
chapter 8

Visualising Veneration: Images of Animal Sacrifice
on Greek Votive Reliefs

Anja Klöckner

At first glance, images of animal sacrifice do not seem very helpful for the
study of Greek religion. The images, mainly vase-paintings and votive reliefs
from the late archaic and Classical period,1 are often generic, composed of
stock motifs. This is especially true of the depictions of the animals. Sheep,
cattle and pigs are often rendered rather schematically. In this respect, the
visual evidence forms a marked contrast to the osteological and epigraphic
evidence, which can – at least sometimes – give precise information on the
species, sex, age or even colour of the sacrificial victims. And whereas
inscriptions may set out clear regulations about which animal is to be offered
to which deity, the correlation between sacrificial victims and divine reci-
pients in the images is much looser. In this respect and others, visual art is
a problematic source of information on ancient cult practice.
As I am here presenting a study of images of animal sacrifice, this may be a

rather frustrating starting point. However, if we shift our focus, the images
can provide insight into the contemporary ancient discourse on animal
sacrifice from a fresh perspective. In this chapter I do not attempt to use
images to reconstruct ritual performance, but will instead analyse the specific
references to animal sacrifice in visual media and the function of sacrificial
representations in religious communication.
There is no shortage of relevant iconographical data. In this chapter I

will concentrate on the Classical reliefs, not only because the vase-paintings
have already been discussed intensively, but because this particular class of
material has a distinctive communicative role in a religious context. Greek
votive reliefs are an important, but still not exhausted, source of

I am very grateful to Sarah Hitch and Ian Rutherford for inviting me to contribute a chapter to this
volume. I would also like to express my deep gratitude to Bernd Hoffmann for his kind advice on the
physiology of animals.
1 Hausmann (1948:71–6); van Straten (1995); Himmelmann (1997); Berger (1998); Edelmann (1999);
Laxander (2000:7–55, 159–78); Gebauer (2002); van Straten (2005); Blok (2009).
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information on Greek religion in general and on animal sacrifice in
particular. Large quantities of them were dedicated, primarily in Attica.
Many of these marble slabs show worshippers visiting gods and heroes in
their sanctuaries: individuals, couples, groups and families demonstrate
their devotion and present offerings, mostly sacrificial victims. Whereas
vases featured in a large variety of functions in the mundane and festive,
sacral and profane life of ancient Greece, the primary function of votive
reliefs is always the same. Vases could be used, for example, at symposia as
well as for funerals or as donations in sanctuaries; votive reliefs, in contrast,
were always gifts for the gods.
In cases where the original context is lost, we know very little about the

buyers, owners or recipients of the vases and how they may have used
the objects. In contrast to this, we can reconstruct the original context of
the stelai, even when nothing has been recorded about it: all of them were
offered either by a single person or by a group of votaries to a deity or hero,
often to discharge vows. The images of animal sacrifice on vases can refer to
rituals performed by the polis as well as by individuals, even inmythological
settings. In contrast, votive reliefs were all used in rituals performed by
particular worshippers, most of them not acting in their capacity as
members of subgroups of the polis, but instead in the context of private
sacrifices.2The reliefs are not only images of ritual: they are objects of ritual
as well.

Images of Animal Sacrifice on Greek Votive Reliefs:
Some Characteristics

The images of animal sacrifice on Greek votive reliefs from the late fifth
and the fourth centuries bc have been described and analysed by Folkert
van Straten andMartina Edelmann.3 Both have pointed out that the actual
killing of the animal, strikingly under-represented in Greek art as a whole,
is almost entirely missing on votive reliefs. Only one relief from Larymna
shows the killing of a ram, but it has not been conclusively demonstrated to
be a votive, and the interpretation of the image is a matter of debate.4

Images of the post-kill phase are extremely rare, too. There is again only
one relief, an early Hellenistic votive from the Athenian sanctuary of
Pancrates (Fig. 8.1), that certainly refers to this stage of the ritual.

2 Cf. van Straten (1995:60); van Straten (2005:27).
3 van Straten (1995:58–100); Edelmann (1999:144–54).
4 Chalkis, AM 7: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 225 fig. 109; Schild-Xenidou (2005).
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It shows a group of worshippers gathering about a round altar, where meat
on two spits is being roasted over a grate.5 This relief, however, is not only
later than most of the other votives in question, but is also singular in its
composition. Another early Hellenistic relief, found in Rhamnous, is more
conventional. Here something is depicted on the altar that could be inter-
preted as sacrificial meat, although it cannot be determined unequivocally.6

Apart from these exceptional pieces, the majority of reliefs under discussion
do not show the kill, the handling of the slaughtered animal nor any other
preparation for the sacrificial meal. They depict an earlier phase, in which the
animal is still alive.
A votive from the Asclepieum of Athens may serve as a typical example

for such a pre-kill setting (Fig. 8.2).7 Even though the left side and the
upper right edge are missing, the main elements of the image are clearly
recognisable. It belongs to the most popular group of votive reliefs, the so-
called adoration reliefs: humans appear before gods, in this case Asclepius

Fig. 8.1. Votive relief to Pancrates, from the sanctuary of Pancrates in Athens (early
Hellenistic). Athens, Fethiye Camii P 68 A: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut

Abteilung Athen, Inst. Neg. Athen 1993/1213.

5 Athens, Fethiye Camii P 68 A: Vikela (1994), cat. no. S 1 pl. 32.
6 Rhamnous, AM 102: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 47.
7 Athens, NM 1333: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 8 fig. 59.
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(a) (b)

Fig. 8.2. (a) Votive relief to Asclepius and Hygieia, from the Asclepieum in Athens (second half of the
fourth century bc). Athens, NM 1333: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Abteilung Athen, Inst. Neg. Athen NM 6246

(photographer: Gösta Hellner); (b) Detail of fig. 8.2a.
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and Hygieia; they worship them through gestures and present offerings.
An altar marks the border between gods and humans and serves as their
meeting point as well. The sacrificial victim, a sheep, is led to the altar by
a small male. He wears an exomis and holds a flat basket in his left hand,
which, according to van Straten, can be identified as the kanoun.8His small
size and his beardlessness are not to be read as indications of age but only of
his social status: he is a servant, not a child.9 The servant is followed by the
worshippers, all of whom are wearing appropriate dress and the adults, at
least, have their right hand raised in adoration.10 The final position in this
small procession is occupied by a female carrying a large cylindrical basket
on her head. This kiste was used as a container for transportation. It is
always shown closed, sometimes covered with a cloth, so that the contents
are not visible. Following ancient sources, we can safely assume that the
basket was meant to include implements, offerings and food needed for the
performance of ritual.11

