
Abstract*
Animal bones comprise the only category of evidence for Greek cult 
which is constantly significantly increasing. The use of ever more  
sophisticated excavation methods demonstrates the importance of zoo-
archaeological material for the study of Greek religion and how such 
material can throw light on texts, inscriptions and images, as the animal 
bones constitute remains of actual ritual actions and not mere descrip-
tions or representations of these actions. This paper outlines some areas 
where the zooarchaeological evidence may be of particular pertinence, 
for example, in elucidating the complex and idiosyncratic religious termi-
nology of shares of sacrificial victims mentioned in sacred laws and sac-
rificial calendars, or in providing a context for a better understanding of 
the representations of animal parts on Attic vases. The role of meat with-
in ancient Greek society, the choice of sacrificial victims and the handling 
of “non-sacrificable” animals such as game, dogs and equids within Greek 
cult can also be clarified by comparisons with the animal remains.

At a conference organized by the Swedish Institute at Athens 
more than two decades ago, a scholar presented a paper deal-
ing with the distinctions between Bronze Age and Iron Age 
sacrificial practices. Animal bones formed an important part 
of the argument. The discussion that followed primarily con-
cerned the animal bone evidence and how it may contribute 
to our understanding of ritual contexts. The scholar giving 
the paper urged excavators to publish any animal remains 
in much greater detail and to give specifics such as species, 
conditions and find contexts, so that the zooarchaeological 
evidence could be used as a basis for a better understanding 
of Greek cult. The discussion was closed, somewhat abruptly, 
by the laconic comment by one of the other participants, also 
a well-known scholar of Greek religion. He said: “Let us not 
get lost in technicalities”.1

* The article is part of my project Greek sacrifice in practice, belief and 
theory, funded by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond 2007–2010.
1  The paper in question was delivered by Birgitta Bergquist (1988). For 
the comments on the (limited) value of animal bones by Bernard Diet-
rich, see Bergquist 1988, 34 (discussion).
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What we would like the bones to tell us:  
a sacrificial wish list

To look at animal bones in great detail when studying 
Greek religion, is that to get lost in technicalities? And, if that 
is the case, is it necessarily a bad thing? One wonders what 
the ancient Greeks themselves would have thought. Bones 
were fundamental to animal sacrifice and to Greek religion. 
They lie at the centre of the action when Prometheus tricks 
Zeus at Mekone in the myth of how animal sacrifice came to 
be instituted, as told by Hesiod in the Theogony.2 Prometheus 
hides the bare bones of the slaughtered ox in the glistening, 
obviously appetizing fat, and it is the sight of these bones in-
stead of the meat which causes Zeus’ anger. He banishes men 
from the tables of the gods and orders them in future to burn 
the white bones on the altars, as a reminder of this event. The 
handling of the animal bones marks the separation of gods 
and men.3

Also in real, practised cult, such bones formed the core of 
the ritual. At a regular Greek, animal sacrifice, a thysia, the 
communication with the gods was enabled by the burning 
of bones on the altar: the thighbones, the meria or meroi in 
Greek, and the osphys, which consisted of the sacrum, which 
is the back part of the pelvis, and the caudal vertebrae.4 The 
smoke from the burning bones rose to the sky and made it 
possible for the gods to profit from the sacrifice. But the ani-
mal remains recovered in Greek sanctuaries do not only con-
stitute evidence for the interaction between immortals and 
mortals, they also provide us with information about the ac-
tions of the people present at the sanctuaries, on their choices,  
habits and behaviour, what they ate, how they prepared their 
food and what their tastes were. The prominent presence of 
animal bones in Greek sanctuaries has recently been high-
lighted by a Hellenistic inscription stating Μὴ ἐποστεύειν ἐν 

2  Hes. Theog. 535–557. For the interpretation, see Vernant 1989.
3  See Rudhardt 1970 for this event as the origin of the institution of 
thysia sacrifice.
4  On the meria and osphys, see van Straten 1995, 118–141; Ekroth 
2009, for the zooarchaeological remains.
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τῶι ἱερῶι—“Don’t throw bones in the sanctuary!”5 Appar-
ently there could be so many bones around that this had to 
be regulated.

