
The mysterious Etruscans 
 

The rich inhabitants of Etruria (modern-day Tuscany and parts of Umbria) (Slide 2) 

produced a number of Rome’s kings, transformed the city of Rome, and played a 

fundamental role in the development of Roman culture. Yet, for all their 

contributions, we know very little about the Etruscans. Theories abound regarding 

who they were and where they came from, whether they were ‘Greek’ exiles who 

originated in Asia Minor, like the mythical Trojan Aeneas, or part of an indigenous 

tribe from the Bronze Age Villanovan culture. Recent mitochondrial DNA tests, 

carried out in 2007 and 2013, suggest that both of these theories are plausible. Other 

theories suggest Egyptian origins for their art and religion. The Greeks (specifically 

Herodotus) called them Tyrrheni and they called themselves Rasna, which has been 

linked to terms for ‘sea people’ in both Egyptian and Hittite. Their religion, advanced 

skills in metalwork, engineering prowess and artistic style all have parallels in a 

number of cultures, yet each of these facets evolved into something distinctively 

Etruscan. Regardless of how they arrived in Italy, it is clear that Etruscan culture 

developed as its own entity. 

 

This case study and the web resources will utilize literary sources and material 

evidence on the Etruscans to assess how their language, art, culture and religion 

shaped the Roman world, and especially the archaic period of Rome.  

 

Etruscan urban planning and engineering 
 

‘All right, all right … but apart from better sanitation and medicine and education and 

irrigation and public health and roads and a freshwater system and baths and public 

order … what have the Romans done for us?’ 

Monty Python’s Life of Brian 

 

While the Romans are often lauded for engineering feats such as arches, aqueducts, 

baths and roads, it is worth noting that a number of these accomplishments, although 

developed by the Romans, were actually introduced to the city of Rome by their 

Etruscan neighbours. Indeed, while the etymology of the Etruscan name for their own 

culture (Rasna) is not known, their Greek name and the term ‘Etruscan’ probably 

derive from the large towers (tursis in Greek; turris in Latin – the root of the modern 

word ‘turret’) they built in their hilltop settlements in Etruria (modern-day Tuscany). 

These settlements required structural reinforcements in the form of arches as well as a 

water source and sanitation, often in the form of wells that had to be hewn from inside 

the mountain and can still be viewed today in towns such as Montepulciano, Orvieto 

and Bagnoregio (Slide 3). When Etruscans travelled to Rome, they brought not only 

experience in architecture and engineering roads, bridges and water resources, but 

materials such as grey tufa (from the area of Veii), used for the archaic inscription in 

the Lapis Niger (see case study). We know of Etruscan techniques from the surviving 

material evidence in Etruria and Rome and from the historic accounts of writers such 

as Livy, who attributes the King’s Palace (the Regia), the Cloaca Maxima (Rome’s 

first sewer) and the city’s first temple to Jupiter Optimus Maximus to the Etruscans. 

There was even a road connecting the Forum Romanum to the Forum Boarium called 

the Vicus Tuscus (‘Tuscan ’hood’) (Slide 4).  

 



Etruscan art and culture 
 

Along with building techniques and materials, Etruscans brought art and skills in 

metalworking as well terracotta. These art forms range from sculpture, such as the 

famous Arezzo Bronze (see ‘The Capitoline Wolf’ case study) statue of a chimera, to 

locally produced and imported Greek pottery, such as a Louvre Vase (see ‘The Image 

of Aeneas’ case study). Perhaps one of the most impressive objects and traditions 

brought to Rome was that of the chariot, which was not only a work of art but also the 

culture of the games and chariot-racing. According to Livy, after plundering rebel 

Etruscan towns, the Etruscan king Lucius Tarquinius Priscus (c. 616–579 BC) 

returned to Rome wearing gold and purple robes in a chariot drawn by four horses, an 

image which would go on to define the Roman triumph. He was responsible for 

draining the Forum Romanum via the Cloaca Maxima, starting the Temple of Jupiter 

Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline and constructing the Circus Maximus. His 

legacy of victory and euergetism, whether or not it actually happened, would be used 

by Roman heroes (P. Cornelius Scipio, Pompey) and Roman emperors for many 

centuries to come.  