The same set of figures and motifs is used on a votive to Zeus Meilichios
from the Piraeus (Fig. 8.3). Again, a male servant with a kanoun is leading
an animal, a rather meaty pig, to the altar and the group of worshippers is
accompanied by a woman carrying a kiste. Modest votives like this and
high-quality works like the stele from the Asclepieum (Fig. 8.2) both draw
on the same pool of pictorial patterns, even if the stonemasons have
executed them with varying levels of skill.
While the general structure of the images is always the same (gods and

heroes on one side, worshippers on the other, turning towards them), the
combination and choice of the iconographical elements can differ. Not
every votive that refers to animal sacrifice uses all the motifs: some may be
left out, others are indispensable. At least one deity, one worshipper and
the sacrificial victim are obligatory.
At first sight, the altar seems to be a standard element of the images, but

this is not the case. The altar is a frequent, but not necessary, element in
images of animal sacrifice. On about one-third of all complete votive reliefs
with worshippers, an altar is depicted between the deities and the mortals.

8 On the kanoun in images of animal sacrifice cf. van Straten (1995:162–4); ThesCRA V (2005:269–74)
s. v. Kanoun.

9 van Straten (1995:60–1, 65–7, 168–80); Edelmann (1999:144–5 (names the attendants as boys)).
According to Vikela, the attendant on a votive relief from the sanctuary of Pancrates (Athens,
Fethiye Camii P 27 B) wears a beard: Vikela (1994), 46–7 cat. no. F 2 pl. 28, 2.

10 On the different habitus of the worshippers, according to gender and age, cf. Klöckner (2002);
Klöckner (2006).

11 On the kiste as ritual implement cf. ThesCRA V (2005), 274–8 s. v. Kiste, cista. On the maid carrying
the kiste on votive reliefs, see van Straten (1995:60–1, 169); Edelmann (1999:149).
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(a) (b)

Fig. 8.3. (a) Votive relief to Zeus Meilichios, from the Piraeus (late fourth century bc). Piraeus, AM Pir 3: Deutsches
Archäologisches Institut Abteilung Piräus 12; (b) Detail of fig. 8.3a.
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However, not all of these reliefs show a sacrificial victim and, conversely,
not every relief with a sacrificial victim shows an altar.12The iconographical
elements ‘sacrificial animal’ and ‘altar’ are used independently of each
other. The focus of the sacrificial ritual (the altar) and the object of the
ritual (the victim) are not necessarily linked together. In this respect, the
votive reliefs once more differ significantly from the vases, where the altar is
an iconographical element of central importance.13 The presentation of the
sacrificial victims and the depiction of the altar both refer to ritual in
general, but also to specific aspects of it. The image of an animal char-
acterises the gift offered, while the altar as the focus of the cultic action
alludes to the ritual performance.
As regards the personnel, the male servant is shown quite often, whereas

the woman with the basket is depicted less frequently.14 While the leading
of the animal is substantial for the ritual performance, the kiste is a useful
but not essential item in this context. The sequence of the iconographical
elements is not random, but follows fixed rules,15 as does the order of the
worshippers. The grades of rank in the procession, according to gender and
age, are usually made unmistakably clear by the position of the partici-
pants: men walk ahead of women, children stand behind adults or, in lower
relief, at their side. Social and situational status, however, do not always
coincide. The stonemasons dealt with this problem by reversing the con-
ventional sequence and placing a particular woman or child at the head of
the procession, to stress that person’s special status on the votive.
The woman carrying the kiste is always placed at the rear of the procession
(Fig. 8.2) or, sculpted in lower relief, in the background (Fig. 8.3). This
indicates that her rank is lower than that of the other participants; she
seems to be a servant rather than a member of the family, even though she
is not characterised by typical servant’s dress like the maids on grave
reliefs.16 In the case of the male servant, his position at the front of the
procession is determined only by the importance of his action.17 Because

12 Cf. e. g. Athens, NM 3952: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 90 fig. 93 (erroneously cited as EM 3942).
Athens, NM 1532: ibid. cat. no. R 137 fig. 106. Patras, AM: ibid. cat. no. R 113 fig. 99. Even if the altar
was originally indicated in paint, it surely had no prominent place in these images.

13 van Straten (1995:165–7); Gebauer (2002:515–24).
14 Edelmann (1999:146). For votive reliefs with male servant and the maid carrying the kiste see e. g.

Athens, NM 1333 van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 8 fig. 59 (fig. 8.2). Piraeus, AM 3 ibid. cat. no. R 44 fig.
75 (fig. 8.3). For votive reliefs with male servant, but without the maid, see e. g. Athens, NM 1407:
ibid. cat. no. R 27 fig. 61. Paris, Louvre 755: ibid. cat. no. R 23 fig. 63.

15 Contra Edelmann (1999:144). 16 Contra Edelmann (1999:146).
17 Normally, the servant is depicted in front of the worshippers. For examples, cf. Edelmann (1999:144

n. 904). Less frequently, the servant is depicted between or beside the worshippers (ibid. n.905) or
even behind them (ibid. n. 906).
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the presentation of the animal has to take place at the altar in front of the
deities, the person guiding the animal has to fulfil an important task,
although he is not significant in himself.
Status is also clearly indicated by different grades of visibility. Not only

the figures’ position in the procession can indicate their importance, but
also the space they occupy. This is again especially evident in the case of
the servants. On some votives the male servant is hidden behind the altar,
the animal or other worshippers.18 He can then only be identified by the
kanoun in his hand, which seems to be more important to the depiction
than the person holding it. The same is true of the maid carrying the
basket. The kiste, often of enormous size, is always clearly visible, while its
bearer is sometimes hardly discernible.19

As already mentioned, the votive reliefs commemorate private sacrifices;
they do not refer to public festivals like many of the vases. This connection
to the oikos may explain the main differences in iconography. On many
vases the processions include musicians, but they are not present on the
votive reliefs.20 The kanephoros, a young woman carrying the kanoun at the
head of the pompe, is a typical element of vase-paintings, but we know only
one example of a kanephoros on a votive relief.21 To be a kanephoros was
a prestigious duty for well-born girls and women at official festivals of the
polis, but evidently the donors of the votive reliefs chose not to refer to it on
their offerings. Conversely, the maid carrying the kiste on the votive reliefs
is never seen on vases, because the motif was not significant in the
iconography of public festivals.22

The Sacrificial Victims

After discussing the participants in the sacrificial procession, we should
now turn to the key element of the ritual action: the animals. As we have
already seen, the victims, together with the servant leading them, usually
occupy the first position in the procession, opposite the deities and in front
of the worshippers. In exceptional cases, where the contact between the
deity and the worshippers is characterised as particularly close, they move

18 Cf. e. g. a votive relief from Epidaurus, whereabouts unknown: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 422 fig.
644; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 33 fig. 58. Mytilene, AM 221: ibid. cat. no. R 157.