Greek religion has been thoroughly explored for more 
than a century. Starting from philology, then epigraphy, 
scholarship has gradually ventured into iconography and ar-
chaeology. However, there is still so much we do not know, 
partly since the sources do not tell us, partly since they appar-
ently did not wish to tell us. The texts, inscriptions, vases and 
reliefs constitute choices of how to represent Greek sacrifices 
and they are not necessarily evidence for wie es eigentlich ge-
wesen war. Archaeology, and especially zooarchaeology, can 
offer us a diverse perspective. Still, few studies have attempted 
to discuss Greek sacrificial ritual and zooarchaeological evi-
dence in a more comprehensive manner.6 This is certainly due 
to the fact that the information able to be derived from the 
bones has only recently been acknowledged, even though 
Paul Stengel, the scholar who initiated the study of Greek 
sacrificial ritual, in fact remarked at the beginning of the 20th 
century on the zooarchaeological material from a sanctuary.7

The reasons for focusing on the zooarchaeological evi-
dence as a source for Greek ritual practices are several. First, 
the quantity of bone material is growing. Zooarchaeology 
definitely provides a constantly increasing category of evi-
dence for Greek sacrificial ritual. It is not likely that a new 
lex sacra as complex and rich as the one from Selinous, or a 
vase painting as detailed as the Ricci hydria, will surface in 
the next few years, though of course it is possible.8 A good 
set of animal bones, on the other hand, will certainly be avail-
able from the next excavation of a Greek cult place, as long 
as the proper methods are used: sieving and flotation fol-
lowed by publication in great detail by experts. Secondly, the 
bones provide us with direct evidence of the cultic activity 
at a specific site, thus bringing to light local ritual practices. 
Thirdly, zooarchaeology may reveal facets of Greek cult prac-
tice, which are rarely or never found in written and icono-

5  REG 112, 2009, 395, no. 23, from a sanctuary of Artemis in the terri-
tory of Alyzia, Aetolia. I owe this reference to Robert Parker.
6  For recent surveys of zooarchaeological evidence from Greek sanc-
tuaries see Hägg 1998; Kotjabopoulou et al. 2003; Leguilloux 2004; 
Reese 2005; MacKinnon 2007a, 490–491; MacKinnon 2007b, 17–19; 
Ekroth forthcoming.
7  Stengel 1910, 200, concerning the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Kotilos 
at Bassai, the bones being said to derive from smaller species among 
which were hares.
8  For the Selinous lex sacra, see Jameson, Jordan & Kotansky 1993. On 
the Ricci hydria, see van Straten 1995, 222, V154, pl. 122.

graphical sources.9 One may say that the texts and the images 
present us with the picture that the Greeks wanted to convey, 
while the animal remains will tell us what they actually did, 
whether or not they wanted us to know about it.

The correlation between the zooarchaeological mate-
rial and other kinds of evidence is therefore of fundamental 
importance. What can animal bones reveal that we do not 
find in the texts, inscriptions and images? To what extent can 
the information from these bones confirm, complement or 
contradict what we learn from our other sources? In order 
to illustrate the potential of the zooarchaeological evidence 
for the study of Greek sacrificial ritual, some examples of the 
empirical and methodological importance of bones for our 
understanding of the written and iconographical sources will 
be given.

Inscriptions

Let us begin with the epigraphical evidence, the sacred laws 
and sacrificial calendars, which form a treasure trove for any-
one interested in Greek sacrifice. The inscriptions offer us a 
plethora of expressions indicating how the animals sacrificed 
to the gods were to be divided and distributed.10 Much of this 
terminology is pure Greek to us, so to speak, when it comes 
to understanding to which parts of the animal each term re-
fers. The vocabulary is frequently rare and sometimes unique, 
and the explanations offered by the scholiasts and grammar-
ians of late antiquity often leave a lot to be desired. Here the 
zooarchaeological evidence becomes highly interesting.