 

The role Etruscans played in introducing the games culture to Rome is firmly attested 

in the literary sources, but material evidence was scarce, with only a few models of 

chariots surviving. However, in the early twentieth century an almost complete 

wooden and bronze Etruscan chariot was discovered by a farmer digging in his cellar 

in Perugia. Later acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (Slide 5), 

this has been called the most grand piece of sixth-century Etruscan bronze 

craftsmanship in the world. It includes decorations made of ivory and what seems to 

be amber that depict Homeric scenes with archaic-style figures (not unlike the images 

of Aeneas found on pottery from the same era). These were pervasive in Greek art 

around this time, so it would be easy to class the chariot as mere imitation or an 

import from the Greek world. However, its engineering is unique, employing nine 

spokes (as opposed to eight in Persian or four in Greek chariots). Hence, in the 

Monteleone chariot, which is dated to c. 530 BC, we have an object that was used 

within fifty years of Tarquinius Priscus’ reign and illustrates both Etruscan innovation 

and the origins of the Roman triumph in early Roman history.  

 

Although they certainly imported Greek pottery, the Etruscans also had their own 

local pottery, called bucchero, which was all black (black fabric and a shiny black 

gloss). This could be polished until it shone and the decoration was often simple, 

although sometimes unusual features, like a bull’s head, were added (Slide 6). 

Bucchero did not suit the popular Greek style of decoration and ultimately the bright 

colours and dynamic decoration on Greek pottery sent Etruscan bucchero 

manufacture into decline.  

 

Etruscan religion  
 

The Etruscans’ mysterious rituals and religious practice have also been linked to a 

number of different origins. The general lack of Etruscan literature and our difficulty 

in deciphering the little that has survived have limited what we know of Etruscan 

religion, leaving it shrouded in a veil of mystery, but their buildings, objects and 

practices provide evidence of innovations as well as similarities to a number of other 



cultures. Those who know of the Greek Olympian gods (e.g. Zeus (king of the gods), 

Hera (his jealous wife), Aphrodite (goddess of love) and Athena (goddess of 

wisdom)) often feel that there was merely a simple conversion of them into their 

Roman counterparts. Indeed some deities, such as Apollo, even retained their original 

Greek names. However, for the most part, the Roman names are different, with many 

of them based on the Etruscan names for these deities.  

 

Does this suggest that a number Roman deities were modelled on Etruscan deities, 

which may or may not have been as closely related initially as they became during the 

height of Rome’s empire? Possibly.  

 

The art of divination, involving the interpretation of entrails by a haruspex, is a 

Roman practice that has parallels in Near Eastern religions. The importance of 

Etruscan practice in Roman religion is evident in a bronze model of a sheep’s liver, 

often known as ‘the liver of Piacenza’, which dates from the second century BC and 

was discovered in the nineteenth century. This life-size and anatomically correct 

organ, a bit like the model heads used by phrenologists, has been labelled with the 

names of Etruscan deities (Slide 7). A number of these have close parallels with 

Roman deities: Satres (Saturn), Mar (Mars), Herc (Hercules), Neth (Neptune) and 

Selva (Silvanus). The writing on the object seems to start at the top (north) and move 

around in a clockwise direction, in a way that would challenge all but the most well-

initiated haruspex. A similar clay model of a sheep’s liver, dating to 1900–1600 BC 

and now at the British Museum (see web resources), was found in southern Iraq.  

 

Etruscan temples were equally divergent from their classical Greek counterparts. 

Perhaps Rome’s most famous place of worship, the Temple of Jupiter Optimus 

Maximus (Jupiter the Biggest and Greatest) on the Capitoline Hill, which was begun 

under the reign of an Etruscan king, offers not the symmetrical style of Greek temples 

with a single deity, but a tiered monument to three deities of varying prominence. 

Jupiter held the middle place, with Juno and Minerva on either side (Slide 8). 

Monuments to these three deities, often called Capitolia, were later erected in cities 

throughout Italy and the rest of the Roman empire (especially in the first century AD) 

as a sign of solidarity. Temples were also adapted for religious practice. Etruscan 

religion used augury, divination through the movement of birds (like the ‘omen’ of 

birds for Romulus’ founding of Rome), and their temples often had large and raised 

porches at the front from where the skies could be observed. These elements would 

become defining features of temples in Rome for the next millennium.  

 

Etruscan burials 
 

Etruscan tombs are very ornate, leading some scholars to discern an Egyptian 

influence on their large and richly decorated tumuli (earthen mounds), which often 

contained the members of a single family. Many of these can still be seen in the 

hillsides of Etruria. Inside the tombs were brightly painted frescos and sarcophagi 

where the bodies of the deceased were placed. The Etruscans often used terracotta for 

temple decorations and for tombs on account of its light weight, durability, 

malleability and ability to hold colours well. The paintings on the walls, often 

depicted vivid scenes of people enjoying life. The Tomb of the Triclinium (c. 470 

BC), found at the Monterozzi necropolis in Tarquinia, features a number of wall 

paintings (Slide 9) with scenes of banqueting and revelry (indeed, the term 



‘triclinium’ refers to the three dining couches placed against each wall of the dining 

room). This depiction of a festive funerary environment, not unlike an Irish wake, has 

parallels in the Greek world and is described by Virgil in Book 5 of the Aeneid in the 

funerary games of Anchises. Anything but sombre, these feasts were celebrations of a 

life and a sort of ‘last supper’ with the deceased.  

