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Abstract: The Raetic language, an iron age Tyrsenian language attested 
in the eastern alps, is traditionally considered to be written with two differ-
ent alphabets, called the sanzeno and the Magrè alphabet. The paper provides 
an updated account of the evidence and the differences and similarities be-
tween the alphabets in terms of letter forms, distribution and chronology, and 
discusses the question of their respective origins.

Keywords: Raetic, north italic alphabets, alpine epigraphy.

sobre la relación y surgimiento de los alfabetos réticos

Resumen: la lengua rética, un idioma tiriano de la edad de Hierro docu-
mentado en los alpes orientales, se escribe, según se ha considerado tradicio-
nalmente, mediante dos alfabetos distintos, llamados el alfabeto sanzeno y el 
Magrè. en el presente artículo se ofrece una relación actualizada de los testi-
monios y las diferencias y similitudes entre los alfabetos en cuanto a la forma 
de las letras, la distribución y la cronología, y se examina la cuestión de sus 
respectivos orígenes.

Palabras clave: Rético, alfabetos itálicos del norte, epigrafía alpina.

§1. The Raetic language is attested in about 350 inscriptions on 300 ob-
jects. only about one third of these documents is certainly language-encoding, 
another third is non-script (marks and other dubious inscriptoids)1. The in-
scriptions are dated to the late 6th c. at the earliest until the 1st c. BC —Raetic 

1 Raetic inscriptions are cited with sigla according to schumacher 2004 and TIR.
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literacy appears to have come to an end during the Roman alpine campaign of 
15 BC; there is hardly any evidence for latinisation. Raetic inscriptions come 
from the Padan plain, mainly the area of verona, from the alpine foothills be-
tween adige and Piave, the val di non, the Bolzano area, and from the lands 
accessed through the upper etschtal, the eisacktal, Pustertal, Wipptal and 
i nntal, with three petrograph sites in the northern limestone alps. The texts, 
where they can be understood, are prevalently dedications, on votive or ritual 
objects; funerary inscriptions are rare. From a purely epigraphic point of view, 
the Raetic corpus is traditionally considered to be divided into two distinct sets 
of documents, written with two different alphabets. not least because of the 
preponderance of onomastic over lexical material, it was not until the work of 
Rix 1998 and schumacher 1998 that the inscriptions which had been tenta-
tively referred to as Raetic were certainly demonstrated to encode a single lan-
guage, which is related to etruscan. The Raetic writing tradition is younger 
than any of the others in northern italy, and it is not clear on which model or 
models its alphabets depend.

§2. Two different alphabets belonging to what is today considered the Rae-
tic corpus were identified as early as 1853 by Mommsen in his seminal work on 
the Nordetruskischen Alphabete. in spite of his small database —forty-four items 
in all— Mommsen succeeded in correctly discriminating between a number of 
alphabets in pre-Roman northern italy, among them an «alphabet of verona» 
on the spada di verona (vR-3) and a «Tyrolian alphabet» in two inscriptions 
(Ce-1, We-1) which had been published by Giovanelli and connected by the 
latter with the Raeti known from ancient historiography (1845). Three decades 
later, Pauli (1885) reduced the number of αβs north of the Po to four, and —in 
consequence of a handful of new finds from the area (Bz-4, Bz-10, no-11, 
sz-16)— renamed Mommsen’s Tyrolian alphabet «Bozen alphabet.» due to 
the greater similarity, he regarded this Bozen alphabet as well as the «lugano al-
phabet» (i.e. the lepontic alphabet) as daughter alphabets of the etruscan script 
(Pauli 1885, 58-60), while believing the «este» (venetic) and «sondrio» (Ca-
munic) alphabets to be derived from a Greek source on the adriatic coast.

in 1918, the considerable inscription find of Magrè near schio was pub-
lished by Pellegrini, who defined a «Magrè alphabet» as documented on the 
twenty-one pieces of antler. He included vR-3, which Pauli had not been able 
to place, and the since found Pa-1 from Padova among the documents of this 
alphabet. Though he stressed its similarities to the venetic alphabet, and distin-
guished it from Pauli’s Bozen alphabet, he perceived its association with the lat-
ter through the linguistic forms they encode.

in the PID (1933), the material of the Bozen and Magrè alphabets was 
merged under the header «Raetic» on these same linguistic grounds, but What-
mough continued the alphabetic distinction —he considered the Bozen alpha-
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bet to be particularly close to the original etruscan one, and pointed again to 
the Magrè alphabet’s affinity to the venetic alphabets (PID, 507), ascribing 
new finds, such as the inscriptions from the val d’astico (as-1 to as-14), ac-
cordingly. Prosdocimi (1971, 31-34), made an effort to systematically distin-
guish between the alphabets on the basis of letter forms. after a suggestion by 
Mancini (1975, 306, n. 42), sanzeno in the val di non replaced Bozen as the 
eponymous site for its large and concentrated output of finds.

§3. Pi, lambda and upsilon are the characters which primarily distinguish 
the sanzeno and Magrè alphabets. The sanzeno αβ has pi with a single bar, 
lambda with the bar at the bottom, and tip-down upsilon; the Magrè αβ has pi 
with a pocket (sometimes opened), inverted lambda with the bar on top, and 
inverted (tip-up) upsilon. The forms of the sanzeno αβ are the standard forms 
in the etruscan and also in the lepontic αβ, while the inverted forms of the 
Magrè αβ are typical for the venetic αβs.

alpha epsilon waw zeta heta theta iota kappa lambda mu

M

s —

a e v z h θ i k l m

nu pi san rho sigma tau — upsilon phi chi

M  

s

n p ś r s t þ u φ χ

Figure 1
the characters of the magrè (m) and sanzeno (s) αβs (standardised) 

with transliteration letters

There is a certain extent of (random?) variation in the north italic αβs con-
cerning the orientation of lambda and upsilon —non-inverted forms occur in 
the venetic αβs (e.g. lambda in es 16, upsilon in es 22); inverted forms, par-
ticularly of upsilon, appear sporadically in the lepontic αβ (e.g. Ti·36.3). Pi 
appears with a single bar in venetic inscriptions from the Cadore (e.g. Ca 65). 
still, the variation in the Raetic inscriptions is too regular to be put down to 
chance. The only inscriptions in which sanzeno-forms co-occur with Magrè-
forms are two inscriptions from find places which are associated with the Ma-
grè αβ: as-17.1 (Bostel di Rotzo) has hyperdistinctive sanzeno lambda beside 
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Magrè pi and upsilon; Ma-6 (Magrè) has sanzeno upsilon. The latter example 
may be mute, as it can be attributed to a tendency to invert letters which can be 
observed in the inscriptions from Magrè. otherwise, the two systems are never 
mixed.

as-17.1 ?    Ma-6  | 

      esipa?iạrẹθuluva      piθiemetinu | θriahis·̣

in addition to pi, lambda and upsilon, three other letters appear consist-
ently in different graphic variants in the two αβs. Tau is always retrograde 
with the bar rising in writing direction, and usually not crossing the hasta, in 
the sanzeno αβ (salomon 2017, 244-250)2. Heta always features three bars in 
the Magrè αβ, two in the sanzeno αβ. Both αβs contain graphically innovative 
characters for the dental affricate: the arrow character in the sanzeno αβ (not 
only at sanzeno itself), the zig-zag character exclusively at Magrè (otherwise ab-
sent from Magrè-αβ inscriptions). The rare, apparently archaic and somewhat 
mysterious dental character with a dot on top, which is provisionally filed as a 
variant of tau in the table, may be associated with the Magrè αβ. lastly, vestiges 
of venetic syllabic punctuation, where letters for sounds which do not form 
part of a Cv-syllable are marked by puncts, are found only in the context of the 
Magrè αβ (at Magrè and serso), while word separation —using one to (most 
often) three vertically arranged dots— is only employed in the sanzeno αβ.

