
Cato, De Agricultura (Farming and Religion) 
 
(A manual on farming, written around 160 BC; the following are extracts that have to do with 
prayer and ritual) 

131 Make the offering for the oxen when the pear trees bloom; then begin the spring ploughing. 
Plough first the spots which are dry and sandy. Then, the heavier and wetter the spots are, the 
later they should be ploughed.  

132 The offering is to be made in this way: Offer to Jupiter Dapalis92 a cup of wine of any size 
you wish, observing the day as a holiday for the oxen, the teamsters, and those who make the 
offering. In making the offering use this formula: "Jupiter Dapalis, forasmuch as it is fitting that 
a cup of wine be offered thee, in my house and in the midst of my people, for they sacred feast; 
and to that end, be thou honoured by the offering of this food." Wash the hands, then take the 
wine, and say: "Jupiter Dapalis, be thou honoured by the offering of thy feast, and be thou 
honoured by the wine placed before thee." You may make an offering to Vesta if you wish. 
Present it to Jupiter religiously, in the fitting form. The feast to Jupiter consists of roasted meat 
and an urn of wine. After the offering is made plant millet, panic grass, garlic, and lentils.  

134 Before harvest the sacrifice of the porca praecidanea94 should be offered in this manner: 
Offer a sow as porca praecidanea to Ceres before harvesting spelt, wheat, barley, beans, and 
rape seed; and address a prayer, with incense and wine, to Janus, Jupiter, and Juno, before 
offering the sow. Make an offering of cakes95 to Janus, with these words: "Father Janus, in 
offering these cakes, I humbly beg that thou wilt be gracious and merciful to me and my 
children, my house and my household." Then make an offering of cake to Jupiter with these 
words: "In offering this cake, O Jupiter I humbly beg that thou, pleased by this offering, wilt be 
gracious and merciful to me and my children, my house and my household." Then present the 
wine to Janus, saying: "Father Janus, as I prayed humbly in offering the cakes, so wilt thou to the 
same end be honoured by this wine placed before thee." And then pray to Jupiter thus: "Jupiter, 
wilt thou deign to accept the cake; wilt thou deign to accept the wine placed before thee." Then 
offer up the porca praecidanea. When the entrails have been removed, make an offering of cakes 
to Janus, with a prayer as before; and an offering of a cake to Jupiter, with a prayer as before. 
After the same manner, also, offer wine to Janus and offer wine to Jupiter, as was directed before 
for the offering of the cakes, and the consecration of the cake. Afterwards offer entrails and wine 
to Ceres.  
 

92 An epithet of Jupiter, derived from the old Roman custom of spreading an offering of food (daps) before the 
gods.  

94 The hog offered in sacrifice before the harvest. Aulus Gellius, IV, 6, 7 contrasts it with the porca succidanea, 
offered after the harvest. 

95 The strues was a heap of little offering-cakes, "not unlike the fingers joined together," as Festus describes them; 
and the fertum was an oblation-cake.  

 



138 Oxen may be yoked on feast days for these purposes: to haul firewood, bean stalks, and 
grain for storing. There is no holiday for mules, horses, or donkeys, except the family festivals.  

139 The following is the Roman formula to be observed in thinning a grove: A pig is to be 
sacrificed, and the following prayer uttered: "Whether thou be god or goddess to whom this 
grove is dedicated, as it is thy right to receive a sacrifice of a pig for the thinning of this sacred 
grove, and to this intent, whether I or one at my bidding do it, may it be rightly done. To this end, 
in offering this pig to thee I humbly beg that thou wilt be gracious and merciful to me, to my 
house and household, and to my children. Wilt thou deign to receive this pig which I offer thee to 
this end."  

140 If you wish to till the ground, offer a second sacrifice in the same way, with the addition of 
the words: "for the sake of doing this work." So long as the work continues, the ritual must be 
performed in some part of the land every day; and if you miss a day, or if public or domestic 
feast days intervene, a new offering must be made.  

141  The following is the formula for purifying land: Bidding the suovetaurilia98 to be led 
around, use the words: "That with the good help of the gods success may crown our work, I bid 
thee, Manius,99 to take care to purify my farm, my land, my ground with this suovetaurilia, in 
whatever part thou thinkest best for them to be driven or carried around." Make a prayer with 
wine to Janus and Jupiter, and say: "Father Mars, I pray and beseech thee that thou be gracious 
and merciful to me, my house, and my household; to which intent I have bidden this 
suovetaurilia to be led around my land, my ground, my farm; that thou keep away, ward off, and 
remove sickness, seen and unseen, barrenness and destruction, ruin and unseasonable influence; 
and that thou permit my harvests, my grain, my vineyards, and my plantations to flourish and to 
come to good issue, preserve in health my shepherds and my flocks, and give good health and 
strength to me, my house, and my household.100 To this intent, to the intent of purifying my farm, 
my land, my ground, and of making an expiation, as I have said, deign to accept the offering of 
these suckling victims; Father Mars, to the same intent deign to accept the offering of these 
suckling offering." Also heap the cakes101 with the knife and see that the oblation cake be hard 
by, then present the victims. When you offer up the pig, the lamb, and the calf, use this formula: 
"To this intent deign to accept the offering of these victims." . . .102 If favourable omens are not 
obtained in response to all, speak thus: "Father Mars, if aught hath not pleased thee in the 
offering of those sucklings, I make atonement with these victims." If there is doubt about one or 
two, use these words: "Father Mars, inasmuch as thou wast not pleased by the offering of that 
pig, I make atonement with this pig."  

98 Three victims of three kinds were offered, a swine, a ram, and a bull (sus, ovis, taurus).  

99 Variously taken as a slave, an overseer, a sooth-sayer, or our "John Doe."  

100 Norden, Antike Kunstprosa, p157, calls attention to the metrical character of the passage.  

101 The strues was a heap of little offering-cakes, "not unlike the fingers joined together," as Festus describes them; 
and the fertum was an oblation-cake.  
 
102 The text is corrupt. Schneider suggests porcum for Martem, thus making the meaning: "It is not permitted to call 
the pig, the lamb, or the calf by name."  


