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Surface Tensions on Etruscan 
and Greek Gold Jewelry

Alexis Q. Castor 

Abstract

The gleam of gold is one of its defining features. Research into the visual 
perception and use of prehistoric European ornaments suggests that such 
sensory experiences added significantly to the symbolic value of the ele-
ment. European jewelry incorporates relief work, twisting, and engrav-
ing, but it does not typically use the favorite forms of surface decoration 
found in Mediterranean ornaments, namely, filigree and granulation. 
These embellishments represent advanced craftsmanship but the appli-
cation of texture to ornaments diminishes one of the key properties of 
gold: its glitter. This reduction in luminosity also affects who can perceive 
the ornament and its decoration. Certain forms of Greek and Etruscan 
jewelry embed miniature figures visible only close-up. For whom is this 
intricate craftsmanship intended? This article applies theories of percep-
tion and enchantment to these jewelry types to assess their use in differ-
ent settings. I propose that by considering the sensorial reality of jewelry 
and its decoration, we can ask new questions about how elites used gold 
jewelry to differentiate themselves socially.

From architecture to sculpture to pottery,  
typologies are the backbone of archaeological research. Their 
purpose is to arrange surviving material chronologically and 
regionally to evaluate the circulation of objects, materials, 
artistic styles, and manufacturing techniques.1 The success 
of a typology relies on the survival of a significant corpus of 
evidence and the affiliated information that archaeological 
contexts can provide. Type-studies of ancient Mediterranean 
jewelry follow the same methodology applied to other me-
dia, but fundamental gaps in the evidence for jewelry limit 
their usefulness. My own taxonomy of archaic Greek earrings 
collected artifacts recovered archaeologically and compared 
them with selected earrings without secure provenance. Al-
though the bulk of primary evidence came from excavated 
material, those dates could place the unprovenanced earrings 
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only within a century or so of use.2 Similar difficulties ob-
tain in Etruria. Even basic archaeological data are missing for 
most Etruscan jewelry. Thus we are left with a conundrum: 
much surviving jewelry resists the normal categorization that 
archaeologists rely on to begin analysis of how an object was 
used in a society. This is one reason why it has been so easy to 
marginalize jewelry: we don’t really know how to connect it to 
other categories of material culture. What then do we do with 
this evidence? We will not miraculously reconstruct contexts 
for museum pieces, but meanwhile an important group of ob-
jects valued in antiquity has been left aside. Other modes of 
inquiry must be sought.

In the past quarter century, a dominant theoretical trend 
in anthropology has explored relationships between humans 
and objects.3 The primacy of the object is the focus of this 
“new materialism,” just as it is in typologies, but these stud-
ies pose far different questions. Rather than an emphasis on 
stylistic evolution, objects are considered for the effects they 
could have on those who produced, handled, and experienced 
them.4 Phenomenological considerations like this are com-
pelling for gold jewelry for several reasons. Whether worn 
daily or for special occasions, a wearer encounters jewelry 
tactically, often audibly, and above all, visually. We expect 
someone wearing gold jewelry to be spotted because it gleams 
and because it is a rare, costly material. Ancient cultures often 
linked light with divine power.5 Thus, the brightness of gold 
is one of its most valued features. But some gold jewelry is 
so densely decorated that its embellishment both mutes the 
gleam and renders the workmanship virtually invisible. 

Two earring types with this kind of elaborate decoration, 
the archaic Etruscan spool and the Late Classical Greek disk-
and-pendant, are the focus of this study. I begin with an over-
view of the relevant cognitive processes of vision, employing 
approaches applied to Celtic metalwork, and then analyze the 
Mediterranean earrings. Alfred Gell’s theory of the “technology 
of enchantment” concerning the psycho-social effects of deco-
ration are also considered. By raising questions about the opti-
cal realities of decoration, we can contemplate the experiences 
both of those who owned and others who glimpsed these orna-
ments. I argue that by applying the same scrutiny utilized for 
typologies, but interrogating the object anew, we can search for 
social contexts of jewelry as it was experienced, even for those 
pieces that now lack a physical archaeological context. 
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Perceiving Decoration