The most evident feature which unifies the Raetic αβs and sets them 
apart from the surrounding north italic αβs is a negative one: the ab-
sence of omicron. since this gap is linguistically motivated —like etrus-
can, Raetic lacked phonemic /o/— it does not provide an argument for the 
epigraphic correlation of the two αβs. There are three purely epigraphic 
characteristics which connect them: mu with only three bars instead of the oth-
erwise common four, and two characteristics concerning character orientation  
—retrograde alpha with the bar slanting downward against writing direction, 
and retrograde sigma with the upper angle opening against writing direction. 
Both the latter features are not unknown from neighbouring writing traditions 

2 i —provisionally— consider st. andrew’s cross to be a variant of theta. no form of fra-
med theta is attested in the Raetic corpus so far, and st. andrew’s cross appears in combina-
tion with tau in numerous inscriptions in the Magrè and particularly in the sanzeno αβ, where 
the two letters can be graphically distinguished quite clearly. However, at Magrè, a conspicuous 
number of lopsided crosses sometimes makes it difficult to graphically distinguish between 
st. andrew’s cross and tau with a straight hasta (e.g. Ma-1 piθ ?amne, Ma-6 θ ?riahis). it is not a 
given that Raetic st. andrew’s cross is archegraphematically the same letter in all instances; the 
issue cannot be considered to be resolved, and further research which takes into account the si-
tuation in the venetic and lepontic αβs is necessary (salomon forthc.).
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—e.g. alpha is always retrograde in the venetic inscriptions from the isonzo 
region (is 1-3, *is 5-6); the orientation of sigma is notoriously irregular in all 
north italic writing traditions— but they are significantly prevalent in the Ma-
grè αβ and good as exclusive in the sanzeno αβ.

§4. The areas in which the Magrè and sanzeno αβs are used are neatly sep-
arated. The sanzeno αβ is used in the central area, i.e. in the val di non, the 
upper etschtal (including the Unterland, Überetsch, the Bozen basin and the 
vinsch gau) and the eisacktal, with tributary valleys and the surrounding high-
lands. its area of distribution mostly coincides with the core area of the ar-
chaeological Fritzens-sanzeno culture, i.e. south Tyrol and the Trentino.

Magrè-αβ inscriptions, as may be expected from their affinity with the ve-
netic script, come from the area of the archaeological Magrè group, the al-
pine foothills south of Trento between adige and Piave and the northern 
Padan plain. Contrary to what is generally asserted in the literature, inscrip-
tions from the Wipptal and inntal in the north of the Raetic find area, includ-
ing the Raetic petrographs, are not written in the sanzeno αβ, but in the Ma-
grè αβ. inverted upsilon appears in We-4, iT-4 and iT-23. The graphically 
ambiguous letter with the bar on top, which could theoretically be sanzeno 
pi, can be identified as lambda in well attested sequences, viz. the Pn lavise in 
We-1, the deverbal form eluku in We-4, and the pertinentive case ending -le 
in iT-4 and possibly iT-7. Pi with a pocket can be found in iT-4 piθiavesi and 
iT-8 piθan[, both names formed from the well-attested base piθ- (schumacher 
2004, 305). Tau is the standard Magré-form in We-4 ta. on the petrographs 
see below.

iT-2  iT-4 
 χaisurus  piθiaṿẹṣị χ̣uṛṿịḷe

iT-7 ] (?)? [ iT-8 ]
 ]leθ?(?)θị ̣  piθan[

We-1  We-4 ] (?)  [?
 lavises  ?]niχesitaeluku(?)θ ̣e[

While the above documents consistently show the use of the Magrè αβ, 
one inscription from the inntal is clearly written in the sanzeno αβ. Found at 
the burnt-offerings site demlfeld near ampass, the perforated bronze plaque 
with inscription iT-5 find its best comparanda in the Raetic corpus in the in-

3 iT-2 on its own is problematic because of inverted chi, but the orientation of the other 
letters (especially alpha) and the comparison with the other documents from the inntal indica-
tes an orientation as rendered above.



192 CoRinna saloMon

scribed votive objects from the val di non, though we do not have any other 
bronze tablets4. in light of a venetic inscription found at the same site (*it 1; 
schumacher 2009), iT-5 may be judged as an import or the work of a travel-
ling dedicant. apart from iT-5 (and possibly no-13, on which see below), the 
distribution of sanzeno and Magrè αβ is complementary5, though we are faced 
with alphabetically ambiguous finds in the boundary areas.

iT-5  |  |  | ]  [ ]  [ | ]  ? [
 ]?:[ | ]θ[̣ ]θ ̣?kaiạ[ ? | utiku : θaukiṣ ̣ | kleimunθeis | avaśuerasi : ihi

The northernmost sanzeno-αβ inscription (We-3) and the southernmost 
Magrè-αβ inscription (We-4) in the Wipptal both come from stufels (Brixen); 
the Wipptal lies outside the reach of the sanzeno αβ. This border is not ran-
dom, being cited in the archaeological literature (e.g. lunz 1981, 43) as a point 
of transition between the northern and southern alpine area (beside the alpine 
divide at the Brenner pass), as it marks the point where the narrow Wipptal 
opens into the comparatively easily accessible Brixen basin6.

This may account for the fact that the Pustertal, which opens into the valley 
of the eisack at Brixen, appears to take part in both traditions. The oldest and 
most substantial inscription from the Pustertal (PU-1) is written in a clear, if 
peculiar Magrè αβ (salomon 2018, 65-68). The only other certainly language-
encoding inscription PU-4 on a stone plaque lacks any diagnostic letters. The 
remaining inscriptions from the Pustertal are difficult to read and of doubtful 
status, but they show an affinity to the sanzeno αβ in that some of them (PU-5, 
PU-6, PU-11) have non-inverted upsilon.

PU-4  PU-5 
 χarse  vạku ̣

PU-6 ] (?)? [ PU-11 
 ]aụṃ̣(?)e  kuạ

4 Bronze tablets with votive inscriptions are well attested in venetic, but they do not really 
resemble the demlfeld tablet.

