right is clearly identified by his
relationship to the prophesying head which looks intently
towards him. Scholars agree that the two figures belong
together and that the head is linked to Palamedes writing on
the diptych. They consider the legend to be located on the
island of Lesbos, corresponding to the location both of the
oracular cult of Orpheus, and of the sanctuary of Palamedes
(Mount Lepetysmos).19
The scene on the fifth mirror (Fig. 5) shows four figures,
and the central pair includes a Menerva-like figure standing on
the left. The character holding the empty net on the right side is
directly involved in consulting the oracle of a bearded
prophesying head, which is different from the heads on the
mirrors of the first series. The two outer characters consist of a
Turms-like figure on the left and an Aplu-like figure (holding a
laurel branch) on the right.20
Summing up the data of the first series we have five mirrors
where Umaele, whether identified or not by his name, is
connected with the empty net. On four mirrors (Figs 1–4)
Umaele stands behind the prophesying head and could be
taken for a spectator, but he is not the only figure adopting such
a stance: in no case do any of the characters look at the head. As
far as the main figures are concerned, one can see that the eyes
of the couple in the middle are turned towards one another
(Fig. 2) or towards the figure holding the diptych (Fig. 3). The
eyes of the other characters are always turned towards the
figure holding the diptych. Only the fifth mirror (Fig. 5)
presents a different scheme.
In the second series, both mirrors bear inscriptions (Figs
6–7; Tables 3–4). The scene represents four characters during
the moment preceding or following the consultation of the
Tables showing different interpretations of the inscriptions
Table 1 Readings of the inscriptions of the mirror in Fig. 1
Emmanuel-Rebuffat 1984
Cristofani 1985b
Cristofani 1987

Talmiθe, Elinai, Ziumiθe, Euturpe, Acip.uu,
Umaele
Talmiθe, [e]linai, Ziumiθe, Euturpa,
Aliunea, Umaele
Talmiθe, [e]linai, Ziumiθe, Euturpa., A[l]i.
un.[e]a., Umaele

Table 2 Readings of the inscriptions of the mirror in Fig. 2
Emmanuel-Rebuffat 1984
Cristofani 1985b
Mangani 1985a

Talmiθe, Era, E.θial>Elinae, Ime > Ziumiθe,
Aiiunis>Atunis, Eθurpa, Umaele, Are
Aliunea, Era×[, E()θial, Euturpa, Umaele
Aliunea, Era×[, Eθial, Ime, Atunis, E(u)
turpa, Umaele, Urфe

