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Within this essay, I will examine the Etruscan religion and religious practices, comparing it with that of Rome and questioning the extent of the Etruscans’ influence on Rome’s religious institutions. In order to achieve this, I will not only assess the importance of Etruscan religious practices in informing Rome’s religious institutions, but also the Greek influence. The difficulty in examining early Roman history is in piecing together a truthful picture of events, owing to the lack of reliable evidence. As Beard et al point out, even ancient sources such as the ones I will examine; Livy and Seneca to name a few; are not contemporary to the pre-Republic era, and in many cases, were written centuries later[footnoteRef:1]. As such, the literary sources I will look at should be considered carefully. In spite of this I will use both archaeological as-well as literary evidence, and in doing so attempt to discover the true extent of Etruscan influence, to the extent that the information available allows it. Where alternative evidence indicates a more important influence, for example in that of the Greeks, then I shall also use that information to cross examine the Etruscan influence.  [1:  Beard, M. et al. 1998.] 


Evidence shows that the Etruscans were an extremely religious people, and Livy describes them as ‘distinguished above all others by their devotion to religious observances’[footnoteRef:2]. One key Etruscan practice was a form of divination, the reading of animal entrails by a ‘Haruspex’ in order to ascertain the will of the Gods. This is famously depicted in the Piacenza liver, a bronze model of a sheep’s liver, depicting the sun and the moon and sixteen deities, all with their unique position. The splitting of the liver in this way, as Cicero points out, alludes to another form of divination through the reading of the position of lightning; though Cicero himself was somewhat critical of this[footnoteRef:3]. Gill rightly asserts that the liver would essentially be a go-to reference and teaching tool for those practicing haruspicy[footnoteRef:4], and the detail in such an inscription highlights just how great the importance of haruspicy and divination in general in Etruscan civilization was. Cicero also explains of the importance of divination in Rome, and contextualizes it in terms of Rome’s supposed father, Romulus, referring to him as a skillful augur. Cicero goes onto explain that the ‘art in its entirety’ was introduced from Etruria[footnoteRef:5], highlighting the importance of Etruscan practices in Rome’s early history. Tacitus also writes of the relevance of divination; warning against the perils of ignoring the rites; in the 1st century AD, centuries after the dissolution of the Etruscan civilization[footnoteRef:6]. This again indicates the adoption of Etruscan practices by Rome, and furthermore their persistence throughout Roman history. [2:  Liv. 5.1.6]  [3:  Cic. Div. 2.42]  [4:  Gill, N. 2014]  [5:  Cic. Div. 1.3]  [6:  Tac. Ann. 11.15] 


Some of the most famous and important Roman architecture in fact has direct Etruscan influence. The Temple of Jupiter, built in 509 BC[footnoteRef:7]; dedicated to the Capitoline triad that held great importance in pre-Republic Rome and thereafter; is well known for being Etruscan in design[footnoteRef:8]. The Capitoline triad themselves; comprising of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva; very much mirrors the triad of Etruscan deities, Tin, Uni and Menrva. It has been suggested that the origin of the Capitoline triad may be through the adoption of the Etruscan triad, which were perhaps imported from nearby towns[footnoteRef:9][footnoteRef:10]. It seems conspicuous, too, given the uniquely Etruscan architecture of the Temple of Jupiter that the Etruscans had a profound influence on the Roman deities. It is also well known that the Etruscans held women in a uniquely high regard in the Mediterranean[footnoteRef:11], and so it is no surprise that this permeated through to their deities, with two of the triad being female.  [7:  Liv. 2.8]  [8:  Nagy, H; Bonfante, L; Whitehead, J.K. 2008. 413-417]  [9:  Crawford, M. 1992. 20-21]  [10:  Ryberg, I.S. 1931. ]  [11:  Crawford, M. 1992. 19] 


Rome has on occasion, distinguished itself from the Etruscan’s belief in forms of divination. Seneca writes:
‘This is the difference between us and the Etruscans, who have consummate skill in interpreting lightning: we think that because clouds collide, lightning is emitted. They believe that clouds collide in order that lightning may be emitted[footnoteRef:12].’ [12:  Sen. Nat. 2.32.2] 