5 The fragmentary and obscure inscription vR-6 from Montorio veronese may be a second 
example of a sanzeno-αβ inscription from abroad, as it features the arrow character beside inver-
ted upsilon and lambda (or sanzeno pi?). The bar of tau crosses the hasta, but the letter is retro-
grade, as typical for the sanzeno αβ. The inscription is unlikely to be non-script, but, without a 
linguistic interpretation, the evidence is doubtful.

6 symptomatically, the German toponym Wipptal (from the Roman settlement vipitenum 
near sterzing), originally only used for the upper eisacktal, today refers to the valleys of the sill 
(running north from the Brenner pass into the inn) and of the eisack, running south, down to 
the Franzensfeste at the opening of the Brixen basin (called Alta Valle Isarco in italian), while 
Eisacktal only refers to the valley of the eisack between Brixen and Bozen. 
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Figure 2
the distribution of the magrè (light grey) and sanzeno (dark grey) αβs  

(without the slovenian helmet inscriptions and en-1 from the unterengadin)7

7 The single fragmentary inscription from the Unterengadin is, with two letters, too short 
to be certainly ascribed to the Raetic corpus (Risch 1989, 1580; Pellegrini 1985, 98 [n. 14]). 
archaeologically, the ardez site lies in an area of interference between a number of cultural 
groups which are considered Raetic and/or Celtic, so that an ascription to the Cisalpine Cel-
tic corpus is theoretically possible, but the site itself belongs in Frizens-sanzeno context. also, 
accompanying, more typically Raetic antler pieces with scratchings (MLR 6 and 7) support an 
identification of the find as Raetic.
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The inscription(s) on the situla Giovanelli from the val di Cembra east of 
Trento are/is written in the sanzeno αβ, with non-inverted upsilon and lambda, 
pi with a single bar, and consistently retrograde alpha and sigma. However, Ce-
1.3 features what appears to be a syllabic punct (lup·nu), and Ce-1.4 has Ma-
grè-style tau (trinaχe). The other inscription from the valley of the avisio, Fi-1 
on an antler handle, cannot be ascribed to either of the αβs due to the many in-
verted and retrograde letters.

Ce-1.3  Ce-1.4 
 lup·nu piθiave  kusenkustrinaχe

The inscribed negau helmets found in slovenia are notable for the mixture 
of languages and αβs inscribed on them. of the Raetic inscriptions, sl-1 on the 
vače helmet is probably associated with the Magrè αβ (see below), while the in-
scriptions on negau a from the Ženjak depot —sl-2.1, sl-2.4, beside the il-
legible sl-2.2— are written in the sanzeno αβ, with the arrow character used 
in sl-2.1 þurti, and sanzeno tau in the same form as well as in sl-2.4 kerut 8.

sl-2.1  sl-2.4 
 siraku : þurti  kerut

§5. The sanzeno αβ is distinguished by its uniformity across almost the en-
tire time and area of its attestation. There is some minor variation in the forms 
of kappa (placement and length of bars), rho (pointed vs. rounded pocket), tau 
(placement of bar), phi (size of pockets) and chi (placement and length of bars), 
but, otherwise, letter shapes are quite stable. The character inventory, as far as 
can be seen, is the same in all find places.

The val di non yields a large amount of bronze material dated to lT a-B1 
by its association with situla art and etruscan cultic traditions. We are here 
mainly concerned with objects that were manufactured specifically for the pur-
pose of being offered; the inscriptions can therefore be assumed to be contem-
porary with the objects. inscribed bronze objects from the etschtal and the 
Bozen basin come more from grave or problematic contexts than from clearly 
identifiable sanctuaries, as in the val di non; it cannot be excluded that some 
of the inscriptions on the Bozen material are younger than those from the val 
di non. However, the grave contexts provide reliable early datings for some of 
them (among them the only datable stone with inscription Bz-10), so that it 
is not unreasonable to assume lT a-B1 or at least B2 datings for these inscrip-

8 sl-2.1 as well as the inscription on negau B are argued to be written in the venetic 
isonzo αβ by Prosdocimi 1976, 225-227 and 220-223; the texts have been interpreted as Celtic 
and Germanic names, respectively, by Marstrander 1925, 45-51 and 59-64.

http://www.univie.ac.at/raetica/wiki/space
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tions. datable material includes situlae (sz-30, Bz-5, Bz-9), votive miniatures 
(no-3, no-19), statuettes (no-16, sz-16), half-plastic bronzes (no-11, sz-
1-15) and other votive or cultic objects (no-15, sz-87, sz-96, Bz-2, Bz-3, 
Bz-4, Bz-14, Bz-25)9. a high dating is generally assumed for the outlier iT-5 
(Marchesini 2013, 53)10. it may tentatively be assumed that the writing culture 
in the Raetic core area flourished in the early la Tène period, viz. roughly the 
5th and 4th centuries, as did the Fritzens-sanzeno culture as a whole.

of the few demonstrably young language-encoding inscriptions from the 
Raetic core area, one is latin (sz-68; Franz 1953, 176f.), one shows alphabeti-
cally latin features (Bz-24). in the latter case, it cannot be decided whether 
non-inverted upsilon is a sanzeno-style or a latinised letter, and which epi-
choric αβ was mixed with the latin one.

no-2  Bz-24 
 tianusatan  ossụrịe

More relevant is no-2 on a Roman-age strainer. The inscription is clearly 
Raetic and written in the sanzeno αβ, but peculiar for reasons other than its 
low dating. The final letter (or fragment of such) consists in a small tip-down 
chevron in the upper part of the line. While Franz (1958) read pianusapau in 
spite of the oddly misaligned final upsilon, Mayr (1960, 389) proposed pi-
anusapan with the hasta of nu missing due to a scribal error, citing as a paral-
lel sz-16 laθurusipianusapanin. schumacher’s idea (2004, 336), suggested by 
Gleirscher, that no-2 might be a forgery based on sz-16 relied on his original, 
incorrect segmentation of sz-16, but cannot be completely dismissed. While 
no-2 starts with the second word of sz-16 (tianus), which indicates a correct 
segmentation and therefore understanding of the text, it ends with half a letter 
in the middle of the third word ([a]tanin). if the last part were complete, the 
inscription might make sense as a votive text (‘gift for Tianu’?), though the ab-
sence of a donor’s name would be unparalleled among Raetic inscriptions. even 
if one does not want to think of an outright forgery, the fact that no-2 is com-
pletely identical to the middle part of sz-16 strongly suggests a (Roman-age?) 

9 For datings of individual objects and object groups see e.g. Walde-Psenner 1983, 108 [no. 
85]; schumacher 2004, 247; Gleirscher et al. 2002, 205f., 207; Gempeler 1976, 51 f.; Tschur-
tschenthaler & Wein 1998, 243; Marzatico 2012, 320-324; lunz 1974, 83; schindler 1998, 
231; lunz 1985, 145; zemmer-Plank et al. 1985, 165 [no. 34]; Franz 1951, 130.

