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Critically access the ancient evidence for Etruscan influence on Rome’s religious institutions
The Roman religious institutions may have been heavily influenced by the Etruscans especially the southern cities like Tarquni, Veii and Caere, which were more open to foreigners than the Northern cities.[footnoteRef:1]  The Etruscans themselves though may have been influenced by the Greeks as well and so Rome’s religion may have been a combination of both Greek and Etruscan beliefs.  As there is a lack of Etruscan evidence on their own religion, it is almost impossible to tell whether there are Etruscan religious practices that the Romans did not adopt and so have not been remembered in our time.  Seneca the Younger wrote in his Naturales Quaestiones that the main difference between the Etruscan and Roman religion was that the Romans thought that lightning was the result of clouds colliding, whereas the Etruscans believed that a deity caused the clouds to collide to release lightning as a sign which will hold a meaning, implying that the Etruscans held a more superstitious belief (II.32.2); however, Seneca was a stoic philosopher writing at a much later time and in this essay he was looking at the ancient theories of cosmology and similar subjects, so is highly likely to have been very critical of the Etruscan diviners and superstitions, however as stoic philosophers held the belief that the gods did interact with humans (as opposed to an epicurean philosopher who believed in the gods but not that they interacted with humans), thus his mocking of the Etruscan beliefs that gods controlled the lightning appears to be contradictive of his philosophers perspective, so may show that Etruscan religion was considered less developed and primitive compared to the later Roman religion. [1:  Grant, 1978: p. 16] 

The major influence of Etruscan religion on Rome was the use of diviners or haruspex, who would read the signs of the gods and interpret their meaning; either by reading the entrails of sacrificial animals, lightning storms, or prodigies[footnoteRef:2].  Aulus Gellius tells of an example of the use of Eturian diviners in Rome in his Attic Nights when the Statue of Horatius Cocles was struck by lightning and the diviners are said to have given false advice which when discovered they were sentenced to death (4.5)[footnoteRef:3].  Gellius was writing in the 1st century AD and while he travelled around Greece and Italy he wrote on events he heard or read about with no particular order,[footnoteRef:4] as he is writing in a later century than the events which he is recording and admits to having heard the events second hand then there could be doubt on the trustworthiness of his tales, but it is also clear that he has no real subjectivity in the tales that he is telling so is unlikely to have exaggerated any details.  Other literary sources also tell of the use of Etruscan diviners in Roman society, Diodorus even gives an example when one was brought before the senate and ordered a hermaphrodite to be burned alive (12.2).  However, we must be careful when using Diodorus as a source, as he was writing centuries after the events he discusses in his history and he relies on other people’s writing, effectively making a compilation of past historians writing and making it into a continuous narrative.  Later historians like Cicero were against haruspices and Cicero’s ‘On Divination’ (2.51-3) especially derides the divination belief, as he questions whether their predictions every come true giving two examples, the first when they told Hannibal to go to war and he refused to, and the second when they told Caesar to not cross to Africa before the winter solstice but he was still successful of the crossing and defeated Pompeian forces at Thapsus.[footnoteRef:5]  Cicero’s writing is heavily critical, especially in the language that he uses, also as a politician he is highly subjective in his opinion as he will be writing to gain supporters, and so may emphasise some beliefs.  An ancient example of Etruscan diviners comes from Piacenza in Italy with a bronze model of a sheep’s liver that they believe was used to teach priests the divinity practice, the fact that the example may have been used by the Roman army shows the incorporation of Etruscan religious practices into Roman society.[footnoteRef:6]  However, there is also evidence of the Etruscans incorporating and adapting Greek beliefs, seen by an Etruscan bronze mirror from the late 4th century BC which shows the Greek prophet Calchas from the Iliad as an Etruscan diviner examining a liver, showing the adaption process from Greek to Etruscan (Mirror found in the Scala/Art Resource, New York).[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Haynes, 2000: p. 386]  [3:  Warrior, 2002: p. 56]  [4:  Smith, 2005: p. 235]  [5:  Warrior, 2002: pp. 56-7]  [6:  Thomson de Grummond & Simon, 2006: p. 10]  [7:  Warrior, 2002: p. 57] 