Two examples will illustrate this situation. A regulation 
for a cult of Dionysos from Miletos, dated to ca 275 BC, lists 
the perquisites that the priestess will receive at sacrifices to 
the god. Mentioned here are splanchna, i.e. edible intestines 
grilled at the altar, as well as a kidney, entrails, the tongue, 
the so-called “sacred share” and the σκέλος εἰς κοτυληδόνα 
ἐκτετμημένον.11

9  As examples can be mentioned the Classical and Early Hellenistic 
“Pyre deposits” of pottery and burnt animal bones near the Athenian 
Agora (Camp 1999, 278–280; Camp 2003, 247–249; Jordan & Rotroff 
1999) and the enormous funerary sacrifice of more than 50 animals ex-
cavated at the foot of the staircase at the entrance to the tomb chamber 
of the Maussolleion at Halikarnassos, dated to around 350 BC ( Jeppe-
sen, Højlund & Aaris-Sørensen 1981; Højlund 1983).
10  On the terminology of sections of meat in the epigraphical evidence, 
see Le Guen-Pollet 1991; NGSL, passim; Lupu 2003; Ackermann 2007; 
Dimitrova 2008; Scullion 2009.
11  LSA 48, line 16–18. For the last expression, see also LSA 52 B, line 
6–7, a decree concerning the sale of a priesthood of Asklepios, Miletos, 
1st century AD.
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The precise meaning of these various parts has been the sub-
ject of much debate, as is the case in most texts that regulate 
priestly shares. Let us focus only on the skelos eis kotyledona 
ektetmemenon. What would this part consist of ? Skelos is the 
term for the hind leg and this section of the sacrificial victim 
was frequently given to the priest.12 The precision of this leg 
as eis kotyledona ektetmemenon suggests that in this case the 
leg is something else than just a regular skelos or hind leg.13 
Kotyledon means a cup-shaped hollow, in particular the ac-
etabulum, the socket of the hip where the head of the thigh-
bone joins the pelvis. The verb ektemnein, “to cut out”, would 
indicate that the hind leg was separated from the trunk at the 
pelvis-femur joint, which is standard practice in butchering 
in most cultures, including our own. However, as this is the 
most obvious way to separate the hind leg from the body, why 
was it necessary to define it so extensively in this case? What 
is the distinction between the skelos eis kotyledona ektetmeme-
non and an ordinary skelos?

If we look at the zooarchaeological evidence, it is obvious 
that the hind legs of the sacrificial victims were not separated 
from the body in the same manner at every sanctuary, though 
standard practice seems to have been to remove the hind leg 
at the hip joint. Such variations in butchering methods may 
help us understand what is meant in the inscription. Some-
times the femur was carefully cut from the pelvis with a knife, 
while in other instances it was roughly freed with a cleaver 

12  See Le Guen-Pollet 1991, 17–18; Ekroth 2008, 265; Tsoukala 2009, 
6–10. 
13  Le Guen-Pollet 1991, 17, suggests that the leg had been cut off at 
the knee.

resulting in the head of the femur being chopped off.14 In 
some deposits the pelvis has been cut through at its narrow 
point (the corpus ossis ilium) as well as where the two halves 
of the pelvis grow together (the symphysis pelvis).15 In the 
last case, the hind leg would be removed from the body with 
a part of the pelvis still fastened to the thighbone, a way of 
butchering which results in a large section of meat from the 
lower back and the rump of the animal being attached to the 
hind leg (Fig. 1). Such a leg would contain substantially more 
meat than a simple skelos, presumably being a hind leg cut 
off at the pelvis-femur joint. This particular kind of division 
may be specifically what is intended by the expression skelos 
eis kotyledona ektetmemenon, corresponding to an unusually 
substantial choice cut of meat. The butchering visible in the 
bone material may thus offer a clarification of the terminol-
ogy of the sacred law or at least give us a suggestion of how 
to understand it.

There are numerous sacrificial terms that will hopefully 
one day be elucidated by the animal bone evidence. The ideal 
situation would of course be a match between bones and in-
scriptions from the same site, but even if we do not have a 
direct correspondence between geography and chronology, 
the bones can give us a chance to pass beyond the laconic enu-

14  At Eretria and Miletos, the thighbones had been freed with a knife, 
see Studer & Chenal-Velarde 2003, 178; Peters & von den Driesch 1992, 
124; cf. Reese & Ruscillo 2000, 459. At Samos and at the sanctuary of 
Apollo Hylates on Cyprus, a cleaver was used, see Boessneck & von den 
Driesch 1988, 7; Davis 1996, 181, and sometimes the acetabulum was 
broken, see Boessenck & von den Driesch 1988, 6. The patella could 
also be left attached to the femur, see Studer & Chenal-Velarde 2003, 
175–178; Peters & von den Driesch 1996, 181.
15  This is the case at the huge funerary sacrifice at the Maussolleion at 
Halikarnassos, see Højlund & Aaris-Sørensen 1981, 68–71.

