Critically assess the ancient evidence for Etruscan influence on Roman religious institutions. 
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Modern scholars treat Etruscan religion largely within the cultural and geographic confines of the rivers Tiber and Arno. Therefore they refrain from direct engagement with the possibility of external influences such as Greek, Latin and Punic[footnoteRef:1]. The reliability of non-Etruscan sources writing on Etruscan religion can be perceived as questionable as each writer will have their own biases. This is not necessarily correct as each piece of evidence should be judged individually on its on merit in an analytical context. An Etruscan source would be incorrect by misrepresenting rituals or the writer not being deeply knowledgeable on the specifics of which they are writing.  [1:  Etruscan Religion: The Religion of the Etruscans ] 


Textual evidence of the Etruscans is mostly limited to Roman writings. Livy writes that Etruria was the nation most devoted to religion[footnoteRef:2]. Roman texts make us aware of Etruscan texts which had previously existed such as The Canonical Texts which were the body of Etruscan literature discussing the cosmos and underworld, rituals and ways to interpret and act upon messages from the gods. The surviving names of these books are ‘Libri Rituales’, ‘Libri Patales’, ‘Libri de Fulguratura’(on lightning) and ‘Libri Acheruntici’ (underworld)[footnoteRef:3]. Both Etruscans and Romans were involved in the study of such texts and it was their job translating and interpreting the texts as well as teaching it to the appropriate individuals. The Philosophical Texts were directed towards intellectuals concerned with philosophy, however there are no surviving texts of this distinction. Cicero’s ‘On Divination’ debates the reliability of divination as he had an intimate knowledge of the practices from his own experiences as an auger of state religion[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5]. Cicero’s debate shows some thought patterns beyond that present in any Etruscan religious teaching. The third type of scholarship is historical/antiquarian, thus coming from historians, philologists and antiquarians[footnoteRef:6]. Livy transmitted much of this information in his narratives of Etruscan/Roman politics and war with frequent references to the Etruscan federal sanctuary shrine of Voltumna[footnoteRef:7]. The tutor of Augustus’ grandsons also wrote treatise of Etruscan matters that no longer survive (Libri rerum Etruscarum). There is written evidence that these types of texts existed, however because they no longer exist all knowledge of what they contained has become second hand through Roman sources making the reliability difficult to assess as it is unknown how much of the text was omitted in the Roman accounts. [2:  Livy 5.1.6 ]  [3:  Religion of the Etruscans  p1]  [4:  Cicero 2.143]  [5:  Religion of the Etruscans  p2 ]  [6:  Religion of the Etruscans p2]  [7:  Livy 13.23.5] 


Vitruvius left a detailed account of theoretical and practical aspects of building and locating Etruscan temples in ‘De Achitectura’[footnoteRef:8]. Vitruvius describes the first stone temple at Veii c. 600BCE, as a “distinct Etruscan temple with a columned portico and three small chamber at the rear although it is difficult to reconstruct due to the lack of surviving temples. The Portonaccio temple at Veii[footnoteRef:9] c. 510 BCE is one of the best documented Etruscan temples, with a front stepped entrance, columned veranda, side entrance and three part cellar, which matches Vitruvius’ description[footnoteRef:10]. The temple was possibly dedicated to Menrva (the Etruscan version of Athena/Minerva). Much like Greek temples the actual altar and place of religious ceremonies remained outside the temple, this similarity between Greek, Etruscan and Roman temples suggests that they could have all simultaneously influenced one another in their architectural representations of divine worship.  [8:  De Achitectura 1.7.1-2, 4.7 ]  [9:  https://www.ancient.eu/Etruscan_Religion/]  [10:  Vitruvius 1.7.1-2, 4.7] 

Etruscan burial practices were not uniform across Etruria or over time as the general preference for cremation made way to inhumation though some sites were slower to change. The different practices of cremation and inhumation can be seen across what was the Roman Empire as there is still evidence in Ostia of alcoves where urns would have been placed as well as burial sites outside the pomerium. There is an indication that they believed in an afterlife as a continuation of their life on this world like the ancient Egyptians, although there is no evidence to suggest that they believed in punishment, unlike the Greeks and Romans. Art suggests that the afterlife started with a family reunion and continued with an everlasting round of banquets, games, dancing and music. The Etruscan belief in their passage to the underworld can be likened to that described in the Aeneid[footnoteRef:11]. The Etruscans also believed that war, disease, anxiety, grief, fear, discord, poverty and hunger could endanger living human beings and dive them to the realm of the dead much like the monsters and spirits in the Aeneid who conduct men to the underworld.  [11:  Virgil, Aeneid, book 6] 


