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Critically assess the ancient evidence for Etruscan influence on Rome’s religious institutions

The Etruscans held power in a total of twelve cities, spreading along the west coast of Italy, between the 8th and 3rd century BCE, and were ‘historically and artistically the most important of the indigenous peoples of pre-Roman Italy’.[footnoteRef:1] Each of these cities were independent city-states, sharing cultural and religious practices. In the later years of their existence, the cities sided with Rome during the Second Punic War, but some of the northern towns later sided with Marius during the civil war of the 1st century BCE. The civil war saw the end of the Etruscans as they were conquered and assimilated by Rome under Sulla. Not much remains of the original Etruscan cities as the cities became Romanised following the civil war. Some traces of Etruscan history are evident in the architecture and art, but the only literary references are from Roman writers.  [1:  Hornblower and Spawforth 2004: 268] 


The religion of the Etruscans, according to Cartwright, has been overshadowed by the religion of the Greeks, who were the contemporaries, and the Romans, who conquered them.[footnoteRef:2] Like the Greeks and the Romans, their beliefs were polytheistic, and they had a pantheon of gods. The Etruscans also had their Etrusca disciplina, a book setting out all the rules with the Etruscan religion, and how divination should be performed.[footnoteRef:3] This was passed down through generations, who would write their rituals in it to keep with the cultural acceptances of the Etruscan religion.  [2:  Cartwright 2017]  [3:  Disciplina Etrusca: Religion, Identity, and the Fate of the Etruscans in the context of Roman Italy, 2015
] 


Religion is expressed through all of these as it was a large part of their culture; this is also seen when looking at the Romans and their religious institutions. The Romans believed in many gods, their most important being Jupiter, king of the gods. His Greek counterpart is Zeus, and his Etruscan being Tinia. A difficulty when looking at the Romans and who their religious institutions were originally inspired by is finding out what is directly from the Etruscans and what was also influenced by the Greeks.

The difficulty in answering this question is that no written history of the Etruscans has survived; what remains is archaeology, Etruscan inscriptions, and some remarks by Roman writers. Cartwright writes that Roman writers were biased and most likely played down the influence of the Etruscans, as the Romans were proud people. When looking at ancient texts and sources, there is always the issue of interpretation. Texts exist as fragments of the original and have often been translated from multiple languages. Another contention when looking at the Etruscan’s influence over Rome’s religious institutions is identifying the ways in which Roman religion changed and developed over time. What could be Etruscan religion in Rome may be originally Greek religion, as the Greeks could also have influenced the Etruscans. 

Despite the incomplete and fragmented ancient evidence, it is most likely that the Etruscan’s did exert an influence on the development of Rome’s religious institutions. The Etruscan belief system and forms of worship, especially in practices related to divination, can clearly be recognised in the institutions of Rome’s religion. This can be particularly seen in the practices of augury and haruspices. 

The first aim is to untangle and evaluate the ancient evidence consisting of archaeological remains, and contemporary textual evidence from Roman writers. These include the Temple of Portunus, inscriptions, votive offerings, and writings by Cicero. Secondly, it is important to evaluate how the evidence demonstrates a link between Etruscan beliefs and forms of worship, and Roman religious forms. Finally, the Roman practices of augury and haruspicy are examined for links with earlier Etruscan forms of similar practices. Modern scholarship by Cartwright provides analysis on Italy and Greece, and the history of the Etruscans and the Romans. 

