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Scholars have been reluctant to believe that the Etruscans practiced human sacrifice.
There are many specific references in written sources and in representations of human
sacrifice that have at one time or another been dismissed as not sufficient for
determining if the Etruscans did in fact engage in this practice. Recent excavations in
the monumental sacred area on the Pian di Civita at Tarquinia by the University of Milan
(directed by M. Bonghi Jovino and G. Bagnasco Gianni) have proven once and for all
that human sacrifice was indeed practiced by the Etruscans, through the discovery of a
number of burials in this non-funerary context, of infants, children and adults. Some
individuals were demonstrably “marginal” in society, as diseased, foreign or of lower
social status. One child, an 8-year old, was decapitated and his feet placed at the base
of and underneath a wall, evidently as a foundation deposit. A stone altar, a sacred
building, and a ritual deposit of symbols of secular power (an axe, a shield and a lituus
trumpet) were all part of the archaeological context in which the killings took place.

There are many representations in Etruscan mythic art that clearly depict human
sacrifice. While the myths may show a kind of surrogate for actual killing, they
nevertheless may reflect actual rituals and beliefs associated with such killing. This
presentation assembles literary, archaeological and iconographical evidence to be
studied anew with an open mind in order to determine what is most likely to have
represented real sacrificial practice as opposed to fictional, exaggerated, symbolic, or
mythological matter.
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