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

“In central Italy between the 8th and 3rd century BCE,” there was a unit of people called the Etruscans [footnoteRef:1]. Unlike other civilisations at that time “the Etruscan cities were independent city-states linked to each other only by a common religion, language, and culture in general,” [footnoteRef:2]. The many cities were geographically spread out from the Tiber River to parts of the Po Valley, this included: “Cerveteri [Cisra], Chiusi [Clevsin], Populonia [Puplona], Tarquinia [Tarchuna], Veii [Vei], Vetulonia [Vetluna], and Vulci [Velch],” [footnoteRef:3]. As previously stated the etruscans had a shared religion which can be debated to have influenced the neighbouring city of rome and its religious history. However, to establish this we come across problems with this question and problems with the sources used for evidence to argue this. These include modern historians mainly have Roman and possibly Greek sources from the period in focus. Also, it can be difficult to define which aspects of Roman religion was influenced by the Etruscans or even actual Etruscan due to similarity. These problems also relate to ancient evidence such as Seneca the younger, Cicero, Livy as well as modern scholarship like Cartwright, Potter and Warrior. To solve the problems with sources and modern scholarship we can possibly use a range of primary and modern scholarship sources. In this essay the different expects of religion that the Etruscans had which they influenced Roman religious history will be discussed. Therefore, the thesis is the Etruscan influence on Roman religious history is difficult to measure given the similarities that existed between the two religions. Although the influence can be most clearly seen in the practice of divination and that of the gods of the two nations.  [1:  Cartwright, Etruscan Civilization, 2017]  [2:  Cartwright, Etruscan Civilization, 2017]  [3:  Cartwright, Etruscan Civilization, 2017] 

  
In the time of the Romans and Etruscans there was different aspects of religion. The Etruscans had a highly developed system of divination involving the practice of augury and haruspices which was the rituals practices that were carried out when needed. The definition of augury was “reading omens from birds and lightning strikes” and haruspicy was “examining the entrails of sacrificed animals” both were used to figure out the future events and whether to carry out certain activities such as festivals, weddings or battles [footnoteRef:4]. The person who performed the haruspicy was called ‘haruspex’ which is explained in antiquity as someone who looks at the insides of ‘hariuga’ [footnoteRef:5]. The romans adopted and developed the Etruscan practices of divination. Using the works of Cicero  we see that Roman Religion consists of three parts ritual ‘(sacra)’, auspices ‘(auspicial)’ and interpreters of Sibyliline books or haruspices [footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7].  [4:  Cartwright, Etruscan Religon, 2017)]  [5:  de Grummond, 2013, p 539]  [6:  Cicero, 3.5]  [7:  Warrior, 2002, p 5] 


Through archaeological excavations we have found evidence that shows the Etruscans practiced sacrificial activities which would include divination. Two pieces of evidence of the Etruscans performing ritual sacrifices are a Bronze liver called the Piacenza liver, found that shows a person how to carry out the sacrifice ritual using an animal’s liver and what is present in the liver shows for the future [footnoteRef:8]. The Bronze mirror can again be used as evidence this time to show an Etruscan man performing sacrifice by looking at the entrails of an animal’s liver [footnoteRef:9]. When they are doing this sacrifice they do it in a sacrificial altar which we know from archaeological evidence [footnoteRef:10]. Just like the divinations the sacrificial readings and other sacrifices of animals, are done by a person in particular and most of the time in private. A known early Etruscan sacred space was an outdoor area with an altar where the sacrifices were performed [footnoteRef:11]. However, archaeologist would be lucky if they were to find such spaces and other artefacts from the Etruscans as over time buildings, most likely made from wood and thatch at first had been destroyed. Although there is record of stone Etruscan temples which the first one appears 600 BC at Veii which was an Etruscan city [footnoteRef:12]. From a Roman point of view the finding of the sacred places was called “Etrusca disciplina” [footnoteRef:13]. Although the romans were confused about some of the Etruscans religious aspects this argues that the Etruscans influenced the Romans religious history in many ways. [8:  Edland-Berry, 2013, p 557]  [9:  Warrior, 2002, p 57]  [10:  Rafanelli, 2013, p 566]  [11:  Cartwright, Etruscan Religon, 2017]  [12:  Cartwright, Etruscan Religon, 2017]  [13:  Edland-Berry, 2013, p 557] 