Useful case studies with which to explore the perception 
of jewelry come from the repertoire of Celtic jewelry. The 
wide chronological and regional distribution of Celtic art has 
challenged scholars who attempt to trace its artistic origins. 
An additional obstacle for metal goods is that they have been 
found in hoard deposits, by metal detectorists, or come with-
out documentation of discovery. The Snettisham Great Torc, 
found in one of several metal hoards located in the twentieth 
century, is one example of an object with a thorny contextual 
history (fig. 1).6 With little information other than the object 
itself, scholars in the New Materialist school have raised the 
fundamental question, why decorate?7 These studies are less 
concerned with iconography than with the phenomenological 
effects of decoration for the use and perception of an object.8 
Peter Wells, for example, addresses the mechanics of vision 
in his work.9 He sets out several distinctive ways that deco-
ration can direct the eye to different features of an object.10 
Smooth surfaces are more visible, but they tend to attract less 
attention than textured planes. The combination of plain and 
rough surfaces on an object requires the brain to sort out its 
patterns, thus focus on the object lasts longer. Texture also 
refracts light more dynamically on plastic, three-dimensional 
objects like jewelry than on flat planes. Scattered glints emit-
ting from jewelry attract the eye. Borders, spirals or S-curves 
direct the viewer to different parts of the surface. Animal, and 
even more so, human faces stand out to the human eye among 

Fig. 1. The Great Torc from 
Snettisham. Buried first century 
B.C.E. (London, British Museum 
1951.0402.2 © The Trustees of 
the British Museum).
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all other decoration. Hybrid and mythical creatures can blend 
elements like faces and S-curves, drawing in viewers to puzzle 
out a figure unseen in nature.11 

The decoration of the Great Torc employs many of the 
characteristics that Wells identifies. Eight thick “ropes” make 
up the neck ring and each of these comprises eight twisted 
wires. Overall, light flashes off the sinuous forms. Additional 
decoration appears on the circular terminals. Microscopic 
study revealed that mercury gilding had been applied to the 
gold terminals worn at the front of the neck. The effect was 
a much higher sheen that indicates interest in enhancing the 
luminosity of this part of the torc.12 Portions of the terminals 
are decorated in relief with open spirals, lunate forms, and an 
engraved basketweave pattern. The decorative details can be 
seen easily in photographs, but it is important to note that 
when someone wore the object, the majority of this embel-
lishment lay on the underside of the terminals, out of view. 
Close scrutiny of the Great Torc, using tools unavailable to 
its original makers and viewers, shows us that some complex 
technical and decorative attributes enhanced visual interest, 
while other equally notable features remained largely hidden 
when the torc was worn. This recognition that the object had 
multiple audiences—those at a distance and whomever the 
owner invited to inspect any obscured patterns—allows us 
to reflect on the social functions of the Great Torc, even if we 
cannot know the exact period or place it was used.

Wells’ investigation into the mechanics of vision thus 
prompts us to think more broadly about how these percep-
tions affect observers. A compelling argument within Alfred 
Gell’s analysis of art and aesthetics concerns the visual and 
cognitive effects of complex decoration on viewers. He pro-
poses that such decoration could seem incomprehensible to 
those unfamiliar with the designs and the craftsmanship nec-
essary to create it. This confusion would result in a sense of 
beguilement on the viewer, an effect he terms the “technology 
of enchantment.”13 He defines this as “the power that techni-
cal processes have of casting a spell over us so that we see 
the real world in an enchanted form.”14 A magical “halo-effect” 
accrues to the object. This enchantment would extend to the 
object’s owner and lend prestige to that individual, according 
to Gell. The nexus of object-agency-owner that Gell advo-
cates has been much debated, but his notion of the potential 
of art to cast a sense of enchantment on audiences has reso-
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Fig. 2. The Braganza Brooch. 
250–200 B.C.E. (London, 
British Museum 2001.501.1c. 
© The Trustees of the British 
Museum).

