
There were two principle classes of sacrifice in Roman Religion:

1. animate (sanguineous) – domestic animals were common, such as oxen, sheep, goats and swine

2. inanimate (non-sanguineous) – fresh fruits, foods of various sorts, especially cakes

These were both accompanied by the burning of incense to attract the attention of the gods and to ward off evil spirits. The last recorded instance of human sacrifice was in 216 BC.
Within the class of animate sacrifices there were two important distinctions of victim:

1. ostia lactens – sacrifice of young animals, well under a year old and usually still suckling (they contained much numen, deriving both from themselves and their mother)

2. hostia major – sacrifice of a victim that had already reached maturity

Particular animals had to be sacrificed to particular gods:

· bull to Jupiter

· sow (pregnant) to Ceres

· goat to Bacchus etc…

In Roman religion inanimate sacrifice was far more common than animate sacrifice (mostly because it was more economical and readily available).

The whole point of sacrifice was to give the gods numen – or life spirit

A sacrificial animal has to be perfect in form and function for it to be acceptable to the gods. Many animals were set aside at birth and raised to be sacrifices, as this would ensure that they did not gain imperfections in their lifetime, for example, scarring from farm labour. The Romans sacrificed before all major undertakings. For ordinary occasions only one animal was sacrificed, but large scale activities (eg. war) required state sacrifices of several animals of one type or many different types.
Tradition dictated the animal chosen for sacrifice:

· female animal for goddess

· male animal for god

· black animal for underworld/netherworld gods

· white animal for upperworld/celestial gods

People consulted pontifices for details as to which god got which animal.

Like most Roman practices, not everyone could attend a sacrifice. Women, dogs and foreigners weren’t allowed and slaves were restricted. The following people were involved in a sacrifice:

1. The person making the sacrifice

2. One of the Pontifices
3. Victimarius – official who led the animal up the altar

4. Popa – official who hit the animal over the head to stun it
5. Cultrarius – offfical who cut the throat of the animal
6. Harupex – to inspect the entrails for any sign of irregularity

7. Tibicen – a flute player to attract the attention of the gods, also to prevent the person making the sacrifice from hearing any evil omens
8. Praeco – a sort of town crier who gave a running commentary on the sacrifice to the members of public that were present

9. Carnillus – a free born youth who was an assistant to the pontifex 