The Etruscans had an influence on the Roman origin myth of Romulus and Remus. The Romans had a few variations of the foundation myths one of them was that of Romulus and Remus as previously mentioned with the bronze statue that brings to life the text of many folk tales [footnoteRef:14]. The myth has contained acts of violence between the two twin brothers who competed to see who would found a new city [footnoteRef:15]. There were a range of contests to decide the victor which according to the myth Romulus won so got the territory but as he was devising boarders of his territory, Remus in despair attacked him and Romulus murdered his twin brother Remus in defence. The foundation of Rome myth and the twin brothers one version features can be represented in art work. This includes a statue that shows Romulus and Remus suckling from a ‘she wolf sacred to their father Mars’ [footnoteRef:16]. This gives depth of the fact that the twins were not raised in a normal way, also the significance of a wolf can be argued to show violence and protectiveness. However, there is a problem with this source which is that the wolf was built by the Etruscans then the twin brothers were added later by the romans. Although this supports the idea that the Etruscans influenced roman religious history. If the myth was taken to be true and there was a Romulus, then it follows that there was seven kings which were allegedly Etruscan that came from Etruscan expansion. These kings then continued the line of royalty and heritage from 753 BC to 509 BC [footnoteRef:17].  [14:  Grant, 1962, p 355]  [15:  Potter, 2009, p 22]  [16:  Grant, 1962, p 355]  [17:  Potter, 2009 ] 


Etruscans influenced the Roman triad of gods as before the Etruscans and romans merged, the main Roman gods were Mars, god of war and father of Romulus & Remus, Quirinus, the divinified of Romulus and Jupitar, the supreme god. After the merge the pantheons of the gods changed to accommodate both the Romans and the Etruscan, the main triads were now Jupitar, still the supreme god, Juno, Jupiter’s wife and Minerva, Jupiter’s daughter [footnoteRef:18]. Which in Greek terms would be Zeus, Hera and Athena, goddess of knowledge, wisdom and battle strategies. There are three main types of evidence that shows the Etruscan gods which are the representation in art, Roman literature for example Livy & Greek literature and in rare causes Etruscan literary sources [footnoteRef:19]. Each of the pieces of evidence contains different information with different points of view depending on the author of the piece of literature or creators of the pieces of art. Also it will depend on when the source was written or created as to how much influence the Etruscans had over Roman religious history as Roman literature and art tends to show Roman proudness as well as including aspects of the original cultures art work in particular in order to put across the idea of integration rather than conquering.  [18:  Wasson, 2013]  [19:  Krauskopf, 2013, pp 513-515] 


To conclude to find out how much influence the Etruscans had on Rome’s religious history it is important to critically discuss all the aspects of the religion of the Etruscans and Romans using a range of sources including ancient sources such as Cicero, Livy and modern scholarship like Potter, Warrior and Cartwright. Archaeological excavations can also be used to find  evidence that shows the Etruscans practiced sacrificial and other religious aspects. Although it is difficult to judge the amount of Etruscan influence on Roman religious history because of the similarities that exist between the Etruscans and Romans religions such as the similar sacred places they used to do religious sacrifices in honour of the gods. However the influence can be seen with the practicing different aspects of divination and the merging of the gods from the Etruscans and Romans. For example the Etruscans had the practice of augury and haruspices which was the rituals practices that the Etruscans influenced on the Romans. There was also many differences between the two religions such as the gods but the Etruscans influenced the Romans and their triad of gods when the two nations merged. Therefore it is safe to conclude that the Etruscans had partial influence on the Roman religious history.  

Word count: 1,377 (text only)


Bibliography
Cartwright, M. (2017, February 24). Etruscan Civilization. Retrieved from Ancient History Enclopedia : https://www.ancient.eu/Etruscan_Civilization/
Cartwright, M. (2017, January 30). Etruscan Religon. Retrieved from Ancient History Encyclopedia: https://www.ancient.eu/Etruscan_Religion/
Cicero. (n.d.). On the nature of the gods. 
de Grummond, N. T. (2013). Haruspicy and Augury: sources and produces. In J. M. Turfa, The Etruscan World (pp. 539-556). New York: Routledge.
Edland-Berry, I. (2013). Religon: the gods and the places. In J. M. Turfa, The Etruscan World (pp. 557-565). New York: Routledge.
Grant, M. (1962). Myths of The Greeks and Romans. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
Krauskopf, I. (2013). Gods and demons in the Etruscan Pantheon. In J. M. Turfa, The Etruscan World (pp. 513-538). New York: Routledge.
Potter, D. (2009). Rome in the Ancient World: From Romulus to Justinian. United Kingdom: Thames & Hudson Ltd.
Rafanelli, S. (2013). Archaeological evidence for Etruscan. In J. M. Turfa, The Etruscan World (pp. 566-593). New York: Routledge.
Warrior, V. M. (2002). Roman Religion A Sourcebook. Newburyport MA: R. Pullins Company.
Wasson, D. L. (2013, November 13). Roman Religon. Retrieved from Ancient History Encyclopidea: https://www.ancient.eu/Roman_Religion/


image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