Fig. 3. Detail, the Braganza 
Brooch (© The Trustees of the 
British Museum).

nated widely.15 Since the sense of enchantment affects inex-
perienced onlookers most powerfully, costly goods like gold 
jewelry, which circulated mainly among the elite, could retain 
that quality for those who did not regularly encounter such 
ornaments. Elites, alternatively, would be harder to impress 
because of their intimacy with such exotica.

 An important factor affecting the visibility of jewelry is 
its placement on the body, where costume, movements of the 
wearer, and environmental conditions like lighting change 
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with each outing. If we study another example of Celtic jewel-
ry, the Braganza Brooch, with these factors in mind, it is pos-
sible to consider other visual effects of the ornament in use 
(figs. 2–3).16 This fibula, 14 cm long, has no original contex-
tual information. It first became known as the property of the 
Portugese royal family of Braganza in the 1940s when it was 
put up for auction. Since the British Museum acquired the 
brooch in 2001, its technique and style have been analyzed 
closely. The fibula presents a hybrid of Greek jewelry features 
with Celto-Iberian material culture and is generally dated to 
250–200 B.C.E., although the lack of comparanda makes it 
difficult to date.17 Its large size would ensure that it could be 
seen from afar, and it incorporates some of the key decora-
tive forms that attract notice: S-curves, borders alternating 
with smooth surfaces, four animal heads with textured fur, 
a canine-warrior pair as the main figural forms, and a long, 
thick spiral U-shaped foot. Additional color was added to the 
brooch with blue enamel in the filigree spirals, red added to 
the large round beads, and black and white to pick out the 
eyes of the male and the animals.18 But if the wearer—we do 
not know if a man or woman wore it—were on horseback, 
how many details would a viewer on the ground see? What 
if the fibula competed with other gleaming metal parapher-
nalia, like a helmet and armor? How would it appear differ-
ently to dining companions who saw it across a flickering fire? 
Many details would be accessible only to those individuals 
who handled it with the permission of the owner. This could 
include diverse groups of peers and family or slaves who 
placed it on the wearer. When the brooch was buried in a 
grave or a hoard, those depositing it would have a final op-
portunity to study the piece. This group could be made up of 
more diverse members of the society, such as mourners from 
the community at large.

These examples from the Celtic world have let us isolate 
ways that humans piece together decoration cognitively and 
also explore the Gellian theory that decorated objects can 
disorient and confuse, but still engage, spectators. We can 
now move to Etruscan and Greek material and evaluate their 
decorative impact.

Etruscan Spool Earrings: Dense Surfaces

The spool, or a baule, earrings are an indigenous Etruscan 
jewelry type used from the sixth to the early fifth century; 
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Fig. 4. Spool earrings. ca. 
sixth century B.C.E. (Boston, 
Museum of Fine Arts 90.181. © 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston).

about three hundred examples are known.19 At 1–2 cm wide, 
spools were thicker than simple wire hoops and thus more 
noticeable. The spools curl tightly up under the ear, making 
for a compact earring. Spools typically have two decorative 
zones. The upper or frontal part was profusely embellished 
with floral, geometric, and figural forms. The decoration be-
low was sparse, usually consisting of fluted rows or a large fili-
gree pattern. Many spools are fully enclosed with a cap over 
each end; this too is decorated with filigree and floral motifs. 
A few spools preserve colored enamel.20 

The individual decorative forms on spools are less notable 
than the overall concentrated multidimensional effect. Vir-
tually every surface is treated, usually arranged in a close-
fitting pattern. The earrings in figure 4 illustrate a common 
design. This pair in Boston is a typical size at 1.1 cm wide 
with a diameter of 1.5 cm. An 18-square checkerboard pat-
tern encases spheres in each frame. Texture is provided by 
the alternation of smooth and granulated hemispheres. An 
undulating ribbon of gold wire serves to frame each hemi-
sphere. This tiny border element itself offers differences in 
texture and shadow. Filigree spirals, scattered granules, and 
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a half-palmette are set on the pyramidal attachment at the 
top of the spool. The sides were enclosed with hammered 
sheet circles, each with two large lunate-shaped openings. 
Smooth, beaded, and twisted filigree forms thick borders 
around the edges and large openings in the caps. Overall, 
the earrings offer a complex, shifting impression of shadow 
and different kinds of light: bright glints emanate from the 
smooth spheres, while the granulated spheres and filigree 
borders generate a darker glow.