The Romans also imported traditions from the Etruscans, most notably the ‘pomerium’ which were trenches dug around the city on ground that the Etruscans would use for their ceremonies when founding a new town, when the wall was built it would follow the course of these trenches; Livy provides information for this tradition when telling of Servius wanting to extend Rome in c.550BC (1.44).  Using Livy as an ancient source for the Etruscan religion could cause doubt on the information provided, as it is a Roman source for an Etruscan ritual, however, unfortunately there is no written sources left written by the Etruscans themselves, so we have to rely heavily on the Roman sources, meaning we may only be hearing of the rituals which they themselves adopted so some rituals may have been forgotten.[footnoteRef:8]  Livy also writes of the importation of the ludi scaenici from Etruria where musicians would dance to the flute at festivals and were gradually joined and imitated by the young Romans who developed the performances into planned dances (7.2.1-13), which were first performed in 365BC after an outbreak of plague.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Thomson de Grummond & Simon, 2006: p. 9]  [9:  Warrior, 2002: p. 119] 

Etruscan deity names were also adopted by the Romans, perhaps when they translated the Etruscan religious writing into Latin.[footnoteRef:10]  Examples of Etruscan gods adopted by the Romans include Minerva, who the Etruscans called Menerva; another example would be Vulcan who comes from the Etruscan Volcanus, a god who belonged to an Etruscan gentile name and so may have been specially worshipped by the family.[footnoteRef:11]  The Romans also adopted and adapted the Etruscan myths, especially of Romulus and Remus being raised by a she-wolf, which is seen by the earliest depiction of the twins being found in Etruscan territory dating back to the 4th century BC.[footnoteRef:12]  The foundation myth of Romulus and Remus could also have been of Etruscan origin as in Plutarch he writes that it was while Romulus was “digging a trench where his city’s wall was to run” (Plut. Rom. 10) that he killed his brother, referring to the Etruscan ritual mentioned earlier of ‘pomerium’. [10:  Keller, 1975: p. 79]  [11:  Altheim, 1938: p. 114]  [12:  Beard, 2016: p. 72] 

Etruscan architecture, especially their temples, heavily influenced the early Roman style, with raised platforms and colonnaded porches, as well as portico columns of stone which can be seen at the Etruscan city of Veii.[footnoteRef:13]  Veii was one of the Southern cities in the Etruscan territory that was more open to foreigners and so may have influenced the Romans more, it was also near a crossing of the Tiber which meant it was on the trade routes of iron and copper moving South.[footnoteRef:14]  The only contemporary written evidence that describes the Etruscan temples was by Vitruvius who was describing how to plan a “Truscan temple” in the Roman-Etruscan style; however, Vitruvius was a Roman author writing two centuries after Etruria had been absorbed into Roman society and so may have been writing only on hearsay or examples he may have seen but probably would have been Roman copies of an earlier Etruscan style.[footnoteRef:15]  The idea of housing the gods in temples also appears to have been an Etruscan influence, including the personalisation of the gods and giving them human characteristics, as well as the highly decorative nature of the temples with sculptures and columns.[footnoteRef:16]  It was not only Roman Temples that were heavily influenced by the Etruscans but also their tombs, most significantly is Augustus’ tomb being erected in the old Etruscan style with a tumulus (a barrow) on a circular base marked by obelisks.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Grant, 1978: p. 14; Boëthius, et al., 1978: p. 59]  [14:  Grant, 1978: p. 16; Ogilvie, 1971: p. 18]  [15:  Boëthius, et al., 1978: pp. 33-4]  [16:  Cornell, 1995: pp. 160-1]  [17:  Haynes, 2000: p. 388] 

However, the Roman religion was also greatly influenced by the Greeks, who had settlements on the South coast of Italy, known as Magna Graecia.  By the mid-6th century BC the Etruscans had themselves been greatly influenced by the Greeks but had added their own characteristics during the Etruscan orientalising period of 750-600BC.[footnoteRef:18]  The Roman gods began to be compared to the Greek deities, such as Mars and Ares, Diana and Artemis, but some of the gods were also directly imported seen by the translation of Greek to Latin names such as Herakles and Hercules, or Asklepios and Aesculapius, although Apollo is the same in both religions;[footnoteRef:19] this is perhaps the reason that in some modern scholarship the religion is described as the hyphenated Greco-Roman Mythology, because of the similarity and importation of the stories from Greece to Rome. [18:  Rives, 2007: p. 81]  [19:  Rives, 2007: p. 84] 

Overall, there was clearly Etruscan on Roman religion and their practices, most especially the divination.  The ancient evidence is entirely Roman which helps to answer the question as it provides their explanation and view on the adoption of the Etruscan influence.  However, there is also evidence of some Greek influence especially from the south of Italy, and the possibility that the Etruscans were themselves influenced by the Greeks.
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