























Fig. 6. Palazzo
Pubblico and the
Piazza del
Campo at Siena.

temple; the area around the temple was usually defined as a precinct
for the activities of the worshippers, as appears to be the case, for
example, at the Portonaccio temple at Veii (fig. 5).

Until recently, the study of Etruscan sanctuaries has usually
focused on identifying the locations, and preferably the cults, of
temples. But we have now learned to be more cautious and to re-
alize that temples were only one among many types of places and
buildings where the Etruscans met to perform sacrifices and prayer
rituals,” and that the “typical” Etruscan temple plan is identical
with that of the Etruscan houses. As shown by the excavations at
Acquarossa near Viterbo (fig. 1), houses, like temples, had one or
more rooms, placed side by side, with a porch in front.*” Terracotta
revetments with mythological or decorative scenes adomed the eaves,
and akroteria crowned the roofs.

Our criteria for distinguishing between a house for a deity and
a house for the living must now be revised. Furthermore, if we
follow the terminology used in differentiating sacred places from
settlements in the Bronze or Iron Age periods in Italy, a “sacred”
place is defined by being “different” in some way from the sur-
rounding settlement.™ These differences may be expressed in rel-
ative terms in that a space, whether architectural or not, is larger,
more elaborately laid out, more embellished.*” In absolute terms, a
sacred place is one that provides concrete evidence such as altars
as indications of sacrifice or votive objects as evidence of offer-
ings.™



Such a broadening of our awareness of sacred spaces to include
many different types of places for people to gather and worship
allows us to appreciate the variety of Etruscan sanctuaries. Altars
and temples are as indicative of Etruscan religious practices as are
the locations at springs or on mountain tops where votive offerings
have been placed by the worshippers.

It is in the nature of ancient religion, in which the deities pro-
tected every action taken by a private individual or by a city, that
a sanctuary served many purposes other than those aimed directly
at ascertaining divine protection. People gathered to talk, to trade,
to discuss politics, to eat and drink, and to entertain themselves (and
presumably also the deities) with games and spectacles. A modern
parallel, close to the heart of all who have experienced it, are the
events that lead up to the Palio race at Siena twice a year (fig. 6).
There the dramatic horse race is only one part of the activities that
take place throughout the city, including the procession to the Duomo,
the blessing of the horses in the small contrada chapels, and the
mass held at the chapel at the Palazzo Publico in the Campo on the
very morning of the race.”’

The most famous of all Etruscan meeting places, the Shrine of
Voltumna, is also the most elusive.™ It must have existed by 434
B.C., for Livy reports that following the capture of Fidenae north-
east of Rome, the citizens of the Etruscan town of Veii and the
Faliscans, who lived further inland along the right shore of the Ti-
ber, sent envoys to the twelve cities of Etruria, and arranged for a
council to be held at the Shrine of Voltumna.* In subsequent years,
the sanctuary is again referred to as a meeting place, but without
any indication as to its exact location or appearance.®’

Many attempts have been made to identify this important site,
but there is still little agrecment as to its location.*' The suggestions
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of places such as Monte Becco or Montefiascone near Lake Bol-
sena, or nearby Orvieto (fig. 1) stem from the evidence provided
by the late Roman inscription from Spello, southeast of Perugia.*
It refers to priests and religious activities that were held at Volsinii.
In Roman times, Volsinii was located near modern Bolsena, on the
shore of Lake Bolsena, but its Etruscan predecessor was elsewhere,
perhaps on the hill now occupied by Orvieto.*

According to Livy, the main function of this Shrine of Vol-
umna was to serve as a neutral meeting place for political and mil-
itary negotiations. The inscription from Spello further suggests that
the activities also included theatrical performances and gladiatorial
games. Whether or not such games reflected primarily Roman prac-
tices, the overall indications for the location and function of the
shrine suggest that the form in all likelihood was not that of a tra-
ditional Etruscan temple. To serve the functions described, one would
expect to find large assembly areas, roofed as well as unroofed,
areas for games, and an altar or enclosed space for performing the
appropriate sacrifices to the female deity Voltumna.

In our search for the Shrine of Voltumna we must recognize
that its primary function as a meeting place under divine protection
could have been served equally well at a sacred grove, a spring, or
an altar. It may have taken the form of a monumental building com-
plex such as the one discovered at Poggio Civitate (Murlo), south
of Siena (fig. 7),* but not necessarily that of a temple.

Throughout Etruscan culture, the literary and archaeological
evidence suggests that religious expressions were all-pervasive, and
that the Etruscan gods and goddesses were equally powerful whether
worshipped at an elaborately decorated temple in the city, at a quiet
spring in the countryside, or at a crowded and noisy open-air meet-
ing place in neutral territory. We may never be able to understand
all the intricacies of Etruscan religious beliefs, but a careful ex-
amination of texts and objects, coupled with an appreciation of the
Etruscan sites in the setting of the Tuscan landscape, can only bring
us closer to the goal.
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NOTES

I am grateful to Jane Whitehead, John L. Berry, and the anonymous read-
ers for their comments on the text of this article.

The bibliography on Etruscan sanctuaries and religion is vast. The
articles and books cited here, especially the exhibit catalogues from the
Etruscan Year in 1985, provide references for further reading.

The following abbreviations have been used, in addition to those in
AJA 90 (1986) 384-94:

Arezzo 1985 = G. Colonna, ed., Santuari d’Etruria (Milan 1985) [cat-
alogue of exhibit in Arezzo, May—-October 1985].
Bonfante 1986 = L. Bonfante, ed., Etruscan Life and Afterlife: A Hand-
book of Etruscan Studies (Detroit 1986).
Edlund 1987 = 1.LE.M. Edlund, The Gods and the Place: Location and
Function of Sanctuaries in the Countryside of Etruria and
Magna Graecia (700400 B.c.). Acta Instituti Romani
Regni Sueciae Series in 4° 43 (Stockholm 1987).
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