Figural decoration can also be found on spool earrings. An-
other pair in Boston, one of which is illustrated here, furnishes 
a virtual forest of foliage (fig. 5). These are, at 4 cm, about twice 
as wide as the typical spool, so would be more prominently dis-
played on the ears. A female wearing a beaded necklace stands 
in the center, with mounted horsemen flanking her. The en-
tire surface is packed with tiny sheet gold cups and loop-wire 
rosettes of different sizes; the individual wire loops used for 
the petals raise the rosette high off the gold-sheet background. 
In comparison to the checkerboard spool earrings above, this 
earring has even fewer plain gold surfaces. Instead, light shim-
mers over the mass of petals, leaves, and figures. If we imagine a 
woman wearing spool earrings like these, the larger size makes 
them more noticeable, but the complex design muddles details 
even for viewers at close distances.

By analyzing the optical effects of the spool decoration, we 
can appreciate the rich visual and textural complexity that 
Etruscans sought for their personal adornment. All of the or-
namental components were executed individually but packed 
together in a mass. The figural elements found on some spools 
are also represented in other media, and viewers educated in 
this iconography might pick them out more easily from the 
surrounding decoration than we can today. But users clearly 
prized the miniaturization of floral and figural designs on the 
spool, even if only a person handling the earring could fully 
appreciate them. Some elements may have conveyed magi-
cal or amuletic force to ancient users and were intended to 
remain hidden from view to maintain this power, although 
details about these kinds of cultural concepts are lacking. Un-
like the Celtic jewelry discussed above, even without context, 
we can make some assumptions about how the spool earrings 
were used. Women, not men, wore earrings, and evidence of 
female costume can be pieced together from many artistic and 
archaeological sources.21 Etruscan garments were often plaid-
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patterned with decorative borders at the sleeves, neckline, and 
lower hem. Belts, fibulae, and buttons further accessorized 
the garments.22 Taken together, a full costume and parure re-
quired scrutiny from a viewer standing near and undoubtedly 
dazzled others farther away. Stylistic variations of the spools 
developed in different regions or time periods would keep 
challenging viewers. However, the more commonly spools 
were worn, the more recognizable and less fascinating—in a 
Gellian sense—their abundant decoration became. Familiar-
ity could inure observers to the impact that wearers sought.

It may not be a coincidence that the Etruscan jewelry that 
followed chronologically was flamboyantly visible. In the 
fourth century, embossed sheet-gold ornaments that made 
less use of textured-surface enrichment came into favor (fig. 
6). Necklace pendants and horseshoe earrings embossed with 
relief decoration are the new forms that continue into the 
Hellenistic period.23 These pieces emphasized metallic gleam 
and suggest that Etruscans desired more accessible public dis-
play than that embedded in the dense worlds of archaic spool 
earrings.

Fig. 5. Spool earring. ca. 
sixth century B.C.E. (Boston, 
Museum of Fine Arts 63.2662a. 
© Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston).
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Greek Disk-and-Pendant Earrings: Overflowing 
Abundance

Greek jewelry also can be used to discuss the concept of 
enchantment, particularly the Rich Style jewelry of the Late 
Classical era. In comparison to Archaic and Early Classical 
Greek styles, this jewelry is remarkable for the explosion of 
design elements included, a development that recalls a similar 
reconceptualization of Etruscan jewelry forms in the fourth 
century. This departure from familiar styles generated new 
modes of jewelry representation in both cultures. The pen-
dant boat and inverted pyramid earrings of the sixth and fifth 
centuries hung directly from simple hooks.24 The additions 
of a decorated disk and chains suspended below or on either 
side of the pendant are fourth-century innovations (fig. 7).25 
A pair of disk-and-pendant earrings in the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art is over 6 cm long. Most of its components are 
smothered with granulation and filigree. But the Greek ear-
rings add even more visual confusion than just texture; several 
floral motifs on the disk are fastened to small spiraling wires. 
These quiver with even the tiniest movement and, since the 
spring mechanisms are concealed, they seem to sway magi-
cally. Technology of enchantment indeed! Even more intrigu-
ing is the explosion of floral forms below. The space between 
the disk and boat pendant is filled with acanthus leaves and 
palmettes set at different depths. A miniature winged Nike 
driving a two-horse chariot bursts through the foliage facing 
the viewer. Its frontal placement makes the figures more dif-
ficult to see than it would have been in a profile view. Several 