Table 3 Readings of the inscriptions of the mirror in Fig. 6
Cristofani 1985

Eχse, Umaile

Table 4 Readings of the inscriptions of the mirror in Fig. 7
Cristofani 1985a

Ite, Χais, Talmiθe

oracle. The head is presumably meant to be inside a receptacle
that could be a net – as the net seems to have something in it, in
contrast to the empty net of the first series of mirrors – or a
kind of basket which is similar to that represented on an almost
contemporary gem from Chiusi with a head emerging from it.21
The scheme of these mirrors shows a naked woman in the
centre, one figure on each side and another standing in the
background. With regard to the left side, the figure is once
named Umaile (Fig. 6) and once Talmithe (Fig. 7). In the
exergue of one of the two mirrors (Fig. 6) there is an isolated
head with a Phrygian cap which Ambrosini recognises as an
Orpheus head.22 Summing up the data of the second series of
mirrors (Figs 6–7) the recurrent theme is an oracular head,
which is preserved in a receptacle. We do not know whether
the scene is taking place before the head has been taken out or
after it is put away, so the relationship between the haruspex
and the head is not clear. Nevertheless in this series of mirrors
Umaele and Talmithe exchange their rôles and places, as also
happens elsewhere.23 A forerunner of such a scheme is present
on the mirror in Bern (Fig. 5), where the Umaele/Umaile-like
figure stands to the right, looking straight at the head, instead
of being behind it.
A number of scholars have interpreted the central figures
on the mirrors where Umaele/Umaile is represented as
incidental elements meant to indicate different stages of the
legend of the Orpheus head.24 They have concentrated on the
details of the scene and opened up a wide range of
explanations of the labels and of the iconography of the figures
themselves. Nevertheless these interpretations did not take full
account of all the elements of the scene to provide a unified
interpretation, in terms of standard Greek and Roman
mythology.25
I shall now review the primary matter of the Orpheus
legend and describe the basic, recurrent figures on the mirrors
in order to understand their rôles through their iconography,
rather than their inscribed names. This task has already been
tackled by Margot Schmidt, who has assembled three pieces of
uninscribed evidence dating to the second half of the 5th
century bc. Two of them– a stemless cup by the Painter of Ruvo
1346 (Fig. 9) and a hydria ascribed to the Polygnotus Group
(Fig. 10) – each bear a scheme with a prophesying head as the
lowest common denominator. 26
The cup (Fig. 9) shows a figure in the act of writing before
the head, which faces away from an Apollo-like character
appearing to the right. He is holding a laurel branch, his arm
extended with his finger pointing to the figure who is writing
down the oracle. This theme could derive from a tradition
dealing with prophets recording in books oracles delivered by
characters like Bacis, Musaeus, Abaris or Orpheus.27 As John
Dillery has recently demonstrated, more or less at the time the
cup was painted, these depictions of chresmologues writing
down oracles are ‘negatively shaded’. In this context Herodotus
(Hist. 7.140–3) provides a sharp contrast between the seer-like
figure of Themistocles and the elders of Athens, performing
the function of chresmologues.28 Chresmologues seem to have
been treated in such troubled times in a way that makes their
position ambiguous. Frequent recourse was made to oracles in
the second half of the 5th century bc, a difficult moment in
Greek history: this was an action which Aristophanes made fun
of, implying that it did not receive universal approval.
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Therefore their diffusion was restricted to private circulation,
as in the case of Pisistratus.29
On the other hand the hydria in Basel (Fig. 10) shows a
bearded figure, laurel-wreathed, with his foot on a rock,
bending towards a prophesying head and releasing the cords
holding it. The scene takes place in front of six female figures,
who may be interpreted as the Muses: they are watching and
not playing their instruments. Nevertheless the laurelwreathed character belongs to Apollo’s sphere of influence and
this allows his inclusion among those allowed to sing for the
god.30
The hydria (Fig. 10) shows a relationship between the head
and the other characters which is different from that shown on
the cup in Cambridge (Fig. 9). In such a context a poet might
assume a rôle within an Apollonian oracular context closer to
the status of the legendary seers of Greek tradition.31 This rôle
is illustrated by the scene on the hydria in Dunedin (Fig. 11).
The antecedents of a figure being linked with Apollo, or the
Muses, are Hesiod,32 the poets of the Homeric Cycle and
Eúmēlos of Corinth.33
Summing up the evidence it seems that the figure recording
the oracle from the head, in the presence of Apollo, and the
laurel-wreathed person bending towards it, in the presence of
the Muses, each have their own rôle and both are fulfilling a
mantic function. If this is so, it could explain a specific
relationship, in the Greek context, of these two interpreters of a
prophesying head and reveal their original rôles.
Having examined the two Greek themes, we can now turn
to the debate concerning the presence of a controversial naked
female figure appearing close to Umaele on the first series of
Etruscan mirrors. Emmanuel-Rebuffat has studied this figure
closely, interpreting her as Euterpe, the Muse properly linked
to music, whose Etruscan name – E(u)turpa – appears on at
least two mirrors beside a naked female (Figs 1–2). According
to Emmanuel-Rebuffat the Muse is the central element on
which the entire significance of the scene depends and her
constant association with Umaele relates to a local story
unknown to us.34
To judge from a comparison with the character holding
strings in front of the head and the Muse on the hydria (Fig.
10), it is possible that the Umaele/Umaile-like character is
performing the same rôle with the net on the left side of the
first series of mirrors, in the presence of E(u)terpe. As
previously mentioned, the rôle of E(u)terpe originated in Greek
tradition,35 and was also connected with singers officially
involved with the worship of Apollo and his oracle. Moreover
the contemporary evidence of the British Museum mirror (Fig.
8) in which Umaele/Umaile is a haruspex with his foot on the
rock,36 in the presence of Apollo in this same position, confirms
the Apollonian context. Also the mirror in Bern (Fig. 5), close
to this first series of mirrors from a production point of view,
shows a Umaele/Umaile-like character in a context
reminiscent of divination, due to the presence of gods usually
involved in this practice (Aplu-, Menerva-, and Turms-like
figures).
On the other hand, the theme displayed on the right side of
the first series of mirrors, with a figure ready to record oracles
from the head – either Palamedes or Aliunea or Alpunea –
could be related to the different oracular setting involving the
chresmologue that we have already discussed in considering
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the Attic cup (Fig. 9).
So taking the Greek evidence into account we can identify
the existence of an earlier Greek series of compositions and a
later Etruscan series, both concerning oracular heads. The
echo in the earlier Attic context of the two separate schemes –
direct inspiration as opposed to the recording of inspired
utterance – persists in the Etruscan mirrors of the first series
(Figs 1–4). This is perceived through the different direction of
the gaze of the characters: Umaele appears not to be involved
in the action of the scene, even though he is involved in
divinatory practices on other mirrors (Figs 5 and 8). On the
other hand the relevance of Umaele in the scheme as a whole is
confirmed by the presence of the empty net recalling the
prophesying head, which represents the lowest common
denominator of the two Attic schemes. Therefore the mirrors of
the two series we have examined bear scenes which seem to
hint at two different means of oracular prophecy.37
In other words, the basic elements of the scene on the first
series of mirrors (Figs 1–4) are, besides the head, the two side
characters performing more or less the same activity. The
figure on the left fulfils the inspired function of the poet while
the figure on the right fulfils the function of recording the
prophecy, according to the two different techniques.
The combination of these two schemes in one might well be
Etruscan and express an important view of oracular practices,
considering both the voiced and written word, in a way which
is similar to that of the mirror where Cacu, playing a musical
instrument, sits next to Artile, who holds a diptych (Fig. 12).38
Luschi has pointed out the importance of the source of
inspiration of Cacu, who must be identified as a prophet
inspired by Faunus or Favonius, represented by the head shown
at the top of the mirror, and the real source of the oracle.39 If
this interpretation is correct we could also surmise that the
young Artile is performing a task analogous to that of Cacu,
directly receiving the prophecy from the head, not just writing
down the responses of the diviner Cacu inspired by the head.
At this point we should consider whether such a scheme on
the Etruscan mirrors should be viewed as mythological and
within the context of native legend infused with Greek
sources,40 or whether it reflects two different ways of
consulting oracles within the complexity of the Etrusca
disciplina.41 With reference to a later period, Adriano Maggiani
noted such a differentiation in the case of the oracular twins
Cassandra and Helenus.42 He recognised some echo of the
Ciceronian description of the two chief kinds of Etruscan
prophecy, genera artificiosa and genera naturalia, and the
relationship between them. The first could be interpreted as
prophecy obtained through the use of specific skills, and the
second as directly inspired prophecy.43 In Cicero’s description
of the two chief kinds of prophecy, inspired and direct,
Maggiani sees a reflection of Etruscan practice,44 and relates
this to an oracular tradition connected with the wedding
ceremony, linked to the presence of the oracular head on
mirrors.45
Such a need for explanation again shows that a
co-existence of two different types of prophecy, one inspired
and one non-inspired, within Etruscan culture seems
incongruent with what we know of Etruscan belief systems
during the period in which these mirrors were produced, since
divine inspiration had to be controlled and integrated within
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the framework of the ruling community.46 We should perhaps
think in terms of the representation of the origin and evolution
of a science created to explain natural phenomena whose
significance was considered crucial to survival. So, to quote
Dominique Briquel, the oracular response of the original
mythical figures formed the basis for a ritual of prophecy that
developed over time.47
In our case the prophesying heads could refer to such
origins and suggest the environment in which the different
Etruscan oracular practices were established. This seems to be
the case with the bearded head on the mirror in Bern (Fig. 5)
which is different from the others. This could mean that the
main point of interest is the prophesying head, regardless of
the inscription which sometimes accompanies it. If this model
of representing different functions within the semantic sphere
of prophecy is valid, it could help to answer the linguistic
questions concerning the interpretation of the name Umaele/
Umaile.
Umaele has been interpreted by Adriano Maggiani as a
contraction (combined with metathesis) of ho malóeis, a hero’s
name derived from the epithet Malóeis, given to Apollo in the
cults of Mytilene and possibly in some way connected with the
legend of Orpheus.48 On the other hand the earliest
interpretation of the name, dating back to the 18th century, as a
Greek linguistic import (Eúmēlos),49 has not been included in
de Simone’s list of Greek imports into Etruscan50 and has been
questioned by several scholars.51
According to research on ancient Greek literary sources, a
direct correlation between characters and names is suggested,
reflecting original rôles within legends and prototypes for
Etruscan local stories. As a consequence, since these stories
change the core of the original Greek ones, they could be
considered as misinterpretations on the part of the Etruscans.
This situation finds a kind of parallel with that of Greek
linguistic imports into Etruscan relating to vessels. If we
assume that these are meant to indicate the shape of the vase in
Etruscan, there seems to be both error and misinterpretation,
because not only are these names given to vase-shapes which
do not correspond with the Greek ones, but they are also
applied to different vase-shapes within the Etruscan context.
But if we consider these same names denote the function of the
vases within their proper ritual context, we recover a specific
feature of Etruscan identity, which is to adapt external cultural
imports to its own architecture of concepts, especially in the
case of vases connected with ritual practice.52
In the case in point, our mirrors are indeed coherent as far
as the scheme is concerned, even though it is impossible to find
a unique story, whether Greek or Etruscan, in which to insert
the characters as actors defined by their names in a
mythological context. Therefore we can still try to explain the
name Umaele/Umaile within a Greek context, but from a
different point of view (since most of the names of the
characters appearing on the mirrors derive from the Greek).
Instead of viewing Umaele/Umaile as an actor within a
Greek story we should perhaps focus on his rôle as a singer in
an Apollonian setting. We might wonder whether the tradition
linking the poets to the Muses and to Apollo could support a
connection of the Etruscan Umaele/Umaile with the Greek
Eúmālos, meaning ‘rich in herd’, relating to his descent from
the aristocratic family of the Bacchiads of Corinth. He is one of

