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Critically assess the ancient evidence for Etruscan influence on Rome's religious institutions
After the exile of Tarquinius Superbus Rome became a republican power house consuming its neighboring land and the societies held within it. Influence from these new cultures began to trickle down into the very fabric of Rome and its many institutions, chief amongst them, Rome's religious institutions. Known for their commitment to religion the Etruscans where inescapably going to influence Rome's religious foundation with their own practice. In attempting to understand how far this Etruscan influence determined Rome's religious institutions a wide range of ancient evidence must be assessed. Much of our evidence has however caused controversy within modern scholarship. One of the main debates among modern scholars regards the reliability of our evidence given that the majority, particularly in terms of literary evidence, comes from the Greeks and Romans. There are also disagreements concerning how we can verify what is Etruscan influence verses what is Greek influence. 
To truly assess the magnitude of Etruscan impact a satisfying ancient source would be the physical evidence left behind by the Romans which shows explicit influence, such as archaeological and architectural finds. We have many examples of still standing architecture from the Etruscans which share many parallels with Roman structures from similar and much later time periods. We can identify what has been adopted and adapted by the Romans from the Etruscans due to the information given by Vitruvius in his work, 'De Architcetura', in which he aims to outline the typical Tuscanic temple. A prominent aspect of Etruscan building style, which remained at the forefront of Rome's religious institutions, is the triad of Gods positioned within their own rooms, also known as the 3 cellae, at the center of temples.[footnoteRef:1] This can be seen all over the remains in modern Italy, a specific example being the Capitoline Temple dedicated to Jupiter, Juno and Minerva.[footnoteRef:2] This was not the only influence present at the temple as Tarquin was believed to have brought the Etruscan artist Vulca of Veii into Rome to make the cult statue of Jupiter which would go inside one of the cellae.[footnoteRef:3] The Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus offers us another example of uniquely Etruscan decoration in that it has terra-cotta embellishments, we know that the Greeks preferred to use stone for their bigger temple statues and adornments.[footnoteRef:4] Despite this apparent preference of the Romans to use typically Etruscan conventions when producing their religious buildings, there are examples of Greek influence to be found. In the 3rd century BC for example, the Romans began to incorporate the high columns associated with Greek temples within their own. Greek entablatures were also sometimes built in order to enhance smaller temples.[footnoteRef:5] The Romans therefore didn't develop the foundations of their religious institutions from Etruscan influence alone but combined different religious aspects from all over their expanding empire. [1:  Vitruvius 4.7.2]  [2:  John W. Stamper 2005: 12]  [3:  Pliny 35.157]  [4:  Richard de Puma 1994:56, John W. Stamper 2005:47]  [5:  Axel Boëthius 1978] 

The sphere of Etruscan influence doesn't end with architecture, in fact it runs much deeper within Rome's religious institutions, continuing to affect the traditions and religious actions of Rome's people for centuries. Our main source for ancient evidence of this long-term impact comes from Plutarch. In his work 'Moralia' he addresses Roman questions including some regarding why they continue to perform certain religious acts. Examples of answers where the origins of these religious traditions are credited all the way back to the Etruscans are as follows; the pouring of wine from the temple of Venus during the festival Veneralia, selective celebrations at the Capitoline games, why they wear the bullae.[footnoteRef:6] Given that Plutarch is writing in the 1st century AD we are able to see the longevity of the original influence and the ways in which it has shaped new Roman traditions. Being able to trace current religious actions so far back Plutarch shows one way in which the Roman's tried to establish themselves as a society with ancient ties through myths and beliefs dating as far back as possible. [6:  Plut. Moralia. 45, 53, 101] 

A major part of the Etruscan religion was divination. They cultivated the skills needed for seeking knowledge through this method to such a degree that Livy described them as being, "distinguished above all others by their devotion to religious observances".[footnoteRef:7] Divination was so central to their religious beliefs that they became renowned for, "attributing everything to divine agency".[footnoteRef:8] It is to be expected that some aspects of this religious belief system would influence Rome's own and ancient evidence has shown that hepatoscopy made its way into Roman religion. By looking at the iconography shown within Etruscan burial mounds in the form of artifacts and Roman inscriptions we can identify to what extent divination was influential. We know that the name for the person who would examine the entrails and liver of animals was a Haruspex from the backs of Etruscan mirrors which display a man performing this act with the word ascribed above and we also know the Roman's kept this name due to an inscription found at Aquae Sulis.  [7:  Livy 5.1]  [8:  Seneca the Younger Natural Questions 32] 

Whilst we may have a seemingly abundant number of ancient sources, which in themselves provide a wide range of information about Etruscan influence given their notable variety in terms of what types of sources we have, many modern scholars have identified the problems caused by not having any contemporary sources with the occurrences they detail for us to assess. Having written sources can be extremely useful as long as we can interpret and comprehend exactly not only what's being said but why it's being said. Some modern scholars have chosen to view the later writing of those such as, Livy, Dionysius, Cicero and Seneca the Younger as being produced not with the intention of explaining the past but as a way to address their current Rome and discuss culture and religion at that point in time under the guise of discussing the origins of such topics.[footnoteRef:9] By viewing the literature in this way, we can bring to light entirely new meanings behind each piece of ancient evidence. If the Roman's chose to reflect on the origins of their religious aspects as a way to relate current events to more general ideas about their society and culture this is still an important way the Etruscans can be found to have influenced Roman ideologies. [9:  Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price 1996: 4-6] 

For the purpose of assessing the influence that Etruscan religion had on Rome the fact that none of the ancient sources are contemporary may not impact that significantly our ability to investigate as it still allows us to view the way in which Rome was affected. It is clear that the development of Rome's religious institutions was greatly impacted regardless of the reliability of the ancient evidence we have available to us. It is true that some scholars find a deficiency in Etruscan produced literary evidence to be a major problem when endeavoring to undertake the task of piecing together what we can know for certain about the them, but others merely see this as a reason to delve into the archeological evidence.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Richard de Puma 1994:55] 

We cannot categorically identify how certain examples of influence where passed on to Rome due to not being able to fully distinguish what was Etruscan first. It is possible that the Greeks played a majority role in the Etruscans own religious development and therefore feasible that much of the supposed Etruscan influence shared with Rome in the first place started in Greece. This is also true of the reverse as we are unable to successfully identify how the Etruscans impacted the Greeks and so cannot be sure that what we assume comes from Greek influence is not actually Etruscan in nature. Confusion caused by this overlap may make it incredibly difficult to agree on how exactly Rome refined its religious institution and from who the various non-roman aspects of said institution come from originally. Instead if we wish to critically assess how the ancient evidence shows us the influence of the Etruscans on Rome's religious institutions we must answer the question, how important was this influence on Rome? Clearly it was markedly substantial in not only how Rome developed its religious foundation but also in how this foundation continuously developed over a significantly large period of time. The fact that hundreds of years after the beginning of Rome the population still maintains the traditions and characteristics of Etruscan worship shows how meaningfully these features influenced them. 
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