Fig. 6. Horseshoe earrings. 
ca. late fourth–early third 
centuries B.C.E. (New York 
18.103.1, 2. © Metropolitan 
Museum of Art).
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braided wire chains with decorative terminals are fastened to 
the lower edge of the boat; three miniscule swaddled infant 
charms hang directly from the pendant. 

As we move away from the microscopic examination that 
allows us to make sense of these details, we can instead imag-
ine a woman wearing these earrings. Her hair would likely 
be rolled up off her neck and away from her face, so the long 
earrings would hang free and jangle while she moved. Or-
naments this large may have demanded adjustments of her 
posture and movement—holding her head straight, perhaps 
walking more slowly so the chains do not become entangled. 
Any close-up inspection of the earrings to see the Nike, for 
example, would mean that she invited viewers into her inti-
mate social space to do so. Family and friends could even be 
invited to handle the earring, but the intricacies we see would 
elude most ancient observers. 

Conclusion

Admittedly, I have chosen pieces of Etruscan and Greek 
jewelry exceptionally rich in texture for this study, and the 
majority of surviving ornaments do not compare to their 
complexity. Someone passing by could, at best, get only an 

Fig. 7. Disk-and-pendant 
earrings. ca. 300 B.C.E. (New 
York, Rogers Fund 1948. 
48.11.2, 3. © Metropolitan 
Museum of Art).
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impression of the pieces discussed here. But even a fleeting 
view can be effective. A clue to the power a glance conveys 
may rest in representations of jewelry on classical Attic vases. 
Over the course of the fifth century, personal ornaments re-
ceived tactical and visual prominence with the use of gilded 
clay relief lines.26 Given our interest in understanding how 
ancient spectators saw jewelry in real life, this applied gild-
ing seems crucial. A late fifth-century squat lekythos shows 
a seated female wearing a pair of gold spiral bracelets and a 
necklace with bead pendants (fig. 8).27 The gilded ornaments 
flash brightly against the added white of the woman’s skin. 
Clear details of the necklace are not visible on the vase, but 
its basic form may well denote the extent to which most pass-
ersby glimpsed jewelry. 

A notable shift in the description of jewelry on Attic vases 
occurs in the fourth century, at about the same time that Rich 
Style jewelry emerges. Rather than accessorizing women, 

Fig. 8. Attic red-figure lekythos, 
Painter of the Frankfort Acorn 
and Phintias as potter. ca. 
420–400 B.C.E. (J. Paul Getty 
Museum. 91.AE.10. © J. Paul 
Getty Trust).
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however, the jewelry shown serves as the vessels’ only deco-
rative enrichment, as on a calyx krater in London (fig. 9).28 
The well-preserved gilding forms a striking contrast to the 
glossy black finish of the vase, and the rich texture of the disk 
and boat-shaped pendant are captured with added relief dots. 
Many particulars are brought into full view of anyone who 
sees the vase rather than requiring direct contact with the 
jewelry itself. I wonder if this (unparalleled) interest of vase 
painters in jewelry was piqued by the exceptional displays of 
jewelry worn at this time. The fascination that I have sug-
gested would beguile viewers could not be fully experienced 
by a wide audience, but it may have compelled other means 
of access beyond those who could own the ornaments them-
selves.29 

I have suggested that one way to analyze ancient jewelry 
that lacks archaeological context is to consider these objects 
from sensory perspectives. I began by reviewing how decora-
tion can spark cognitive understanding by blending features 
such as texture, light, and specific shapes. When we look at 
Greek and Etruscan jewelry in brightly lit museum cases or in 
magnified photographs, we grasp the sophisticated composi-
tions they preserve. But even though we can see these features, 

Fig. 9. Black-glaze calyx krater. 
Unattributed. ca. 340–320 
B.C.E. (London, British Museum 
GR 1871.7-22.3. © The Trustees 
of the British Museum).