10 nothdurfter 1979, 97-103, dates most of the iron material with marks from sanzeno to 
between the 5th and the end of the 2nd c. The bulk of the pottery appears to belong in the la-
ter phase, the prominent sanzeno bowls being dated to the 3rd-2nd c. (Marzatico 2001, 511; 
but see Gamper 2006, 13-17, about the issues of bowl chronology). not a single piece of iron 
or pottery from sanzeno can be shown to bear a language-encoding inscription, so that this 
material’s relation to and relevance for Raetic script is debatable.
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imitation. in any case, no-2 does not make a strong case for an actively used 
sanzeno αβ in the Roman-age val di non.

The Ganglegg inscriptions are not as easily dismissed. The numerous per-
forated bones and bone points —many with marks, up to fifteen with inscrip-
tions— were laid down during the abandonment of the houses at the end of 
lT d2 (Gamper 2006, 254). depending on the nature of their previous func-
tion, which is unclear, they may be older, but hardly much. all inscriptions 
can be argued to be written in the sanzeno αβ: non-inverted lambda and up-
silon appear in vn-2, 3, 9, 10 and 11, so that the letter with the bar on top, 
whose function cannot be determined in the fragmentary inscriptions vn-2 
and vn-3, must be pi. Many of the inscriptions feature letter-like para-script 
sequences separated by puncts. How this find group fits in with the chronology 
of Raetic writing is yet to be determined.

vn-2, 3 ] [ vn-9 
 ]umep[  lavise

vn-10  |  vn-11 
 laθur | lumene  lumene

§6. We find a considerably larger extent of local and diachronic variation 
within the province of the Magrè αβ than among the sanzeno-αβ inscriptions. 
The oldest documents written in venetoid αβs are typologically isolated finds 
from sites which have not yielded any other Raetic inscriptions11. The situla in 
Providence, the Paletta di Padova, the lothen belt plaque and the spada di ve-
rona are linguistically indubitably Raetic, but the αβs used differ from each other.

The ritual spatula which bears the inscription Pa-1, found in a courtyard of 
the Basilica di sant’antonio in Padova, is dated to the 6th-5th c. (Gambacurta 
et al. 2002, 186 [no. 20]). Pa-1 features inverted lambda and upsilon, but stands 
out in that it does not contain phi, tau or chi. While this could be coinciden-
tal, the spelling of (usually) utiku with theta (st. andrew’s cross) and of (usually) 
aχvil with kappa are unique in Raetic inscriptions. This may indicate that the 
writer employed only one set of letters for obstruents, though the case is by no 
means clear. Pa-1 employs punctuation for auslauting consonants —unless this is 
merely marking the end of the lines (which would be quite unnecessary with the 
given layout), the punctuation system may be considered to be in line with that 
used in Raetic inscriptions (see below, but also salomon 2018, 41f.).

11 it must be noted that the four objects are dated by typology, so that the inscriptions do 
not have termini ante quos. Bronze objects —particularly valuable pieces like the ones just men-
tioned— were used for much longer than objects of everyday use, so that inscriptions written 
on them may theoretically be considerably younger than the objects themselves.
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Pa-1  | 
 eθsualeuθikukaial· | nakinaθarisakvil·

in contrast, PU-1 on the lothen belt plaque, which can be dated to the 
5th c. by its figural decorations (lunz 1981, 22), boasts a wealth of charac-
ters: apart from four-stroke sigma and double-pennon san, we have pi beside 
phi, kappa beside chi, and st. andrew’s cross beside zeta. if tau just happens 
to be missing, zeta would indicate the etruscan αβ, but with inverted upsilon 
and lambda and pi with a pocket, a reading according to the venetic este αβ, 
where zeta writes /d/ and tau is absent, is more likely. The comparison of 
φelzuries (gen.) with no-3 φelturiesi and sz-14 φelituriesi (pert.) supports 
this interpretation. We would appear to be concerned with an isolated effort 
to write the Raetic language with a venetic phase-2 αβ, were it not for the ab-
sence of syllabic punctuation. it also has to be remarked that the form of zeta 
is only known otherwise from a linguistically Celtic, but alphabetically iso-
lated inscription from Ptuj in slovenia (eichner et al. 1994, 135); the shapes 
of sigma and san are not typical for the este αβ either. Four-stroke sigma oc-
curs elsewhere only the more peculiar type of prevalently dextroverse Raetic 
rock inscriptions (see below). it is very rare in the venetic corpus, only oc-
curring in the south, but less so in the lugano αβ. double-pennon san is iso-
lated in the Raetic and venetic corpora (the alleged parallels from Magrè and 
verona mentioned by Pellegrini are non-existent), and rare in the lugano αβ 
(stifter 2015, 248). Heta with three bars, the variant of the Magrè αβ, is the 
archaic form of the este αβ.

PU-1 ?  (?) |  ?
 χa?φelzurieskalahepruśiahil(?) | klu?θurus

The oldest object bearing a Raetic inscription is the situla in Providence 
with inscription HU-7, dated to the third quarter of the 6th c. (Frey 1962, 
46)12. Unfortunately, the find place of the vessel is unknown, as it came to light 
on the italian art market. Upon announcing the purchase of the situla in 1934, 
the Rhode island school of design Museum gave the etruscan necropolis at 
the Certosa di Bologna as find place, but this is by no means reliable (salomon 
2018, 39). The so-called spada di verona with inscription vR-3 is dated to the 
6th-5th c. by Marinetti (1987, 138 f., n. 5), following salzani’s (1984, 793) 
identification of the object as a skewer of the sort which was used in ritual feasts 
and his comparison of the piece to similar ones from Padova and Magdalenska 

12 The Risd museum (https://risdmuseum.org/art-design/collection/pail-situla-32245; last 
accessed 18.6.2019), where the situla is housed, is even more specific, giving a dating of 530-
525.
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gora. salzani himself, however, gives the early 4th c., to which the slovenian 
specimen can be dated by context (salzani 1984, 181; also Gambacurta et al. 
2002, 185 [no. 19]). de Marinis (1988, 121) lists the spada among inscribed 
objects dated to the 5th c. The find place is indicated as Ca’ dei Cavri, a frac-
tion of Bussolengo, in the original publication (Rossi 1672, 404 [«Campagna 
Caudina»]); if this is accurate, vR-3 is the only Raetic inscription find from the 
right bank of the adige in the area of verona13.