Many of the archaeological remains and literary sources related to the Etruscans are related to their religion.[footnoteRef:4] The Etruscans had a body of religious literature known as the Etrusca disciplina, which has not survived, but it was studied and written about by Romans.[footnoteRef:5] The fact that the Roman’s studied ancient Etruscan texts in detail and wrote about them shows a large interest in Etruscan religion at the time and suggests that the Romans were potentially interested in adopting aspects of Etruscan religion.[footnoteRef:6] This can be seen when looking at religious practices such as votive offerings and divination in augury, as well as the Roman deities and their places of religious practice.  [4:  De Grummond 2006: 1]  [5:  De Grummond 2006: 1]  [6:  De Grummond 2006: 2] 


The art of divination can be seen in augury, especially in haruspicy – ‘the practice of divination by excising the entrails (especially liver) of a sacrificed animal’.[footnoteRef:7] With this, the augur can read messages from the gods, and make offerings if any are omens, bringing peace to the Etruscans. The Romans were partially known for their augury and the importance of this role in society. Cicero comments on their importance, saying how they had greater political power than a pontifex (a Roman priest).[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Turfa 2012: 355]  [8:  Cic. Div. 2.31] 


Votive offerings were used to please the god or goddess, and can be seen across the Greeks, Etruscans, and the Romans. Votive offerings were left on the Acropolis as to please Athena. Etruscan votive offerings worked the same way, and would also involve inscriptions. Inscriptions featured on many religious pieces, especially on ‘sarcophagi, votive offerings and bronze mirrors, and pictorial evidence such as tomb wall paintings and funerary sculpture made by the Etruscans themselves’.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Cartwright 2017] 


Deities in Rome have a distinct connection to the Greek pantheon of gods, as well as the Etruscan’s pantheon. The god, Aplu, is the Etruscan counterpart of the Roman’s Apollo; this is the same, respectively, with Aita and Pluto, and Fufluns and Bacchus.[footnoteRef:10] However, this cannot be identified as direct Etruscan influence, as the Greeks also have a largely similar pantheon of gods. This could have been overall influence from the Greeks, or the Greeks influenced the Etruscans, who then had an impact on the Romans. But the direct influence is not clear.  [10:  Etruscan Religion 2006] 


The Etruscans can be seen with having influence over the Roman architecture, especially their temples. One example is the Temple of Portunus; while having the distinct Greek influence of a porch and Ionic columns, the Etruscan’s design can be seen with the ‘clear front and rear façade’; It’s also on a stand with stairs only at the front.[footnoteRef:11] This can also be seen when looking at the reconstruction created of an Etruscan temple, very much like the Portonaccio Temple in Veii (Fig 1); the temple stands on a podium with only stairs at the front.  [11:  bluffton.edu] 


Like any other civilisation and religion, the Etruscans had their own mythology, however this is hard to learn about with there being no written evidence of these stories. Instead, historians are having to look at ‘representations in art, evidence from archaeological sites, and indirect accounts of Etruscan lore in Greek and Roman texts’.[footnoteRef:12] Thomson de Grummond mentions how many historians look out for myths similar to Greek mythology rather than looking at the Etruscan myths as Etruscan.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  De Grummond 2006: xii]  [13:  De Grummond 2006: xii] 


A character from Etruscan mythology is Vanth, the winged demoness, who is often depicted with Charun, the ferryman of the Underworld, and is wearing a pleated skirt. A piece of art she has been identified in is in Fig. 2, where she is depicted with Charun. She can be seen wearing the pleated skirt, has large wings and is holding fire. In other depictions, where she is seen transporting the dead, she is either transporting them on horseback, wagon or chariot. There is no mythological creature like her in either Roman or Greek mythology, suggesting very weak, if any, influence from the Etruscans.

In conclusion, the Etruscans clearly had influence over the Roman’s religious institutions, especially with the architecture part of practicing religion. Augury can be seen as a large part of Roman religion, which is an influence from the Etruscans. However, the Roman pantheon of gods cannot be said to have a direct influence from the Etruscans as the Greeks had a very similar pantheon of gods; the Romans could have been impacted by the Greeks or the Etruscans or both. In mythology, the Romans have very little influence from the Etruscans, most of it coming from the Greeks instead. It can be seen that the Etruscans have had influence over the Roman’s religious institutions, however it was not very large, as the Greeks also had influence.



[image: ]Fig.1: Reconstruction of an Etruscan temple, largely influenced by the Portonaccio Temple in Veii




[image: ]Fig.2: Vanth with Charun, found at the Anina Tomb in Tarquinia
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