19 Edelmann (1999:146) with note 918. Cf. also Athens, NM 1513: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 392 fig. 623;
van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 193.

20 There are only few exceptions. Cf. Olbia (?): van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 114. Frgt. from the art
market (votive? antique?): Edelmann (1999, 45 n. 217; 243), cat. no. U 137.

21 Olbia (?): see above. On kanephoroi van Straten (1995:14–24); Gebauer (2002:169–71).
22 van Straten (1995:60); Edelmann (1999:146).
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further back, so that they do not disrupt the face-to-face encounter. This is
the case, for example, on the votives depicting kneeling prayer, a typically
female form of communication with the god.23

On some reliefs, the size of the animals is exaggerated in comparison to that
of the worshippers. A votive to Heracles found near the River Ilissus can be
taken as an example.24 Here, a huge bull is placed in the middle of the slab.
It takes up more space than the depiction of the worshippers or of Heracles.
Because of the enormous size of the animal, even the servant leading it is much
larger than usual. In this way the donor of the votive could stress both the value
of his gift and his own generosity. However, this is the exception to the rule.
In most cases the desire to enhance the offering visually is not so blatant.
The majority of the votives show the animals in more or less realistic propor-
tions relative to theworshippers – if anything, too small rather than too large.25

Their position is not as prominent as on the relief to Heracles, but in many
cases they are depicted with no overlapping.26 Often enough, however, they
are only partly visible. Again, the reliefs to Asclepius and to Zeus Meilichios
mentioned above can be taken as examples (Figs. 8.2–8.3). Here we see the
sacrificial victims in front of the altar, but their hind legs are hidden behind the
first worshipper. The species of the animals (a sheep and a pig) is nevertheless
clearly identifiable. Even on crowded reliefs with a large number of figures,
the head, at least, of the animal is crammed in.On some examples, thismakes
it difficult to spot the animal at first glance, even if we take into account that
the image originally may have been coloured.27 A quite inventive solution
was found by the sculptor of a votive to Athena with an extremely large
procession, composed of at least eight males.28 The craftsman altered the
iconographical conventions and depicted the head of the sacrificial victim
directed not towards, but away from the deity – simply to make it more
visible in the narrowgap between thefirst worshipper and the altar. Evidently
it was important to show the sacrificial animal, but only to a certain degree.
In most cases, it is not the main iconographical element in the image, but
merely one among others. If the others occupy toomuch space, the animal is
only represented partially; just enough to recognise its species.

23 On kneeling worshippers, van Straten (1974); Klöckner (2006:146–9).
24 Athens, NM 3952: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 90 fig. 93 (erroneously cited as EM 3942). Cf. e. g.

Athens, Fethiye Camii P 5 A: Vikela (1994), cat. no. F 10 pl. 31, 1 (large bull). Delos AM A 412:
Marcadé (1973:362 fig. 39); van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 153 (large ram).

25 On the considerations by which the size of the animals is dictated, van Straten (1995:170).
26 Cf. e.g. Athens, NM 1407: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 27 fig. 61 (sheep). Athens, Fethiye Camii

P 56 B: Vikela (1994), cat. no. A 4 pl. 4.
27 Cf. e. g. Athens, NM 1402: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 19 fig. 66.
28 Athens, Acropolis Museum 3007: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 60 fig. 80.
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Species, Age and Sex of the Sacrificial Victims

Concerning the species, age and sex of the sacrificial victims on the votive
reliefs, we should bear in mind that we are, for the moment, addressing
only iconography. Whether and to what extent the images stand for
animals which had been sacrificed in reality will be discussed later.
Usually, only one animal is shown on each votive relief. Examples with

two or more animals, whether of the same or of a different species, are
rare.29 As regards the ratio of species depicted, pigs are most popular,
followed closely by sheep. Cattle are much rarer, but still more frequent
than goats. Other animals like fish or deer are shown only exceptionally.30

29 Two sheep: Delphi, AM 1202: van Straten (1995), 76, 288 cat. no. R 56.
Three sheep: Malibu, The J. Paul Getty Museum 78.AA.264: LIMC VIII (1997:13), no. 60* s.v.
Thetis (Rainer Vollkommer).

Pig and sheep: Piraeus, AM 33: LIMC IV (1988, p. 804 no. 1390*), s. v. Herakles (John Boardman);
van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 91. Athens, NM 1532: ibid., cat. no. R 137 fig. 106. Athens, NM 1395:
ibid., pp. 73, 283–4, cat. no. R 37 fig. 72.

Bovine and sheep: Athens, NM 1404: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 92 fig. 94. Whereabouts
unknown, from Laconia: ibid. cat. no. R 104 (‘bov. and sheep (?)’).

Bovine, sheep (?) and goat: Athens, NM 2390: Svoronos (1908–37), III, 636 no. 357 pl. 140, 5; van
Straten (1995), cat. no. R 43 (‘bov. and two goats’).
Cf. also Delphi, AM 1101 + 3815 + 8874: Zagdoun (1977:32–40), nos. 8–9 figs. 21–4 (behind the

legs of the sheep a hind leg of another animal can be discerned); van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 77.
30 Because of the restricted place only complete reliefs, but no fragments, are cited in the following list.