HU-7 ?  
 ?eḳịesiutịkutanin metlạinile

vR-3 
 taniniutikuremieshiratasuvakhikvelisanes

HU-7 and vR-3 feature inverted lambda and upsilon, as well as the typi-
cally Raetic three-bar mu. Both inscriptions display an inconvenient shortage 
of characters for obstruents, which are useful for determining the orthographic 
system of an inscription. They lack phi and chi; pi and st. andrew’s cross are 
also absent. The use of the letter with a dot on top connects them with sl-1 
on the vače helmet, vR-1 from san Briccio di lavagno, a handful of inscrip-
tions from serso, and with two finds from the val di non. one of the lat-
ter, no-13 on an astragalos from the Ciaslir on the Monte ozol —the only 
high-altitude site to yield Raetic inscriptions— may be the oldest inscription 
from the Raetic core area, the stratum in which it was found being dated to 
550-450 according to Perini (2002, 767). The inscription is practically iden-
tical to sl-1; it would appear that this document —the only inscription from 
the Monte ozol sanctuary— belongs to a time before the sanzeno αβ was es-
tablished in the val di non. The only other inscription from the val di non 
which features the dotted letter is no-3, otherwise written in the sanzeno 
αβ, on the miniature shield from Meclo, which belongs with the val di non 
bronze votives dated to the early la Tène period. see salomon (2017, 250-
252) on the distribution of the dotted letter and considerations concerning its 
origin and function.

The twelve serso antler pieces, from a find place in the valsugana which 
still belongs to the core area of the Fritzens-sanzeno culture, were found in 
house 2 of a settlement dated to the 5th-4th c. (with only house 3 yielding 
younger finds from the 3rd-2nd c.; Marzatico 2001, 505; Gleirscher apud 
schumacher 2004, 247; de Marinis 1988, 121). The documents make up a 

13 Generally, find places of Raetic inscriptions lie east of the river, while all the known 
Celtic epigraphic material, where the exact find spot can be determined, is from the west 
side.
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somewhat varied group, though with some shared features. The inscriptions 
are basically written in the Magrè αβ; only sR-2 has non-inverted upsilon (not 
accompanied by pi or lambda). sR-1 and sR-7 have Magrè-style heta (in the 
same sequence). Three of the other inscriptions (sR-4, 6 and 9) contain the 
dotted letter. at least five inscriptions (sR-1, 4, 6, 7 and 10) feature syllabic 
punctuation according to the somewhat relaxed rules of Raetic14; four of these 
have punctuated letters15. Punctuation systems which function on a recognis-
ably syllabic basis are, apart from the above-mentioned Ce-1.3, only employed 
in inscriptions from serso and Magrè.

sR-4 ]  | ]  sR-6 
 θul·te?·sa [̣ | $ teris·n ̣[  arụṣeθar·nateris·na ̣

sR-7 [ sR-10 [
 ]naviθahur·  ]ial·

The Magrè antler pieces were found in the bothros of a burnt-offerings site, 
which was in use throughout the late iron age (Ruta serafini 2002a, 258), and 
have not so far been dated more precisely16. The inscriptions are notable, be-
side syllabic punctuation, sometimes with punctuated letters, in six inscriptions 
(Ma-6, 12, 13, 14, 16 and 17), for the employment of the Magrè character for 
the dental affricate in another six (Ma-2, 5, 8, 9, 10 and 23), which appears 
nowhere else. interestingly, punctuation and the zig-zag letter are distributed 
complementarily, so that we may be faced with more than one writing tradition 
even within one small subcorpus —cf. Markey (2006, 147), who thinks that 
the antler pieces date from different phases of the sanctuary’s existence. inscrip-
tions at Magrè display a tendency toward randomly inverted individual letters 
(including non-significant ones such as alpha, epsilon and nu), probably be-

14 in Raetic context (as indeed in some marginal venetic traditions), the complex vene-
tic rules (Prosdocimi 1988, 336-342) were simplified, not applied as diligently, or not fully un-
derstood. isolated vowels at the beginning of inscriptions are not punctuated, and neither are 
the second elements of diphthongs —the second vowel is either considered part of the prece-
ding Cv syllable, or a syllable in its own right, which is more likely in regard to the treatment 
of anlauting vowels. Certain consonant clusters also appear to be exempt from punctuation. in 
the same vein, the letters are only marked with a single punct placed behind (or inside) it rather 
than with one on either side.

15 The practice is known from the venetic north, where puncts are sometimes inscribed 
into rho and omicron (e.g. Ca 10, Ca 28, Ca 67, ag 1, Gt 14). in Raetic, they occur in the in-
scriptions of Magrè and serso as well as in Pa-1. The letters into which puncts are inscribed are 
mu, lambda and rho; the punct can be either a dot or a short stroke.

16 Pellegrini 1918, 175 f. dated the complex to este iv (lT B-d), but his specification of 
4th c. for the inscriptions was based on palaeography (206), as is that of de Marinis 1988, 121 
(5th c.). Gambacurta 2002, 122 gives the 3rd-2nd c. without argumentation.
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cause the writers turned the objects in their hands during the inscriptions’ ap-
plication (e.g. Ma-17).

during the time in which the central Raetic area writes sanzeno-style, 
Magrè-αβ inscriptions appear sporadically both in the north and in the south. 
datable early la Tène documents come, beside serso, from the P illerhöhe 
(iT-8; Tschurtschenthaler & Wein 1998, 247), from Matrei am Brenner 
(We-1 on a situla handle), from stufels (We-4; Tecchia ti et al. 2011, 50), and 
from san Briccio di lavagno and Montorio veronese in the very south. of the 
two (probably) language-encoding inscriptions from Montorio, dated to the 
4th-3rd c. (Marinetti 2004, 409), vR-7 contains no diagnostic letters, while 
vR-6 contains too many (see n. 5). Both inscriptions from s an B riccio (vR-1 
and 2; Gambacurta 2002, 122 [n. 22]) are written in the Magrè αβ, although, 
apart from this basic characteristic and the fact that they are both inscribed on 
unusually large pieces of antler, they do not appear to be associated. vR-1 fea-
tures the dotted letter, while vR-2 arguably has similarities with much younger 
documents from san Giorgio di valpolicella and Cas telrotto.

The inscriptions from san Giorgio, dated to the 2nd-beginning of 1st c. 
(Marinetti 2004, 412), are clearly written in the Magrè αβ, but are conspicuous 
for the occurrence of zeta in vR-11 and the complete lack of sigma. The pos-
sibility of direct influence from northern etruscan writing in the form of zeta 
being used for /z/ and san for /s/ is discussed in salomon (2018, 42-46) and 
salomon (forthc). vR-17 has mu with four bars, otherwise unknown in Raetic 
inscriptions, and possibly venetic syllabic punctuation. The inscriptions from 
Montorio, Castelrotto and san Giorgio show a predilection for alpha with a 
vertical central bar.

vR-10  vR-11  [
 ieśulat·naχe  ]śt·luχ·zn·χe

vR-12  vR-13 
 aḷp  lariẹ ̣

vR-14  vR-17 [
 lạv·̣śạ  ]mai·ma

Further Magrè-alphabet finds dated to the middle and/or late la Tène pe-
riod include the ceramics from Bostel di Rotzo (4th-3rd c.; de Guio 2011, 
176), iT-2 from the Himmelreich (Gamper 2006, 265 f.), and the Trissino 
bones (2nd-beginning of 1st c.; Ruta serafini 2002b, 259).