The Etruscans were not the first civilisation to interpret the signs of entrails and celestial phenomena or create calendars of significant events, as the ancient Babylonians and Hittites were noted for their experience in these practices before them[footnoteRef:12]. The Romans wished to supress any idea that they were culturally influenced by the Etruscans, however religious practices were one area where they acknowledged their influences more readily. Soothsayers became a staple in elite houses and army units consulted in such matters across the Mediterranean. Although the Etruscans near obsession with divination and fate did not transfer its influence onto the Romans. Etruscans interest with the future was not because they wanted to change it but because they thought it was already predetermined, at best the events could be identified and possibly postponed or diminished a little in severity, yet the Romans did not share this belief.  Both Etruscan and Roman religious practices focused on animal sacrifice which took two forms. The first was to burn the offering in honour to the gods, in honouring the gods they hoped that it would gain them favour, the second was to honour the underworld deities by offering blood of the animal sacrificed[footnoteRef:13]. Votive offering to the gods were made by all classes and both sexes as inscriptions on them detail. It was a common practice in ancient Rome to leave offering for the gods or to sacrifice an animal in their honour in a much similar way to the Etruscans.  [12:  Etruscan religion p2]  [13:  https://www.ancient.eu/Etruscan_Religion/] 


The Etruscans had gods for important places, objects, ideas and events which were thought to effect or control everyday life. By the 5th century BCE many Etruscan gods became Greek gods as a process seen in black-figure pottery where images of the Olympian gods are given Etruscan names, such as Zeus is Tin and Hera is Uni. These similarities in the Etruscan and Roman pantheons respectively shows the influence of different religions across the Mediterranean, between Greek, Etruscan and Roman religion. The earlier Etruscan gods were somewhat faceless while the Greek influences increased their humanisation in art. 

The Bronze liver (Liver of Piacenza) was discovered in 1877 and was dated on palaeographic grounds to c. 100 BCE, a time when the Piacenza region would already have been Latin-dominated. It provides important information on hepatoscopy; divination through the inspection of a liver, which was an important means of learning the will of the gods. Sacrificial animals were cut open and the liver inspected, if the head of the liver was missing it meant a bad omen. The bronze liver is a life-sized model of a sheep’s liver covered in Etruscan inscriptions, the sections inscribed with the names of individual Etruscan deities. A parallel clay model of a sheep’s liver is known from the ancient near east, reinforcing evidence of a connection between the Etruscan and Anatolian cultural sphere. A Babylonian clay sheep’s liver dated to the bronze Middle Ages is preserved in the British museum. The outer rim is divided into sixteen sections which according to Pliny[footnoteRef:14] and Cicero[footnoteRef:15] are the sixteen astrological houses which represent a model of the cosmos. The eastern parts were favourable and the western unfavourable[footnoteRef:16] suggesting that the north and south lines were of fundamental importance. If lightening were to strike in the north-east it would be considered most lucky and the north-west most terrible. The south-east would be less lucky and the south-west less terrible. Seneca tends to confirm that the Etruscan observation of natural phenomena was carried out with religious premises and conclusions[footnoteRef:17] unlike the Romans who had a slightly more scientific view of natural phenomena.  [14:  Pliny the Elder, Natural History 6.37]  [15:  Cicero Divination 2.42 ]  [16:  A new reconstruction of the Etruscan heaven. ]  [17:  Seneca the younger natural questions 2.32.2] 

 A haruspex is an Etruscan/Roman religious official who interpreted omens by inspecting the entrails of sacrificial animals. The mirror with an engraving of Calchas shows an elderly haruspex examining the liver of a sacrificed animal for drawing auspices from. The Etruscan inscription describes him as ‘Kalkhas’ a mythical Greek soothsayer. His wings are a clear characteristic showing his function a go-between earthly and transcendent reality[footnoteRef:18]. The foot placed on a rock establishes contact with the earth as a site of natural sphere and the underworld. The Greek soothsayer and Etruscan inscription shows how deep the Etruscan influence on Roman religion transferred.  [18:  http://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/museo-gregoriano-etrusco/sala-iii--bronzi/specchio-inciso-con-calcante.html ] 

The impact that the Etruscans had on Roman religious practices was quite expansive, the evidence examined shows major shared influences throughout the Mediterranean, especially through Greek, Roman and Etruscan religions. It might be impossible to determine which influenced which and in what order, as they may have had similar beliefs in similar gods which diverged over time, or they adopted the beliefs of other peoples that were similar to their own, as the Romans did later in provinces of the empire (e.g. Minerva Sulis in Roman Britain). The Roman sources suggest that Etruscan religious thoughts and practices did significantly influence Roman thoughts and practices. As Roman thinking became more critical, their religion changed, during the course of this evolution they abandoned some of the Etruscan roots and influences. Modern academic sources also tend to agree that certain Roman practices derived from the Etruscans, although this is not consistently agree and there are dissenting opinions. 
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