Pigs: Athens, Fethiye Camii P 48 B: Vikela (1994), cat. no. A 11 pl. 9. Athens, Fethiye Camii P 53 B:
ibid., cat. no. A 9 pl. 6, 3. Athens, Fethiye Camii P 56 B: ibid., cat. no. A 4 pl. 4. Athens, Fethiye
Camii P 81 A: ibid., cat. no. B 6 pl. 20, 1. Athens, NM 1334: (fig. 8.5) van Straten (1995), cat. no.
R 9 fig. 64. Athens, NM 1377: ibid., cat. no. R 18 fig. 67. Athens, NM 1402: ibid., cat. no. R 19 fig.
66. Athens, NM 1516: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 394 fig. 625; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 130.
Athens, NM 1532: ibid., cat. no. R 137 fig. 106. Athens, NM 1538: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 402
fig. 632; van Straten (1995:307), cat. no. R 131. Athens, NM 1539: Svoronos (1908–37), III,
pp. 570–1 no. 217 pl. 93, 1; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 168. Athens, NM 3608: ibid., cat. no.
R 68 fig. 82. Athens, NM 3873: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 126 fig. 103. Delos, AM A 7724:
Siebert (1988), 765 fig. 33. 36; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 81. Istanbul AM 70: Dentzer (1982),
cat. no. R 295 fig. 547; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 160. London, BM 713: Dentzer (1982), cat.
no. R 490 fig. 711; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 176. Malesina: LIMC VI (1992, p. 1040 no. 282*),
s. v. Heros Equitans (Aleksandrina Cermanovic-Kuzmanovic et al.); van Straten (1995), cat. no.
R 105. Mantua, Palazzo Ducale 6684: ibid., cat. no. R 181; Rausa (2000:46–9), cat. no. 6 with
colour plate. Paris, Louvre Ma 752: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 67 fig. 81. Paris, Louvre Ma 2416
(MNC 1834): Hamiaux (1992), cat. no. 239 with fig.; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 185. Paris,
Louvre Ma 2417: Hamiaux (1992), cat. no. 303 with fig.; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 138. Patras,
AM 208: ibid., cat. no. R 34 pl. 71. Piraeus, AM Pir 3 (fig. 8.3): van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 44 pl.
75. Sicyon, AM 345: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 259 fig. 511; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 141.
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum I 1083: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 112 (‘sheep?’). From the
Asclepieum (?) in Piraeus, whereabouts unknown: ibid., cat. no. R 30 fig. 68. From Piraeus,
whereabouts unknown: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 229 fig. 484; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 132.
Found near Epidauros, whereabouts unknown: ibid., cat. no. R 33 fig. 58. Art market: Dentzer
(1982), cat. no. R 244 fig. 497; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 135.
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Folkert van Straten has analysed the relative frequency of various species
of sacrificial animals, not only on votive reliefs but also on vase-paintings
and in inscribed sacrificial calendars.31 As regards the three most common
types – cattle, sheep and pigs – the three classes of material display very
different patterns. In sacrificial calendars there is a significant peak in the
number of sheep, while on vase-paintings cattle are clearly dominant.
As van Straten convincingly argued, this striking difference is because of
the peculiarities of each class of evidence. He connected the choice of
sacrificial animals with their price. While in classical Athens, cattle were 40
to 90 drachmai a head, adult sheep cost from 10 to 17 drachmai and adult
pigs ranged from 20 to 40 drachmai.32 Vase-paintings refer mainly to
festive occasions with a large and costly sacrifice, and therefore tend to
show cattle, the most expensive animals. The epigraphic evidence relates to
communal sacrifices of an intermediate level, which explains the dom-
inance of the comparatively inexpensive sheep and, to a lesser degree, pigs.

Sheep: Athens, Goulandris Museum 58: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 187. Athens, NM 1407: ibid.,
cat. no. R 27 fig. 61. Athens, NM 1408: ibid., cat. no. R 45 fig. 76. Athens, NM 1532: ibid., cat. no.
R 137 fig. 106. Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek 1594: Moltesen (1995:147), cat. no. 79 (with
fig.). Corfu, AM 170: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 333 fig. 576; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 148.
Delos, AM A 3201: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 277 fig. 528; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 154
(hellenistic). Istanbul, AM 407: ibid., cat. no. 149 fig. 107. Mariemont B 149: Dentzer (1982), cat.
no. R 475 fig. 696; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 182. Naples, NM 126174: Kraus and von Matt
(1973:193), cat. no. 266 with fig.; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 69. Patras, AM: ibid., cat. no. R 113
fig. 99. Verona, Museo Maffeiano 564: Ritti (1981:54–5), cat. no. 21 with fig.; van Straten (1995),
cat. no. R 186. Vicenza, Museo Civico EI-54: Galliazzo (1976:42–5), cat. no. 9 with fig.; van
Straten (1995), cat. no. R 54. Private collection (Sir Charles Nicholson): ibid., cat. no. R 111 fig.
100. From Amorgos: ibid., cat. no. R 109 fig. 101 (hellenistic). From Erythrai, whereabouts
unknown: Engelmann and Merkelbach (1973:425), cat. no. 349 with drawing; van Straten (1995),
cat. no. R 165 (hellenistic).

Cattle: The votive reliefs with cattle are listed in Klöckner (2006:142 n. 16).
Goats: Brauron, AM 1153: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 75 fig. 87. Delos, AM A 3153: ibid., cat. no.
R 78 fig. 89. Paris, Louvre Ma 756: ibid., cat. no. R 71 fig. 85.

Fish: Athens, Fethiye Camii P 7 A: Vikela (1994), cat. no. A 17 pl. 15, 1.

In the case of deer it is debatable whether the animal is meant as sacrificial victim or as attribute of
the deities: Vierneisel and Scholl (2002:12, 35). Cf. Athens, NM 1950: van Straten (1995), cat. no.
R 76; Kaltsas (2002:142), cat. no. 273 with fig. (deer and bird). Munich, Glyptothek 552: Vierneisel
and Scholl (2002). Whereabouts unknown, from Thessaly: Stengel (1910:200) (buck and deer).
The animal on a votive relief in Brindisi may be a deer too: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 82 (‘sheep,
goat or deer?’).

According to Edelmann (1999:148, 195), cat. no. B 79 a votive relief in London, BM 792, shows
the offering of a cock to Asclepius. However, having inspected this relief in the magazine of the
British Museum, I am of the opinion that the offering is not a cock, but a cup, perhaps a kantharos,
and that the deity is surely not Asclepius.

31 van Straten (1995:170–86).
32 On the price of sacrificial animals, see also ThesCRA I (2004:101–13), s. v. Prix des animaux, sommes

à acquitter pour les sacrifices.
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Votive reliefs as documents of mainly private worship show a high number
of sheep and pigs too, but more of the latter.33

With regard to the age of the sacrificial victims, the images rarely show
any gradations between young and adult animals. Size is a problematic
criterion in this context,34 because the proportions of animals, worshippers
and gods follow pictorial conventions: they cannot be read literally.
The physique, however, can be telling. Very few of the votives unambigu-
ously show a piglet, whereas many of them clearly depict fat, adult pigs.35

Cattle are always characterised as thoroughly well-fed, and as mature
animals, not calves. In the case of sheep and goats, the rendering of the
woolly bodies is too schematic to differentiate between kids and lambs or
adult animals. Only large horns can give us a clue that the beast depicted is
not supposed to be young.
Sometimes the horns are also taken to be an indicator of the sex of the

sacrificial victims. Some scholars tend to identify sheep and goats as male if
they are depicted with horns. However, this detail is irrelevant to this issue,
because female animals can also have horns, though less frequently and, for
the most part, smaller ones thanmales. Only if the genitals are depicted can
the sex of the animal be defined beyond doubt. However, this clarifying
detail is seldom provided.36 For this purpose, it would obviously be
necessary that the hind parts of the animal be visible. As already men-
tioned, on many votives only the foreparts are represented. Even where the
animals are represented without overlapping, so the genitals could in
principle have been shown, they are depicted only on a few examples.
Clearly indicated testicles are of course an unequivocal mark that the
animal is male.37 Animals clearly characterised as female are extremely
rare. The sow, perhaps pregnant, on a late archaic votive to Athena is an
exception.38 If genitals are lacking, one should be cautious about drawing
conclusions about the sex of the animal: it could stand for a female,
a castrated or a schematically rendered male one, or it could even be read
as a formula for the species as such.