in the inntal inscriptions, pi has a large pocket which reaches the bot-
tom of the line and is not quite closed in both certain attestations (iT-4, 
iT-8), and also in the petrograph sT-2 (schumacher & salomon 2019, 168). 
This form is not attested elsewhere and appears to be particular to the Raetic  
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north17. in iT-7 and iT-8, st. andrew’s cross appears in a small variant that is 
reminiscent of theta in the archaic venetic αβ (Prosdocimi 1988, 328-333), but 
a connection is unlikely.

among the utilisable petrographs from steinberg, achenkirch and Un-
terammergau, two groups emerge under both epigraphic and linguistic as-
pects:

1. sinistroverse inscriptions ending in the morpheme syntagma -nu-ale, 
which contain the well-attested two-part name formula in the perti-
nentive case (where decipherable) and are written in a fairly straight-
forward Magrè αβ, with inverted lambda and upsilon and pi with a large 
pocket (sT-1, sT-2, sT-3, aK-1.1, aK-1.2, aK-1.6, aK-1.7, aK-1.19,  
aK-1.21).

2. dextroverse inscriptions of unclear linguistic content which show 
certain special features (to varying extent), viz. ligatures, irregular 
puncts which cannot be shown to be either word separation or sylla-
bic punctuation, and peculiar letter forms: four-stroke sigma, lambda 
in a form known from the venetic Cadore, and kappa with bars which 
do not touch in the middle. of these inscriptions, sT-5 (the only sinis-
troverse one) and sT-6 are particularly similar in structure; aK-1.11 (as 
well as the fragmentary aK-1.10, aK-1.17, aK-2.1 and aK-2.2) may 
be grouped alongside18.

sT-3 ?]  sT-5 
 esimnesikaszrinual [̣?  hesitụlanu·aleker·akve

How the two αβ variants relate to each other is not at all evident. Both 
show affinities with the venetic sphere beyond the typical Magrè features men-
tioned above. sT-2 and 3 may show influence of este orthography in the use of 
zeta for a voiced/lenited dental stop (kaszriesi for sT-1 kastriesi; schumacher & 
salomon 2019, 169). The inconvenient positions of sT-5 and sT-6 on the 
steinberg wall, the latter’s being clearly dependent on that of sT-3, may indi-
cate that type-2 inscriptions are younger. specific venetoid features include Ca-

17 This form is as easy to confuse with rho as the form with a small angle used at Magrè, 
which has been and is sometimes still read as rho (e.g. MLR, Markey 2006), but in all instances 
a substantial gap between the lower ends of the hasta and the angled or curved line which forms 
the pocket can be clearly seen.

18 The inscriptions sT-4 and sT-8 do not fit in smoothly with either group, though the 
use of zeta associates sT-4 with type 1, while the presence of four-stroke sigma puts sT-8 closer 
to type 2. The utilisable documents from the ammertal are hard to compare with the material 
from the Rofan mountains due to their shortness; both are dextroverse, UG-1.1 features four-
stroke sigma.
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dore-style lambda and possibly younger venetic heta in sT-5 (salomon 2018, 
75-77); four-stroke sigma only occurs elsewhere in Raetic in PU-1, which, 
however, shares the use of zeta with the type-1 petrographs.

§7. To sum up, we are faced with at least two distinct traditions of Raetic 
writing. The homogeneous sanzeno αβ was used in a specific time and area, 
with a chronological irregularity in form of the Ganglegg subcorpus; there 
are no local variants and there is only a small range of variation in the letter 
forms. outside this core area, the situation is less tidy. venetoid writing tra-
ditions for Raetic make their appearance as early as the late 6th c. and remain 
relevant during the early and middle into the late la Tène period in both the 
south and the north. The established term Magrè alphabet is useful as a cover 
term, but the relevant documents appear to belong to different writing tra-
ditions —some of the earliest documents may represent isolated attempts at 
writing Raetic with foreign αβs; small subcorpora display various idiosyncratic 
features.

§8. it remains to be determined how the two traditions relate to each other. 
as has been repeatedly noted in the literature, the forms of pi, lambda and upsi-
lon in the two Raetic αβs appear to indicate their respective dependence on dif-
ferent models. The inversion of lambda and upsilon and the associated pi with 
a pocket (which allows or is triggered by the inversion of lambda)19 suggests a 
venetic source for the Magrè αβ; the connection is supported by the sporadic 
use of zeta for a media or lenis and the instances of syllabic punctuation. The 
sanzeno αβ, on the one hand, shares features with the Magrè αβ, but, on the 
other hand, looks more similar to the etruscan and lepontic αβs.

pi lambda upsilon pi lambda upsilon

etruscan & lepontic αβ ᛐ 𐌋  venetic αβ ᛐ 

sanzeno αβ ᛐ 𐌋  Magrè αβ ᛩ ᛐ 

Figure 3
the forms of pi, lambda and upsilon in the relevant alphabets

it would be obvious to explain the situation by assuming that the Magrè αβ 
is derived from a venetic source, while the sanzeno αβ was created independ-
ently from an etruscan or lepontic model. However, considerations concern-
ing the αβs’ orthography point to a venetic source for both. The arguments, 

19 The pocket is almost always open in venetic, more similar to archaic etruscan pi.
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put forward by Rix, are based on instances of discontinuity between the writing 
of the related languages etruscan and Raetic which can be explained by venetic 
mediacy.

§9. The most important common feature of the two αβs which points to 
a venetic model is the appearance of uncommon characters to write the den-
tal affricate /z/, which was denoted with zeta in the etruscan αβ. That the two 
Raetic letters —the arrow character in the sanzeno αβ, the zig-zag character 
at Magrè— denote the same phoneme is shown by the equation sz-1 þinaχe 
~ (e.g.) Ma-8 þinaχe ~ etr. zinace ‘put forward [vel sim.]’. They cannot be 
readily identified with any letters known from etruscan or north italic αβs, 
though they do resemble certain obscure Camunic forms (salomon 2020, 170-
173), and they do not seem to be graphically related to each other. The impor-
tant point is that they are both irregular. according to Rix (1998, 48-54) (also 
schumacher 2004, 312), the explanation can be found in the venetic αβs. in 
venetic, where the dental affricate was not phonemic, zeta was either dropped 
or reused (i.e. for /d/ in the este alphabet). if the Raetians did not know etrus-
can writing, but got all their data or instruction from the venetians, they could 
have no notion of zeta as a letter for their affricate —this includes the people 
who employed the sanzeno alphabet, where we would expect zeta for /z/ if it 
was derived directly from an etruscan model.