96

Alexis Q. Castor

most ancient individuals would miss them unless they were 
permitted to study the ornaments. The majority of viewers 
would never achieve this level of intimacy. Vases that refer-
ence this jewelry in gilded relief highlight the glint rather than 
the sophisticated imagery and craftsmanship the ornaments 
display. Precise designations of Late Classical Greek jewelry 
on fourth-century vessels could school a wider audience in 
its complexities. What motivated this iconographic trend 
requires further consideration that considers how jewelry 
worked as a visible part of dress. By exploiting methodolo-
gies like those I have explored here, we can take evidence that 
does not conform easily to standard typological categoriza-
tion and examine how the men and women who wore jewelry 
could use it to create different degrees of personal intimacy 
and sensory experience. This awareness will, I hope, prompt 
more discussion of how public display of jewelry and dress 
plays a meaningful, but complex, role in social relationships.
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Notes

1 Aldenderfer 1996; Boozer 2014.
2 Castor 2008. The greatest difficulty arises from the disparity in 

the use of jewelry as a burial gift. Most areas of Greece, apart from 
the Macedonians in the north, did not consider jewelry an appropri-
ate grave gift in the Archaic and Classical periods. I discuss these 
issues in Castor 2008, 25–27. 

3 Many variations on this theme have been developed, some with 
more relevance to archaeological material than others. For reviews 
of the main arguments as applied by archaeologists, see Robb 2015; 
Thomas 2015; Caraher 2016.

4 Ingold 2000, 2013; Gosden 2005; Hodder 2012; Hamilakis 
2014.

5 Winter 2012; Klemm and Klemm 2013, 21–27; Benzel 2015a, 
2015b.

⁶ Farley and Hunter 2015, 104–7, for the manufacture and deco-
ration of the Great Torc. Fourteen metal hoards have been discovered 
at Snettisham over the course of the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. See Joy 2016 for a survey of the deposits and bibliography.

⁷ The question comes from Joy 2011, but is explored more gener-
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ally by several authors including Spratling 2008; Giles 2008, 2012; 
Garrow and Gosden 2012. 

⁸ Joy 2011; Farley and Hunter 2015; Hunter 2015.
⁹ Wells 2008, 2012. 
10 Wells 2012. 
11 See Wells 2012, ch. 2.
12 Meeks, Mongiatti, and Joy 2014.
13 Thomas 1998, vii.
14 Gell 1992, 44.
15 See Osborne and Tanner 2007 for several case studies of Gell’s 

theories of agency as applied by art historians.
16 Perea 2011.
17 See Meeks in Perea 2011. The date is suggested mainly by the 

use of Greek filigree and enamel designs that are comparable to Hel-
lenistic forms.

18 Perea 2011, 106, fig. 88, for a color reconstruction.
19 For type, see Cristofani and Martelli 1983; Weber and Walker 

2004; Gaultier and Metzger 2005; Turfa 2005; Ricochon 2011. 
Ricochon’s study attempts a typology according to style, but it is dif-
ficult to know what examples she includes in her study since there is 
no catalog in this publication. It is also unclear which of the earrings 
she analyzes were found in excavations.

20 De Puma 2013, 262.
21 Verri et al. 2014; Gleba 2016.
22 Bonfante 2003, 32–34, 38–39. 
23 Castor 2010. 
24 Castor 2008, 17–21, 23–24. 
25 See Williams and Ogden 1994 for other contemporary ex-

amples.
26 Cohen 2006, 2012.
27 Painter of the Frankfort Acorn and Phintias as potter, ca. 

420–400. J. Paul Getty Museum 91.AE.10. ARV2 1317.3, Add2 

363, Cohen 2006, no. 34.
28 Cohen 2006, no. 38, with earlier bibliography.
29 I explore this topic further in Castor forthcoming.
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