33 van Straten (1995), diagrams on p. 172 and on p. 174. 34 van Straten (1995:170–1).
35 This fact was already stated by Schörner (1997:558). For piglets, see for example Eleusis, AM 5063

(side A): van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 65 fig. 83; Wulfmeier (2005:43–51, 135–6), cat. no. WR 27 pl.
17, 1.

36 Melldahl and Flemberg (1978:72–3); van Straten (1995:170); Gebauer (2002:184).
37 For a clearly marked bull, see e.g. Athens, Fethiye Camii P 5 A: Vikela (1994), cat. no. F 10 pl. 31, 1.

Athens, NM 3952: van Straten (1995), cat. no. 90 fig. 93 (erroneously cited as EM 3942). For a ram,
see e. g. Athens, NM 2850: Dentzer (1982), cat. no. R 165 fig. 436; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 122.
Delos A 412: Marcadé (1973:362), fig. 39; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 153.

38 Athens, Acropolis Museum 581: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 58 fig. 79.
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We should take into account that not only the modern scholar, but also
the contemporary beholder would not have been clearly informed about
the sex of the sacrificial victims by the images. However, the ancient viewer
did not need such information, because the context of the votive, i.e. the
original setting in the sanctuary, will have made it clear what kind of
animal was meant. Evidently, it was not necessary to specify the sex of the
animals visually in many cases. This stands in contrast to the vases, which
are more detailed in this respect. This is surely because they were not
necessarily integrated into a specific ritual context.39

Which Animals Were Offered to Whom and Why?

The connections between sacrificial animals and the divine recipients on
votive reliefs have been described in detail. Folkert van Straten assigned the
sacrificial victims to the deities venerated and Martina Edelmann did the
reverse, assigning the venerated deities to the sacrificial victims.40 Both
these ways of ordering the material are extremely helpful for any further
study in this field, but neither of them has revealed many significant
characteristics. It seems that on the reliefs there is only rarely a fixed
correlation between the deity and the species of sacrificial victim.
On votives for Artemis, for example, we find goats, which are rare on
votives for other deities, but we find cattle, sheep and pigs too.41 If we
analyse the votives from certain sanctuaries, there are hardly any prefer-
ences to be found either. The Athenian sanctuary of Pancrates is a very
instructive example. In the votives from this findspot we have a wide range
of sacrificial victims: pigs, sheep, cattle and even fish.42

Complicating the matter even further is the fact that the iconographical
evidence for animal sacrifice differs also from the epigraphic evidence, at

39 Cf. e. g. van Straten (1995), cat. no. V 384 fig. 43 (bull), cat. no. V 408 fig. 42 (ram).
40 van Straten (1995:63–72 (Asclepius), 72–4 (other healing gods), 74–6 (Zeus), 76–7 (Athena), 77–9

(Demeter and Kore), 80 (Aphrodite), 81–6 (Artemis, Hekate), 86–7 (Apollo), 87 (Dionysus), 87–9
(Heracles), 89–90 (Pancrates and Palaimon), 90–2 (nymphs), 92–100 (heroes)); Edelmann (1999:
147–9 (pigs), 149–50 (sheep), 150–2 (cattle), 152–3 (cattle)). Cf. alsoThesCRA I (2004), pp. 68–95 s. v.
Répartition des espèces sacrifiées en fonction des divinités et des héros; Bremmer (2007).

41 For goats on votives for Artemis, cf. e. g. Brauron, AM 1153: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 75 fig. 87.
For cattle on votives for Artemis, cf. e. g. Brauron, AM 1152 (fig. 8.4): ibid., cat. no. R 74 fig. 86. For
sheep on votives for Artemis, cf. e. g. Delphi, AM 1101 + 3815 + 8874: Zagdoun (1977:32–40), nos. 8–9
figs. 21–4; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 77. For pigs on votives for Artemis, cf. Delos, AM A 7724:
Siebert (1988:765), fig. 33. 36; van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 81.

42 Vikela (1994), cat. no. A 4 pl. 4. cat. no. A 9 pl. 6, 3. cat. no. A 11 pl. 9. cat. no. B 6 pl. 20, 1. cat. no.
F 2 pl. 28, 2 (pigs); cat. no. A 1 pl. 1. cat. no. A 20 pl. 16, 2 (sheep); cat. no. F 10 pl. 31, 1 (bull); cat. no.
A 17 pl. 15, 1 (fish).
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least in some cases. In the inscriptions, sacrifices of pigs to Demeter are
mentioned quite often, but they are not very frequent on votive reliefs.43

And while the reliefs showmany sheep being offered to Asclepius, sheep are
mentioned infrequently in connection with this deity in the inscriptions.44

With regard to goats, however, the epigraphic and the iconographical
evidence match. We can explain this in two different ways: either the
scope permitted in the choice of animal was broader for the individual
dedicants than the inscriptions suggest, or else the images are to a certain
degree independent of the ritual practice. We will return to this issue later.
While this is frustrating for anyone searching for specific patterns, it

does not mean that no such patterns exist, for they do not necessarily
correlate with the divine recipients. As I have shown elsewhere, they may
also correlate with the purpose of the offering.45 A significant example is
the sacrifice of cattle. This species appears strikingly often on dedications
by family groups large and small (Fig. 8.4), while it is otherwise almost
entirely absent from the repertoire of the stelai. It seems that its depiction is
primarily linked to a specific function of the votive in question: they were
set up almost exclusively for children. Of course, neither in image nor in
reality were ritual performances concerning boys and girls always and
exclusively associated with specific types of sacrifice. On votive reliefs set
up for children, pigs and sheep are also represented. Votives for children do
not invariably depict cattle as sacrificial animals, but when cattle are
depicted, then it is very often a votive for a child. Images of the most
expensive sacrificial victims were used only in a particular context.

