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

Rome was a civilization very well known for its religious institutions, for being pious and for their large number of deities, each of which was celebrated and prayed to. The Etruscans were also a very religious civilization, who influenced some of the Roman religious institutions along with others from surrounding civilizations, such as the Sabines. The kings of Rome did much for setting up the city from the start before they were expelled in 509 BC and became a republic. The last three of these kings were in fact from Etruria, each bringing in their own constitutions and regimes. However, by the time that these three kings came into power, Numa, the second king of Rome had already brought in a lot of the religious institutions that were kept by the Romans even after they absorbed the Etruscans into their own empire. Through this essay, I will be presenting the evidence for Etruscan religious institutions, and how they influenced the early Roman religious institutions, through factors such as the divinities, priesthoods, temples, sacrifice, and the afterlife. I will assess the evidence with modern scholars such as Mary Beard and Nancy Thomas De Grummond. As well as the Etruscan influence, I shall also be touching upon other influences on the Roman religious institutions, such as the Sabines, through Numa. Finally, I shall be looking at how reliable the evidence that we have for these great civilizations actually are.

An important part of Etruscan religion was the sacrifice of an animal and the reading and l the interpreting of its insides, which the Romans called haruspex (Etruscan: netsvis)[footnoteRef:1]. A strong piece of evidence that was found for this aspect of Etruscan religion is a bronze model of a sheep’s liver found near Piacenza.[footnoteRef:2] This liver has been inscribed with the names of Etruscan gods. It is believed that this bronze liver was used as an annotated guide for the haruspex, so that they could better interpret what the gods wanted or were doing, and whether it was for good or for bad.[footnoteRef:3] The other main type of Etruscan priest that was “adept in the art of augury”[footnoteRef:4]was known as a fulguriator (Etruscan: trutnt frontac). These priests “knew how to read the sky, interpreting the divine will from thunder and lightning”[footnoteRef:5]. Livy and other ancient writers of this time wrote about some of the interpretations made by the people learned in these skills. For example when Tarquinius Priscus first enters Rome with his wife[footnoteRef:6]. The Etruscans didn’t stop with just animal sacrifice, they were also known to sacrifice humans[footnoteRef:7]. Another important aspect of Etruscan religion was the afterlife. “Life after death meant much to the Etruscans [however] Etruscan concepts of the afterworld are not clear”[footnoteRef:8]. Tomb paintings have been found in Etruscan tombs which are thought to “signify the hopes of the living for the dead”[footnoteRef:9]. Their tombs would be furnished with objects that were thought to be needed the person’s life after they died.[footnoteRef:10] The Etruscans had their own list of important divinities, much like the other ancient civilizations of the same time period, and many of them do have parallels to the important Roman gods.[footnoteRef:11] However, while we know many myths about the Roman gods, “many aspects of the Etruscan deities can only be called mysterious”[footnoteRef:12] [1:  Bonfante 1986: 265]  [2:  Richardson 1986: 222-223]  [3:  Richardson 1986: 224]  [4:  Bonfante 1986: 265]  [5:  Life and afterlife p 265]  [6:  Livy, The Early History of Rome, 1.34]  [7:  Briguet 1986: 162, fig. IV-96]  [8:  Bonfante 1986: 268]  [9:  Briguet 1986: 157]  [10:  Briguet 1986:158-59, fig. IV-90 - 92]  [11:  De Grummond 2006: 19, table 1]  [12:  De Grummond 2006: 21] 


Roman gods, on the other hand, had lots written about them. As Virgil shows, they could occasionally be known to interact with mortals. Though, apart from Aeneas, these interactions mainly stayed between the divine and the priests that were in charge of looking after their temples. The fifth Etruscan king, Tarquinius Priscus, laid the foundations for the Temple to Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill.[footnoteRef:13] Which later on “became a symbol of Roman religion, and hundreds of years later would be widely imitated across the whole of the Roman empire”.[footnoteRef:14] The Romans also believed in there being an afterlife, in book six of the Aeneid, Virgil writes about Aeneas going down into the Underworld and gives a description of the what the afterlife would have been like for the Romans. However, the Romans were not interested in personal salvation, but “mainly focused on the performance of rituals that were intended to keep the relationship between Rome and the gods in good order.”[footnoteRef:15]As a result of this, the temples that were dedicated to different gods had their own priests that were in charge and knew how to go about these rituals, and what should be done to please the gods. [13:  Livy, The Early History of Rome, 1.38]  [14:  Beard, North and Price 1998: 3 (Volume 1)]  [15:  Beard 2015: 103] 


Most of these priesthoods were introduced by the second king of Rome, Numa. Who was not an Etruscan, but a Sabine. He “is said to have established more or less single-handedly, the structure of official Roman religion, and religious institutions that left their mark.”[footnoteRef:16] Numa built new temples to gods that were yet to have a place on earth to which they could reside in, including the “temple of Janus.”[footnoteRef:17] He also “appointed virgin priestesses for the service of Vesta”[footnoteRef:18] and “appoint a pontifex…[who was given] full instructions for all religious observances, specifying for the various sacrifices the place, the time, the nature of the victim, and how money was to be raised to meet the cost.”[footnoteRef:19] Numa was also the king responsible for introducing the Roman calendar, which outlined when each festival was to be held. While most of the religious institutions were set up by Numa, the last three Etruscan kings did also play some role in the religious institutions of Rome. The temple to Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill was laid by the fifth king of Rome, Tarquinius Priscus, and later on, Tarquinius Superbus builds a temple to Minerva before he is kicked out as king. [16:  Beard 2015: 101]  [17:  Livy, The Early History of Rome, 1.18]  [18:  Livy, The Early History of Rome, 1.20]  [19:  Livy, The Early History of Rome, 1.21] 


While there is evidence for the religious institutions of both Roman and Etruria there is a lot of skepticism about how much of this evidence is reliable: “cautious scholars in the 19th century had been extremely doubtful about the historical value of these stories of the Roman kings”.[footnoteRef:20] Scholars on these topics are in debate about whether or not the kings of Rome really existed, or whether they should be treated as myths, like Romulus. There is no surviving continuous writing from the time of the Etruscans. It wasn’t until years later that they were mentioned in the ancient texts that are available to us today. As is said by Smith: [20:  Beard 2015: 93] 

"no narrative history exists, even in fragments, from a period earlier than the second century BC, and our earliest continuous surviving narrative of Rome comes from a political treatise, the Republic, by Cicero in the middle of the first century BC, some five hundred and more years after the events it describes."[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Smith 2007: 33] 

Many scholars warn in their works to be cautious of the evidence that they use themselves, and the accuracy of it, as it cannot truly be known why the ancient Romans and Etruscans did what they did. Virgil also has an extra layer of unreliability to his work, as it was commissioned by Augustus, and could be considered to be a Roman version of Homer’s works, The Iliad and The Odyssey.
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