Here, Seneca highlights the Etruscan view that everything that happens is an act of divine will, and again shows how important interpretation was in Etruscan society[footnoteRef:13]. Unlike with haruspicy, however, Seneca shows us how some forms of divination perhaps didn’t carry the same importance in later Roman society as they did for the Etruscans, and indeed makes a clear distinction of it. We see this again in Livy’s recollection of the rise of the Alban Lake. Livy tells us of a soothsayer who ‘impelled by destiny’ said that until the water levels had returned to normal levels that the Romans would never conquer Veii. Taken rather seriously, the soothsayer was invited to speak with the senate in Rome[footnoteRef:14]. The issue here is that even in Livy’s account in which we see can plainly see the influence of Etruscan belief, Livy ultimately tells us that the senate dismissed the soothsayer and waited for the Delphian verdict. Beard et al argue that despite archaeology showing a shared culture between Rome and the Etruscans in the 6th century BC and later, in later centuries Romans would have viewed Etruscan practices as foreign and alien[footnoteRef:15]. This may explain the senate’s distrust of the soothsayer in Livy’s story, if we are to apply it. Whatever the case may be, it is clear that at some point the Romans departed from Etruscan practices, at least in part. [13:  Hammond, S. 2009]  [14:  Liv. 5.15]  [15:  Beard, M. et al. 1998] 


Some argue there is little evidence to suggest that Rome’s religious institutions were so heavily influenced by the Etruscans. Cornell asserts that Greek influences were far greater, and in fact affected both Roman and Etruscan ideas of deities. He points to the archaeological evidence that supports Greek presence and influence from as early as the 8th century BC, and most importantly, sculptures of Minerva and Hercules in Ionian style from the Sant’Omobono temple dating to 530 BC[footnoteRef:16]. Such evidence makes establishing the extent of the Etruscan influence difficult. It may well be the case that both Rome and Etruria adopted Hellenistic anthropomorphic deities at the same time, and Cornell tells us that Heracles and Apollo were adopted by each. In other cases, Cornell argues that Rome and the Etruscans equated their own gods with the anthropomorphic Greek pantheon. To support this, Turfa indicates that many Etruscan cults were ‘formalized and commonly disseminated throughout Italy’ before the 4th century BC[footnoteRef:17]. Turfa also points out that even the funerary art of the Etruscans, perhaps one of their most symbolic religious practices, ultimately ended up being adorned with Greek myth, though archaeological evidence indicates that this was more frequent after the 4th century[footnoteRef:18][footnoteRef:19]. One would assume this was related to Rome’s victory over Veii and the eventual dissolution of Etruria. [16:  Cornell, T.J. 1995. 161-162.]  [17:  Turfa, J.M. 2015. Schultz, C.E. and Harvey Jr, P.B. ed.]  [18:  Oleson, J. 1982]  [19:  Small, J.P. 1984. ] 


Based on this evidence, it could be argued that religious ideas migrated to the Italian peninsula based on geography and the migration of people and ideas; specifically, the Greeks; rather than Rome as a new settlement adopting the religion of their more established Etruscan neighbour. This is best explained by the presence of Greek colonies in Italy along the coast, dating back to the 8th century[footnoteRef:20], which correlates with the dates of Greek archaeological finds in Rome that Cornell indicated, as-well as the further evidence of Greek influence on Etruscan funerary art in later centuries. There are however problems with this theory. If Greek religious iconography is so entrenched in Etruscan civilization, if we are to take the theory, then Etruscan influence on Rome’s religious institutions must be treated as being somewhat Greek. I personally see this view as being slightly reductionist, ignoring some of the more complex fundamentals of Etruscan religion such as the ones I have explored. Even if Greek myth and iconography found its way into Etruscan funerary art, for example, the funerary practices themselves remain intrinsically Etruscan. The theory also lends itself to the over-generalization that the Roman pantheon, or at least the anthropomorphism of the gods, was wholly ‘stolen’ from the Greeks. As I have previously examined, this does not seem to be the case. [20:  Strab. 6.1] 



Ultimately, the problem with assessing the evidence available lies with the fact there is little of it. While the ever-increasing amount of archaeological evidence does help to build a better picture of religion in early Rome, it is still difficult to draw conclusions. We can look at evidence of Greek archaeological finds in Rome and Etruscan territory and point towards Greek influence. Equally, however, Etruscan archaeological finds point towards a deeply religious culture that clearly had a profound effect on early Rome according to the likes of Cicero and Tacitus, and indeed in the adopted Etruscan architecture. Having examined the evidence, it seems that the answer lies somewhere in-between; that Rome was a melting pot of new ideas from both the Etruscans and the Greeks, which over time helped to shape a uniquely Roman religious identity.
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