§10. The second point made by Rix in favour of a venetic source concerns 
the letters for dental stops. The plosive system of etruscan consisted of two sets, 
written with the Greek letters for the unvoiced unaspirated set (pi, tau, k appa) 
and the unvoiced aspirated set (phi, theta, chi), and probably realised like 
the corresponding Greek phonemes; voicedness was non-phonemic (Wallace 
2008, 30 f.). in the archaic venetic αβ, the etruscan letters for unaspirated un-
voiced stops were used for the corresponding venetic phonemes, while the let-
ters for the aspirated row were used to denote the venetic voiced stops. How-
ever, tau and theta were swapped, so that tau denoted the voiced stop, theta  
—in the form of a small st. andrew’s cross— the unvoiced stop. From the fact 
that st. andrew’s cross, which only appears in etruscan as a marginal variant 
of frameless theta (Colonna 1972), is very common in both the Raetic αβs, Rix 
(1998, 54) concludes that it denotes the voiceless stop, while the rarer tau rep-
resents a secondary dental. This distribution, rather than any of the later ve-
netic phase-2 solutions for distinguishing dental stops (viz. zeta for /d/ at este 
or framed theta for /d/ at Padova), allegedly points to the archaic venetic αβ as 
a model.

There are some problems with this proposition. as said above, zeta does ap-
pear as a letter for a voiced/lenited stop in Raetic inscriptions, quite early in 
PU-1. also, Rix’ theory predates my reinterpretation of «sanzeno pi» as a vari-
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ant of tau (salomon 2017, 244-250), which makes tau considerably more com-
mon in the sanzeno αβ —despite the presence of st. andrew’s cross, it is not 
clear that what Rix calls «venetische dentalvertauschung» is in evidence here 
(see n. 2). in general, the case of north italic st. andrew’s cross is too complex 
to draw straight-forward conclusions at this point (salomon forthc.). The char-
acter is also the unmarked dental letter in the lepontic αβ, where it is probably 
a variant of theta —how it came about there is not clear, but in any case, the 
letter does not have to be from venetic20.

§11. a third, rather more involved argument is based on the observa-
tion that the letters for obstruents appear to be used irregularly in Raetic. in a 
R aetic αβ derived directly from etruscan, we would expect the letter sets pi-tau-
kappa and phi-theta-chi to regularly denote the two sets of stops, unvoiced un-
aspirated and unvoiced aspirated, which are in evidence in etruscan and which 
we would also expect in Raetic. The many inconsistencies and irregularities in 
the spelling of both names and lexemes across the Raetic area strongly suggests 
that they don’t.

Rix (1998, 54-56) explains this tangle by assuming optional allophone 
marking which imitates the venetic use of the letters rather than the etruscan 
practice. He argues that, while the archaic venetic letter set pi-theta (st. an-
drew’s cross)-kappa could straightforwardly be used for the Raetic unvoiced 
stops, the set phi-tau-chi, which represented sounds that were non-phonemic 
in Raetic, were not reallocated to write the stops of the (hypothetical) Raetic 
second set of phonemic stops. Based on his theory that phi, tau and chi could 
represent inlauting fricative allophones of the voiced stops in venetic21, Rix 
suggests that these letters were employed true to their venetic sound values in 
Raetic:

1. according to the venetic anlaut values of voiced stops, they could de-
note the inlauting lenited allophones of the Raetic unvoiced set, whose 
existence is inferred from etruscan22.

2. according to the venetic inlaut values of voiced fricatives, they could 
denote the anlauting voiceless fricatives of Raetic, as posited for etrus-

20 That is, unless one also derives the lepontic αβ from the venetic one, as done by Rix 
(1997, 232).

21 Rix himself supports this notion only with problematic evidence derived from compa-
rison with Camunic and Runic (1997), but Marinetti (2002, 47) adduces the venetic spelling 
maisteratorfos for the dative plural maisteratorbos at auronzo.

22 latin spellings of etruscan names with beta, delta or 〈g〉, where etruscan writes pi, tau or 
kappa (e.g. 〈pergomsna〉 for 〈percumsna〉) indicate that the unvoiced stops were articulated as 
fortes in the anlaut, but as lenes in the inlaut (Wallace 2008, 30 f.; Rix 1985a, 219 f.).
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can by Rix (1985, 219-222)23. The thus available full set of characters 
for fricatives supposedly allowed for the scrapping of the digraph 〈vh〉 
for Raetic /f/.

Rix (1998, 19) adduces the (uncertain) equation Raet. φrima ~ ven. frema 
as evidence for phi used for an anlauting fricative. His main argument for phi, 
tau and chi denoting lenited allophones in the inlaut is constituted by spell-
ing variations. Rix (1998, 54) cites Pa-1 akvil ~ Bz-4, sR-1 aχvil and Ma-13 
esstθua ~ Ma-11 esθuva; we may add the name bases piθ- ~ pit-, Ma-19 lasθe ~ 
We-3 lasta, and maybe sR-6 θarna ~ HU-6 tarie and vR-7 kari ~ vn-8 χari. 
By far the most important evidence is kappa vs. chi in the spelling of the pret-
erite ending -ke, mainly in attestations of the verb þinaχe. in etruscan, there 
is a morphological distinction between the preterite endings -ke (/ke/) and -χe  
(/khe/), the first being the active, the second the passive form. in Raetic, we 
have no indication that such a grammatical distinction is made. There seem to 
be only active verb forms, as verbs in -χe/-ke (at least in transparent texts) are 
accompanied by names in the casus rectus and can hardly be part of passive 
constructions (which use ku-participles). if kappa vs. chi, so Rix (1998, 55), is 
not morphological, the irregular variation must be due to the optional spelling 
of an allophone, with kappa the standard letter for the phoneme, chi the op-
tional designation of the lenited allophone.

schumacher (2004, 312-316), who does not specifically settle on the ar-
chaic venetic αβ as a model, notes that foreign sounds in loan names must also 
be factored in, thinking particularly of ie voiced stops. He points to evidence 
for phi, zeta and chi being used to write voiced/lenited stops according to este 
orthography, but doubts Rix’ more problematic notion of phi, tau and chi for 
spirants in the anlaut, pointing out that the only tangible piece of evidence, the 
equation φrima ~ frema, is not conclusive. Concerning allophonic lenes in Rae-
tic, schumacher (2004, 315 [n. 199]) notes that tau occurs frequently in the 
position after /s/, a phonetically plausible context for lenition. i have not so far 
been able to make any sense of the data myself. While Rix’s analyses do not ac-
count for all spelling variations and disregard the differences between the vari-
ous Raetic subcorpora, his proposal of optional allophone spelling remains the 
best theory as long as no systematic use of the characters can be demonstrated. 
The sanzeno alphabet does appear to depend, at least to some extent, on the 
venetic writing tradition, optionally spelling voiced stops in ie loan words and 
inlauting lenited allophones of unvoiced stops with phi, tau and chi, just like 
the Magrè alphabet. Whether a second phonemic row of obstruents is con-

23 Rix justifies the assumption that the unvoiced Raetic fricatives were considered equi-
valent to the venetic voiced ones with the absence of a phonemic opposition of voicedness in 
Raetic. 
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cealed behind the orthographic variation in either alphabet remains an open 
question.

