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​​Introduction 
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The Etruscans have long fascinated scholars, artists, historians, and even the general public primarily due to their mysteriousness and the lack of information about them. These ancient peoples lived in Etruria, a region of Central Italy situated between the Arno and Tiber Rivers. Their civilization reached its height of wealth and power during the sixth century BCE. Their way of life, dress, religious beliefs, and so many more cultural elements would later be adopted and integrated by the Romans. They would come to dominate much of Europe, Asia Minor, and North Africa. 

The origins of the Etruscans have been a source of debate for centuries. Herodotus was the first to claim that they were the descendants of a group of people from Lydia in the Middle East, who their king had sent before relieving the pressures of an eighteen-year drought before 800 BCE. A few centuries later, another Greek historian, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, would claim that the Etruscans were native to Etruria and the descendants of the Villanovan culture. 

Both ancient theories have had their fair share of critics over the centuries, and so have some of the more recent ones put forward by scholars from the 19th century onwards. 

However, although the foundations of their civilization are shrouded in mystery, it is still clear that by the seventh century BCE, the Etruscans were no longer a small community and had, instead, founded the first of their great cities. Before they reached the Arno River and took the Tuscany region as a dominating force, their expeditions were most likely conducted by individuals rather than whole communities. Expansion, by this time, was a necessity as the Greeks had already started setting up colonies in Corsica, southern France, Sicily, and the southern Ligurian coastline. 

The Etruscans continued to expand their territory south. Still, they found that they couldn't go any further than the Tiber River as they were blocked by other powerful Italian people who had settled in the region. They also discovered the Picenes to the east. However, the Etruscans found little resistance from the densely scattered Italic tribes that were settled in the Apennine Mountains region of modern-day Emilia and Tuscany, making it easier to expand in these locations. By the sixth century BCE, the Etruscans managed to expand into the valley surrounding the Po River. 

This new culture established itself in modern-day Bologna, the home of the Villanovan center, Felsina, and Marzabotto along the Reno River. The Etruscan cities in the eastern regions traded with the Greek colonies and ancient Istra (modern-day Croatia). Etruscan cities in the Po Valley region traded with the La Tene cultures of Central Europe. As the Etruscans expanded towards the north, they soon took what modern-day cities of Mantua, Parma, Modena, and Piacenza are. Nearing the end of the seventh century BCE, the Etruscans moved into Latium and Campania, resulting in Rome's Tarquin rule between 616 and 510/509 BCE. 

Before the Etruscans began to influence Rome, the Romans were a group of villages. It was only when a new leader appeared and took control and went on to create the first significant public works, such as the Cloaca Maxima sewer and the walls of the Capitoline Hill, did Rome begin to emerge. Archaeological excavations around the Capitoline Hill prove the Romans were heavily influenced by the Etruscans, including rich and lavish tombs similar to those that their neighbors created. 

Around the start of the sixth century BCE, the Etruscans had already incorporated the ancient towns of Faesulae and Volaterrae (Fiesole and Volterra) in the north. They then set their sights on Campania in the south. They first set up Capua as their stronghold in this region, quickly followed by Nola. An Etruscan necropolis has been discovered around Salerno and artifacts in both Pompeii and Herculaneum. However, the southern Italian coastlines were still firmly in the grip of the Greeks. In 524 BCE, they attacked the Greek colony of Cumae, but Aristodemus, the ruler of the city, defeated them. 

Conflicts still continued between the Etruscans and the Greek trading colonies, especially when Carthage, in modern-day Tunisia, entered the fray. In 535 BCE, the Greeks proclaimed that they won against the Carthaginians in the Battle of Alalia but were so upset that they left Corsica to the Carthaginians and the Etruscans. 

The Etruscans reached the height of their power and influence at the very end of the sixth century BCE, when its borders stretched from the Po River Valley to Salerno, although there were pockets of Etruscan settlements outside these areas. However, they soon discovered that they could not hold onto power for long. The north was the first to feel this power shift, then towards the southern regions. Resistance from the Greeks, the Gauls, the Romans, and the Samnites soon rocked the foundations of Cumae, and by 509 BCE, the Romans expelled the Etruscans from Rome, as illustrated by the legend of Tarquinius. 

When the Etruscans lost Latium, Etruria was forced to cut communications with the cities in Campania and lose all its possessions in the region. A gradual series of feuds erupted between Rome and the Etruscan cities, and ultimately Rome incorporated all the Etruscan cities into its own authority. Veii was the first city to fall to Rome in 396 BCE, then Capena, followed by Sutri and Nepet. 

The Etruscans were able to set up one of the best successful agricultural and commercial cultures the ancient Mediterranean has ever known. While much of their origin and lifestyle is still unknown, what remains – in particular, the incredibly rich and vibrant terracotta portraits in their tombs – offer us a tantalizing glimpse into their civilization.
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​​Chapter One: The Origins of the Etruscans 
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Herodotus is our earliest written source on the Etruscans. In his works, he tells how the migration of Lydians came to what is northern Italy and settled there after experiencing an eighteen-year drought back in their home country. 

On the face of it, the story may seem a little far-fetched. For many scholars in the past, it was believed that the Etruscans migrated from the east and settled in Italy around 650 – 1200 BCE. 

In 1965, Rhys Carpenter held a lecture at Cambridge University where he proposed that the origins of the Etruscans originated in Aegean and Anatolia region after a long drought during the 13th and 12th centuries BCE. It was this drought, he postulated, that was the cause of the fall of the Bronze Age. 
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