the first legendary singers involved in Apollonian oracular
response,53 and his career has been connected to Greek
expansion in the West.54
Regarding Greek linguistic imports into Etruscan, the Doric
vowel ‘ā’ of Eúmālos,55 corresponds to ‘ai’ in Etruscan and ‘ae’ in
Latin.56 On the other hand we have no examples of the
rendering of the Greek accented diphthong ‘eu’ in the first
syllable, since we only have examples without accent.57
However we have good documentation in other languages in
ancient Italy that, as far as the accent in the first syllable is
concerned, they behave like Etruscan:58 in these languages the
counterpart of ‘eú’ is ‘u’.59 As a consequence an origin in the
Greek Eúmālos for Umaele/Umaile seems possible.
In conclusion the ‘persona’ of the Greek singer Eúmālos
could have functioned in an Etruscan context as the echo of an
inspired mantic, endowed with mythical origins, connected to
the Muses and to Apollo. In addition we have the example of
the mirror in the British Museum (Fig. 8) in which Umaele/
Umaile acts as a haruspex, in a divinatory situation in the
presence of Aplu. Indeed the later series of mirrors (Figs 6–7)
and the one in Bern (Fig. 5), with their exchange of positions
and rôles, show once more that these same activities within
oracular practices are interchangeable.
Finally we might ponder on the significance of this kind of
mirror within Etruscan society. Mirrors are usually considered
to have some connection with oracles performed in wedding
ceremonies,60 but the complex range of images they displayed
could instead suggest that they had a divinatory function61
within the Etrusca disciplina.62
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Figure 1 Mirror (unshaded part was restored), present location unknown,
ex-Collezione Borgia, then Museo Archeologico Naples (from ES, II, 196).