§12. even if we assume that Rix is basically right in identifying the archaic 
venetic alphabet as the original source of Raetic writing, we still have to ex-
plain phase-2 features in Magrè-αβ inscriptions. syllabic punctuation at serso 
and particularly Magrè, which are fairly close to the venetic area, is easily ex-
plained as due to secondary influence; since syllabic punctuation is not oth-
erwise used in Raetic inscriptions, it is not likely to have been a feature of the 
original model(s). it should still be pointed out that the form and use of den-
tal characters in the archaic venetic αβ, which was abandoned in the major 
phase-2 αβs, was retained in the venetic phase-2 αβ of vicenza. This variant is 
attested in only three documents, but notably features the typically Raetic mu 
with three bars. The sporadic use of zeta for a voiced/lenited stop according 
to este orthography is —unless zeta at san Giorgio is used in this function as 
well— a phenomenon restricted to the Raetic north, and explanations will have 
to take long-distance contacts into account.

§13. as concerns the sanzeno αβ, i would like to entertain the possibility 
that its tradition goes back to a single centre of literacy in the val di non. in 
light of the concentration of finds at sanzeno and the lack of significant varia-
tion graphically or orthographically, it may have originated as the αβ of a sanc-
tuary at sanzeno itself. Αβs which are specific to sanctuaries are known from 
the venetic sphere; the evidence of este-Baratella shows that writing schools 
could be appended to major sanctuaries (although an outright writing cult as 
in este and in Portonaccio at etruscan veii is not in evidence elsewhere). The 
Casalini site —the only one of seven sites at sanzeno which has demonstrably 
yielded inscribed objects— is a peculiar place. While the other find spots, dated 
to 550-450, testify to a large settlement (Gamper 2006, 334-337; Marzatico 
2001, 496-501), the function of the excavated buildings (case retiche) at Casa-
lini, dated to la Tène a-B, is unclear —they are arranged in neat lines, sharing 
walls, as if planned out (Marzatico 2001, 496). a projected settlement is a pos-
sibility, even though a settlement clearly lay just to the south: the Casalini site 
may have been a replacement. one may also consider an emporion with rows 
of studios and shops (in light of the numerous iron finds) or, like Gleirscher 
et al. (2002, 251, no. 155), a temple district with treasuries (regarding the vo-
tive objects). nothdurfter (2002, 1136) thinks of cult buildings with bothroi in 
the basement and space for attaching votive gifts to the walls on the upper sto-
rey, together with administrative buildings and workshops which produced the 
votives. The corresponding votives —numerous inscribed bronzes (sz-1-15, 
HU-5-6), most of which were found together in a sand pit— do indeed have 
holes drilled into them. The inscriptions on these bronzes are particularly simi-
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lar. it is not a given that all the bronzes which have come down to us are from 
the same time, but some of them closely resemble each other in shape. The 
bulk is of local manufacture and was probably bought locally by the dedicants 
—it is altogether more likely that the inscriptions were made upon request by 
local scribes rather than by the dedicants themselves, which would account for 
the uniform ductus.

The sanzeno αβ could have been developed in a sanctuary at this ma-
jor settlement during the first half of the 5th c., and emanated from there, 
maybe as far as its cult extended —i.e. along the adige into the Bolzano ba-
sin and the eisacktal. its time of attestation coincides with the time in which 
the Fritzens-sanzeno culture, which depended on etruscan stimulus, was at 
its peak in the Trentino and in south Tyrol. Particularly in the cultic sphere, 
the dependence of the Fritzens-sanzeno culture on influence from the south 
is manifest in the ornamentation and imagery on situlae and other luxury 
items (Gleirscher 1991, 51 f.; de Marinis 1999, 648 f.). This Mediterra-
nean element is generally attributed to the etruscan presence in the 6th c. 
Padan plain (Marzatico 1992, 233; Gleirscher 1993, 77-95). The etruscans 
founded —among other proto-cities and emporia— Marzabotto and For-
cello (near Bagnolo san vito). direct contacts between the Padan etruscans 
and the inhabitants of the Central eastern alps, without venetic or Celtic 
mediacy, are demonstrated, for example, by objects of alpine make found 
in Forcello (de Marinis 1999, 624-626); a list of etruscan imports found in 
Fritzens-sanzeno context —not as many as might be expected, because much 
was manufactured locally on etruscan models— can be found in nothdurfter 
(1992, 60-62). de Marinis (1999, 628) stresses the importance of Forcello 
for the etruscan-Raetic connection, which is notable insofar as the route of 
transit from that settlement into the north would conceivably not have led 
up the adige valley, but along the Mincio to the lago di Garda, via its influ-
ent, the sarca, and over the plateau between the adige and the Brenta moun-
tains to the noce and into the val di non, then over the Gampen pass to 
Meran. Particularly sanzeno’s evident role as a centre of metal working, trade 
and cult is difficult to reconcile with a main transit route passing it by in the 
adige valley (nothdurfter 1992, 51)24.

Yet, as said above, the fact remains that a Raetic alphabet modelled on 
an etruscan one should be much closer to the original orthographically, not 
merely in terms of letter forms —why no consistent obstruent spelling, why 
st. andrew’s cross, and why no zeta? it may be considered that two writing tra-
ditions were forged together, making the sanzeno αβ a hybrid of venetic or-

24 That trade also flowed through the adige valley is demonstrated by etruscan finds from 
the vallagarina and Pfatten (nothdurfter 1992, 50), but, according to nothdurfter (1979, 
105), the valley in antiquity was swampy and «monatelang unpassierbar» after heavy rains.
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thography and etruscan letter forms. This would mean assuming that learned 
script creators at sanzeno —whether etruscan or venetic maestri or trained 
R aetians— rejected the possibilities which the etruscan αβ offered to write the 
very similar Raetic language phonemically. since, unless the early chronology 
of R aetic is seriously amiss, Magrè-αβ inscriptions predate the sanzeno αβ, a 
possible explanation is that venetic-based writing traditions which were already 
in place to write the Raetic language had enough regulating force to impose 
rather absurd orthographic rules on a new Raetic αβ. However, whether there 
was such a thing as established veneto-Raetic writing is not at all clear from the 
meagre and heterogeneous evidence.

i should like to say that i also consider the possibility of an influence of the 
lepontic αβ on the formation of the sanzeno αβ viable. Gleirscher (G leirscher 
et al. 2002, 124) points to ties between the val di non and the Golasecca cul-
ture in the west. There is currently no consensus concerning the system(s) of 
obstruent spelling in various phases of Cisalpine Celtic writing, but among 
the many (apparent) variants in spelling, it may be possible to find models for 
R aetic, specifically sanzeno, orthography. The underlying language being indo-
european and/or influence from venetic writing on Cisalpine Celtic traditions 
might account for certain seemingly venetoid features, while the more tradi-
tional letter shapes could explain the etruscoid look of the sanzeno αβ.
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