Animal Sacrifice and the Composition of Votive Reliefs

After this discussion of the various motifs used in images of animal sacrifice
on votive reliefs, we now turn to the range of these images within this
specific genre. It has already been noted that, even though the total number
of sacrificial representations is large, they form only a minority of the whole
class of votive reliefs.46 A reference to animal sacrifice is only one of many
options used to compose these images. The priority was to depict the face-
to-face encounter of mortals and deities. Only on about one-quarter of the

43 Sacrificial animals are significantly rare on votive reliefs for the Eleusinian goddesses at all. Cf. van
Straten (1995:77). On the epigraphic, literary and archaeozoological evidence cf. ThesCRA I (2004),
pp. 79–81 s. v. Demeter (and Kore).

44 van Straten (1995); Edelmann (1999:149). On the epigraphic and literary evidence cf. ThesCRA I
(2004), 76–7 s. v. Asclepios (alone or with Hygieia).

45 Klöckner (2006:141–4). 46 van Straten (1995:58).
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(a) (b)

Fig. 8.4. (a) Votive relief to Artemis, from Brauron (second half of the fourth century bc). Brauron, AM1152:
Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Abteilung Athen, Inst. Neg. Athen 1989/1272

(photographer: Elmar Gehnen); (b) Detail of fig. 8.4a.
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so-called adoration reliefs is a sacrificial animal represented, while the
others do without it.47 This clearly demonstrates that animal sacrifice is
not an indispensable element in images of religious communication.
Nevertheless, it is important. Given the potential variety of motifs that
could refer to cult, the images are in fact extremely selective. Whenever
other iconographical elements are included in the images as well as the
standard setting of worshippers and deities, sacrificial animals are by far the
most frequent such additional motif. Other gifts, like ceramics or food,
which were offered in the sanctuaries on a huge scale, are depicted only
exceptionally.48 If anything is presented to the gods on the images, it is
nearly always a sacrificial victim. References to ritual performances other
than animal sacrifice, like the preparation of a trapeza, tend to be rare,
too.49 It is also debatable whether the ritual of the theoxenia can be
distinguished in the pictorial evidence. It is at least problematic to connect
the tables set for a meal on the banquet reliefs with theoxenia, either as
direct representations or as more discreet references; they are part of the
heroic setting and not of the world of the worshippers.50

As animal sacrifice is a frequent but not obligatory element of human-
divine encounter on votive reliefs, we should now turn to its specific
function in this context. Evidently, the aspect of communication is of
crucial importance. With very few exceptions, the reliefs never show the
animals alone but always as part of a sacrificial procession.51 In contrast to
the many offerings made, for example, of terracotta and bronze, the main
aim of the reliefs is not only to perpetuate the gifts, but also to represent the
donors. However, they represent themselves first and foremost as worship-
pers, and only secondarily as officiants. They approach their divine coun-
terpart in a reverent posture and only rarely occupy themselves with
preparations for the sacrifice.52 Ritual implements other than the kiste or

47 Cf. e. g. Athens, NM 1431: LIMC VIII (1997), 340 no. 200 s. v. Zeus (Michalis A. Tiverios).
48 Edelmann (1999:153).
49 For trapezai on votive reliefs for Asclepius, see e. g. Athens, AcropolisMuseum 2452 (side A):Wulfmeier

(2005:51–3) 120 cat. no.WR 4 pl. 4, 1. Athens, NM 1335: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 10 fig. 70. Athens,
NM 1346 (?): Kaltsas (2002), 142 cat. no. 271 (with fig.). Athens, NM 1368: van Straten (1995), cat. no.
R 14; Leventi (2003:143–4), cat. no. R 38 pl. 28. For trapezai on votive reliefs for Men, see e. g. Athens,
Agora Museum: LIMC VI (1992, p. 469 no. 116* s. v. Men (Rainer Vollkommer). Athens, NM 1406:
ibid. p. 469 no. 115*. Boston,MFA (1972.78: ibid. p. 470), no. 126*. Formerly Amsterdam,Coll.Witrius:
ibid. p. 469 no. 114*. Cf. also Athens, NM 3942: Kaltsas (2002:216–17), cat. no. 448 (with fig.). Athens,
Fethiye Camii P 8 A: Vikela (1994), cat. no. A 12 pl. 10.

50 Klöckner (2010).
51 Cf. e. g. a votive relief with a sheep in Larisa, AM 76/7: van Straten (1995), cat. no. 232 (third

century bc); a bull on two votive reliefs of unknown date from Paros: Rubensohn (1902:224); IG XII
5 no. 254.

52 Cf. e. g. Athens, NM 1384: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 39 fig. 73.
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the kanoun, such as the liknon53 or the chernips (the vessel holding water to
wash the hands),54 are hardly ever found on the images.
If we take into account the genre-specific pictorial potential of

votive reliefs, animal sacrifice could have been rendered quite differ-
ently. This is not only a theoretical option. At least some votive reliefs
show worshippers not only venerating the deity, but actually involved
in a ritual performance: taking something from a kanoun held by
a servant or putting something on the altar (Fig. 8.5).55 As there are
only a very few examples of this kind, however, it is evident that this
option did not accord with the wishes and intentions of most donors.
In a nutshell: iconographically, praying takes priority over sacrificing.
The images may be – but do not have to be – expanded by references to
animal sacrifice. These references can be made more or less clear by
visual means. Many images do not place much stress on the sacrificial
animals. They are a part, but not always a prominent one, of the
sacrificial procession.56

Iconographical Evidence and Cultic Reality

Finally, I will turn to the complex relation of sacrificial images and
sacrificial reality. Most scholars take it for granted that the images on the
votive reliefs are neatly correlated with the sacrificial performance: that is,
they refer to a sacrificial ritual that actually took place, and one of the
donor’s main aims is to commemorate this sacrifice by means of the
votive.57 In principle, other explanatory models are conceivable as well.
Is it really the purpose of the reliefs to attest that a sacrifice like the one
depicted has taken place?58 Or do they only pretend that it happened, thus

53 Delphi, AM 1101 + 3815 + 8874: Zagdoun (1977:32–40), nos. 8–9 figs. 21–4; van Straten (1995), cat.
no. R 77.

54 van Straten (1995:60). On Athens, NM 1333 (fig. 8.2), the vessel in the hand of the servant may be
identified as a chernips: ibid. pp. 64. 276 cat. no. R 8 fig. 59.