Figure 2 Mirror, from Chiusi, Museo Archeologico Siena, ex-Raccolta Bonci
Casuccini, inv. 176 (from Maggiani 1992, fig. 2)

Figure 3 Mirror, from Castelgiorgio, The Louvre, Paris, inv. 1724 (from
Emmanuel-Rebuffat 1988, no. 2)

Figure 4 Mirror, Princeton University, inv. 1998. 46 (from De Puma 2005, no.
45)
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Figure 5 Mirror, Bern, Collection of H. and I. Jucker (from Jucker 2001, 37)

Figure 6 Mirror, Florence, Museo Archeologico (from ES, II, 207.2)

Figure 7 Mirror, from Cetona?, ex-Collezione Terrosi (from ES, III, 275A.2)

Figure 8 Mirror, from Castelgiorgio (Orvieto), tomb in ‘proprietà Gualterio’,
context datable to c. end of the 4th–beginning of the 3rd century BC. British
Museum, GR 1873.8-20. 109
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Figure 9 Stemless cup, 410 BC, Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, inv. 103.25,
Painter of Ruvo 1346 (from Doerig 1991, fig. 15)

Figure 10 Hydria, 440–430 BC, Antikenmuseum Basel and Sammlung Ludwig,
inv. BS 481, Polygnotus Group (from Doerig 1991, fig. 13)

Figure 11 Hydria, 420 BC, Otago Museum, Dunedin, inv. E48.266 (from Doerig
1991, fig. 14)

Figure 12 Mirror, from Bolsena, British Museum, London, GR 1873.8-20.105
(from de Grummond 2006, fig. II.5)

56 | Etruscan by Definition