 

This can also been seen on sarcophagi, such as the Sarcophagus of the Spouses (Slide 

10), which depicts a husband and wife snuggling on a couch together, with the 

husband’s arm affectionately draped over his wife’s shoulder. While the 

representation of figures is similar to that found in Greek archaic art – with little 

movement, exaggerated proportions, almond-shaped eyes and lips curved up in an 

‘archaic smile’ – the actual scene – a poignant moment between husband and wife on 

a couch – is definitively Etruscan. (Greek wives were not allowed to attend dinner 

parties.) Although the sarcophagus dates to the early–mid-sixth century BC (the 

height of Etruscan culture), the colours have survived very well, with the different 

shades of hair colour, the pillow and even the decoration on the blanket still visible. 

Scholars cannot agree on what the couple’s posture indicates (perhaps a marriage 

ceremony?) or what object they are holding.  

 

While some aspects of Etruscan religion – divining a sheep’s liver, for example – can 

seem sinister and creepy, other aspects – such as their burial practices and their 

temples – evoke a lively and vivid culture that allowed women to participate in 

dancing, banquets and games in a way that their Greek counterparts never could.  

This evidence also illustrates the number of ways in which the emerging Roman 

culture was strongly influenced by Etruscan traditions.  

 

Trade and fate of the Etruscans 
 

Etruscans also had a role to play in shaping the Roman government, although this is 

difficult to assess in the transition from monarchy to a republic in the late sixth 

century BC. They possessed great wealth from natural resources and an elaborate 

trading network, which undoubtedly drew them down to Rome and the Tiber in order 

to trade with Greeks, Sabines and Phoenicians (who would become the ‘Punic’-

speaking Carthaginians). While our ability to read surviving Etruscan materials is 

limited, networks are evident in documents such as the Pyrgi lamellae, a bilingual 

dedication in Etruscan and Phoenician, inscribed in gold foil. This text records an 

alliance against Greek settlements in Corsica and Sardinia, probably from the sixth 

century BC.  

 

Even after the fall of the last Tarquin king and the foundation of the republic, 

Etruscan candidates for kingship continued to present themselves and their culture 

continued to thrive. They also hosted a number of Greek tradesmen and imported 

Greek art. Interaction with Rome remained tense, however, and Veii was attacked 

successfully by the Romans in 396 BC: the city’s wealth, materials and even a cult 

statue were all carried back to Rome. The Etruscans appear to have recovered rapidly, 

though: according to Livy, just six years later, when the Gauls sacked Rome, the 

Senate considered moving the capital to Veii.  

 

The gradual decline of the Etruscans was the product of a number of factors: the 

expansion of Rome and its territories, and the success of their Phoenician allies in the 



Tyrrheian Sea. As the Phoenicians expanded their naval empire (with its centre in the 

African city of Carthage) and the Romans took land to the south and forged stronger 

links with Greek merchants, the Etruscans found themselves increasingly short of 

trading opportunities. One by one, the Etruscan cities fell to Rome in the late fourth 

and early third centuries BC. While their cultural influence continued, their days of 

political and military pre-eminence were effectively over.  

 

Although they were clearly important in shaping Roman culture, the role of the 

Etruscans in the history of Rome is sometimes overlooked. This is especially 

surprising given that the Romans themselves, including the emperor Claudius, 

acknowledged the Etruscans’ contribution to their civilization. Indeed, Livy links 

many of Rome’s most defining buildings and practices to the Etruscan tradition. In 

this respect, the mystery of Etruscan culture is doubly detrimental: it limits our 

understanding of a fascinating people themselves and what they contributed to Roman 

culture.  

 

Web resources 
 

A fair treatment of the Etruscans with some ‘interesting’ Italian perspectives is 

available at: http://www.mysteriousetruscans.com/ 

For comparison, there is a Babylonian sheep’s liver at the British Museum: 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/me/c/clay_model

_of_a_sheeps_liver.aspx 

A wonderfully thorough bibliography and additional list of web resources for the 

Etruscans can be found on the library page of the Mysterious Etruscans webpage: 

http://www.mysteriousetruscans.com/library.html 
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