55 Cf. e. g. Athens, NM 1334 (fig. 8.5): van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 9 fig. 64. Athens, NM 1372: ibid.,
cat. no. R 16; Droste (2001:61, 88), pl. 9 a. Paris, Louvre Ma 756: van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 71 fig.
85. Patras, AM 208: ibid. cat. no. R 34 fig. 71.

56 Contra Edelmann (1999:144).
57 Cf. e. g. van Straten (1995:178): ‘We may assume that both the sacrificial calendars and the votive

reliefs faithfully recorded sacrifices that had actually been made or had to be made.’ Cf. also van
Straten (2005:18–19): ‘If on my votive relief I choose to have me and my family depicted while
making sacrifice, it is very important to me thatmy sacrificial animal, for which I payed with my own
money, should be clearly and recognizably depicted.’

58 Edelmann (1999:151–2) tries to modify this hypothesis: some votives refer to a sacrifice which had
taken place somewhere else than in the actual sanctuary or which was not organised by the donor of
the votive alone but only with his participation.
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(a) (b)

Fig. 8.5. (a) Votive relief to Asclepius and Hygieia, from the Asclepieum in Athens (second half of the fourth century BC).
Athens, NM 1334: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Abteilung Athen, Inst. Neg. Athen NM 6343 (photographer: Eleutherios Feiler);

(b) Detail of fig. 8.5a.
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‘upgrading’ the offering by visual means? Could we even understand the
images in a rather broad sense as using an iconographic formula that only
loosely alludes to religious practice?
Such questions are not easily answered, because of gaps in the archae-

ological data as well as methodological difficulties. On the one hand, we
unfortunately do not know any sanctuary where the osteological evi-
dence could be correlated systematically with the pictorial evidence from
the same site. On the other hand, of course, images cannot be read
literally. They may use schematic, even polysemantic patterns. The
choice of motifs is often highly selective, as we have seen. Against this
backdrop, we cannot argue with hard facts, but only on the grounds of
plausibility.
Let us start with an assumption about the frequency of references to

animal sacrifice in the genre. We may suppose that in the context of setting
up a votive a sacrifice was made quite often, which makes us ask why
sacrificial victims are only depicted on a relatively small number of stelai, in
comparison to the total number of votive reliefs. Sacrificial animals were
not used as a standard motif, but only on certain votives, when the
dedicant wanted, for whatever reason, to refer to this theme. We may
also deduce that not every dedicant insisted on depicting the victim, even if
he had in fact made a sacrifice. Apparently, the motif was chosen deliber-
ately. What could have prompted this choice?
One possible explanation would be that the motif of the sacrificial

animal visually underlines the wealth of the donors. Did the latter
perhaps even try to enhance their votives by visual means, independently
of the actual ritual performance in the sanctuary? For various reasons,
this is not persuasive. As we have already seen, the animals are often only
partly visible. If the common focus of the images was on the precious
gifts, we should expect these to be presented regularly in a more promi-
nent way. A further issue is the relation between the depiction of
sacrificial animals and the price of the votives. It is difficult to define
the latter precisely, as there is no direct evidence from the Classical
period. If we compare the prices for the document reliefs, we have to
take into account that the length of the inscription and the size of the
stone was what determined their cost.59 Bearing these difficulties in
mind, one can nevertheless cautiously assume that about 10 drachmai
had to be paid for a simple votive relief, including the stone as well as the
workmanship.60 In relation to this, the price of the sacrificial victim was

59 Meyer (1989:19–21). 60 van Straten (1974:184–7); Edelmann (1999:180 n. 1186).
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a considerable cost factor for the donor. Even the cheapest adult animal,
a sheep of about 10–17 drachmai, was roughly as expensive as a modest
relief.
Against this background it is striking that the images of sacrificial

victims were not used on the more costly votives in particular.
On average, the reliefs with images of sacrificial animals have the same
format as those without. In both categories, most are wider than 30 cm,
and about one-quarter of them are wider than 60 cm. Only the votives
representing bovines, the most expensive, and hence most prestigious,
sacrificial animals, are notably large and lavish.61 Obviously their donors
must have been quite well-to-do. The prosperous donors in general,
however, exhibit no conspicuous preference for votives with cattle.
Among the reliefs that stand out in quality and cost, they are a minority.
The motif of a sacrificial animal was not obligatory, nor even frequent, on
expensive, skilfully decorated reliefs, many of which lack it.62 If the main
purpose of representing sacrificial animals had been to ‘upgrade’ the
votive by visual means, then we should expect them to be depicted
more often. They cannot be understood as a simple cypher to be used
in any context, merely standing for ‘expense’ or, in the case of cattle,
‘luxury’.
If the depiction of a sacrificial animal does not necessarily mirror the

cultic reality, and if it is not used as a mere pictorial formula, what else
could be the reasons for it? As we have already seen, there are no correla-
tions with specific sanctuaries or deities. The same can be said about the sex
of the donor.Women as well as men offered votive reliefs with references to
animal sacrifice.63 There are fewer of these than in the case of male donors,
but in the same proportion as the overall ratio of female to male offerings in
general. Only in the case of votive reliefs with cattle can we identify certain
patterns.

61 For above-average large votive reliefs with cattle cf. e. g. Athens, NM 1331: LIMC II, (1984:889),
no. 386* s. v. Asklepios (Bernard Holtzmann); van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 7 (h.: 67 cm; w.: 99 cm).
Brauron, AM 1151: ibid., cat. no. 73 fig. 57 (h.: 58 cm, w.: 102,5 cm). Brauron, AM 1152 (fig. 8.4): ibid.,
cat. no. R 74 fig. 86 (h.: 59 cm, w.: 114,5 cm). Lamia, AM AE 1041: ibid., cat. no. 75 b fig. 88 (h.:
68 cm, w.: 121 cm). Paris, Louvre Ma 755: ibid., cat. no. R 23 fig. 63 (h.: 49,5 cm, w.: 90 cm).

62 Cf. e. g. Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Altemps 182595: de Angelis d’Ossat (2002:143),
with fig. (h.: 62 cm, w.: 151 cm); Rome, Vatican 739: LIMC II (1984:873–4), no. 72* s.v. Asklepios
(Bernard Holtzmann) (h.: 98 cm, w.: 146 cm).

63 Cf. e. g. the votive of a certain –tobole to Zeus Meilichios, Piraeus, AM Pir 3 (fig. 8.3): van Straten
(1995), cat. no. R 44 fig. 75 (pig). Votive of Aristonike to Artemis, Brauron, AM 1151: ibid., cat. no.
R 73 fig. 57 (bovine). Votive of Persis to Artemis, Brauron, AM 1152 (fig. 8.4): ibid., cat. no. R 74 fig.
86 (bovine).

Visualising Veneration 219

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139017886.009
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Swarthmore College Libraries, on 18 Feb 2021 at 22:15:57, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139017886.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core


‘Conspicuous Consumption’?

As mentioned above, images with bovines are dependent on situation.
The depiction of a special sacrificial animal is connected with a special
event: the presentation of children in a sanctuary. This allows us to draw
conclusions about the importance of these occasions for the participants
and thus also of the votives that commemorated them. To represent
a bovine on a relief is surely meant to ‘upgrade’, to raise the status of the
votive, but it is not simply a matter of choice for the votaries, with no
relation at all to the actual ritual performance. Of course we will never
know if the votaries really had slaughtered cattle before or in connection
with the donation of these votive reliefs. We should not, however, rule this
possibility out from the start. Cattle sacrifice was carried out by private
individuals, though not so often as by the polis and by cultic communities,
because of the considerable expense involved.64 Rituals related to children
seem to have provided a grand occasion for celebrations of the oikos.
At least the more prosperous oikos could have made a costly sacrifice at
such events. We have votives depicting expensive victims set up
in situations where expensive sacrifices took place in reality too. This
does not prove that every image necessarily refers to a specific sacrifice of
an animal like the one depicted, but it makes it conceivable at least.
The example of cattle also throws light on the relation of sacrificial

images and sacrificial reality in other respects. It clearly demonstrates how
misleading it can be to make inferences from the image to the reality and it
can also warn us against rash generalisations. In ritual practice, cattle were
deployed in a wide variety of cults. On the images, cattle are only depicted
in connection with a certain range of cults – one more example of the
selectivity of the pictorial evidence.

Pigs or Piglets?

As we have already seen, the votive reliefs show a high number of sheep and
pigs, but more of the latter. According to van Straten, these images stand
for suckling-pigs and adult sheep. He concludes that many votaries, with
limited funds, preferred piglets because of their lower price of 3 to 3.5
drachmai.65 His main argument is the evidence of the Attic sacrificial
calendars. The sheep listed in the inscriptions were mainly adult animals,

64 Hausmann (1948:74); Rosivach (1994:68–78, 107–13); van Straten (1995:170–81); Blok (2009:100).
65 van Straten (1995:177–8).
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whereas the pigs were predominantly suckling-pigs. Iconography, how-
ever, tells another story.We have already seen that the stonemasons were in
principle able to differentiate between piglets and pigs. Nevertheless, this
differentiation was not made very often. Is this because it was a convention
to use the pictorial motif ‘pig’ independently of the age of the animals, or
because the images represent reality? The answer has far-reaching conse-
quences. If we take the epigraphic evidence more seriously than the images,
the latter are to be understood either as mere ciphers or as an attempt to
enhance the value of the real offering by visual means, thus making a fat pig
out of a cheap piglet. If we take the iconographical evidence seriously, the
images refer to real offerings of adult pigs, which means that the donors
paid a significant amount of money for them.
Unless we can correlate the osteological with the visual evidence in at least

one sanctuary, the question will never be answered unambiguously. Again
we can only search for plausibility, not proof. At any rate, we always need
clear indications before we can conclude that an image should stand for
anything other than what is depicted. In our case, there are no such indica-
tions apart from the epigraphic evidence. It is hard to imagine that an
especially fleshy specimen with a massive neck like the pig on a votive to
the Eleusinian goddesses in the Louvre should be understood as a mere
pictorial convention, while in reality the donor offered only a small piglet.66

Votive reliefs with images of animal sacrifice were certainly used not
only for communication with the divine, but also for self-representation by
the dedicant. Competition among donors for social power, prestige and
the like should be accepted as a serious motivation for setting up a votive.
However, the element of authenticity in the votary’s self-fashioning is of
fundamental importance in this context. Even if we cannot exclude that
a certain donor exaggerated the value of his sacrifice by depicting an adult,
expensive animal instead of a young, cheap one, we should not take this as
a general rule. The epigraphic and the iconographical evidence differ, but
there is no need to force them into agreement, especially as they refer to
sacrifices by different agents.

Conclusion

Images of animal sacrifice have often been analysed with regard to cultic
reality. However, the relation of sacrificial representations to actual ritual
performance is complex. If a sacrificial animal is lacking in the image, the

66 van Straten (1995), cat. no. R 67 fig. 81.

Visualising Veneration 221

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139017886.009
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Swarthmore College Libraries, on 18 Feb 2021 at 22:15:57, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139017886.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core


motif was evidently not of central importance in this context. Still, it
cannot be ruled out that the setting up of the votive was connected with
a sacrifice in reality. Conversely, if a sacrificial animal is represented in the
image, we will never know if the votaries actually did slaughter one before
or in connection with the donation of the votive in question. Nevertheless,
this is at least plausible, taking into account the specific character of the
genre. Votive reliefs are not merely reminders of ritual performances, they
are documents of them. Serving as a document in religious communication
does not mean that every detail of the ritual performance has to be
mirrored in the image. However, it requires that the image not be in
a stark contrast to reality, even if it is selective or embellished.
Even if the images did commemorate sacrifices that had actually taken

place, they cannot be read literally. The worshippers used the medium of
the reliefs in certain contexts to show that they made a sacrifice and also
what they sacrificed, but not how they sacrificed. To this extent, the
pictorial evidence only allows limited conclusions to be drawn about ritual
practice. However, it clearly indicates which elements of this practice were
important for the donors’ self-representation. Their main aim was not to
portray the ritual, but to attest to it. For that purpose, it was necessary to
characterise the species of the animal unmistakably, while other details
could be neglected. The expenditure for the sacrifice can be stressed by
visual means, but this is not a general aim of the votives under discussion.
The sacrifice as such was surely not the focus of the actions depicted.
As mentioned above, praying takes priority over sacrificing.
The sacral conventions in the sanctuaries were of course relevant for the

rendering of the sacrificial animals, but they were not decisive. The aspects
that were crucial for the decision on whether a sacrificial animal should be
depicted (and if so, which one) were the occasion of the offering and the
message that the votaries wished to communicate, to the divine recipients
as well as to the contemporary visitors to the sanctuary. On votive reliefs,
the reference to animal sacrifice was only one option among many, but it
was deployed in a meaningful way. Even if we can only rarely decipher this
meaning, we should be aware that the depiction of a sacrificial animal on
a votive was neither a mere convention nor a mirror of reality, but
a deliberate choice.
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