Fig. 1a & 1b. Butchering patterns that are suggested to correspond to the terms skelos and skelos eis kotyledona ektetmemenon, respectively. 
Drawing from Archéozoo (www.archeozoo.org).
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seems to have been such a standard practice that it did not 
have to be spelled out.18 The bones rather represent a deliber-
ate increase of the share of the victim burnt for the god, who 
would not only receive the standard thighbones and tails, but 
also an entire hind leg with the meat and the defleshed bones, 
an action which presumably must have had a particular func-
tion within the ritual. If we turn to the zooarchaeological 
evidence, however, possible parallels to such an extended 
burning of bones can be found in sanctuaries. At Isthmia, 
parts from the entire skeleton apart from the forelegs were 
burnt on the long altar for Poseidon.19 At Kommos on Crete, 
the burnt thighbones from Altar U were supplemented with 
fragments of ribs, skulls, vertebrae and forelegs.20 The zooar-
chaeological evidence suggests that the ostea in the Selinous 
inscription are not a unique and isolated feature.

Why more bones were burnt at Selinous, Isthmia and 
Kommos is a complex issue, best explained by the ritual con-
text. At Selinous a theoxenia ceremony takes place and the 
thysia sacrifice was enhanced by a table with meat, thereby 
giving the god more. The inclusion of bones in this ritual, and 
the fact that they were to be burnt at the end of the ceremony, 
may have been an additional way of increasing the gifts for 
the gods. The Selinous inscription and the zooarchaeological 
assemblages from the altars at Isthmia and Kommos, being 
composed of a variety of burnt bones, may reflect a previous-
ly unrecognized manner of performing theoxenia, where the 
god was given not only meat, but also bones.21

Images

Bones did not particularly catch the imagination of Greek 
artists. Mythological representations contain a few remark-
able instances. A Corinthian vase shows Herakles and He-
sione confronting the Monster of Troy, here depicted as a 
huge white skull with prominent teeth, perhaps inspired by 
the finding of a large mammal fossil.22 There is also a most 
interesting red-figure calyx-krater showing Herakles saving 

18  Occasional examples of bones mentioned in sacred laws and sacri-
ficial calendars, see the fragmentary cult regulation for Herakles, from 
Miletos, ca 500 BC, see LSA 42, line B 2. Possibly the meroi in the regu-
lation of the deme Phrearrhioi (ca 300–250 BC) also concern the divine 
share to be burnt (NGSL, no. 3, lines 16–17 with commentary; Lupu 
2003, 73–74), but they may also be part of the priestly perquisites, see 
Ekroth 2013. For the bones usually burnt at a thysia, see Ekroth 2009.
19  Gebhard & Reese 2005, 126, 128, 144 and 149–152, Table 1.
20  Reese & Ruscillo 2000, 441, Table 6.2 and pls. 6.3 and 6.4.
21  This issue is discussed in more detail in Ekroth forthcoming.
22  Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 63.420, ca 560–540 BC. For the ap-
pealing explanation of the skull as a fossil, see Mayor 2001, 157–165 
and fig. 4.1.

his fiancée from being married off to a centaur.23 When Her-
akles enters the room, the centaur is so startled that his right 
hand lashes out and the large bone he holds flies away, hit-
ting a servant on the head, causing him to bleed. Below the 
tail of the centaur, the bone is seen falling to the ground, a 
unique element in Athenian vase painting. Another explicit 
depiction of bones protruding from flesh is found in another 
mythological scene, the gruesome tearing apart of Pentheus 
by his mother and the Theban women (Fig. 2).24 Seen here are 
the femora sticking out of the thighs and the tibiae from the 
lower legs, and even some ribs from the thorax.

If we turn to iconography linked to religion, a few more 
bones are found. A famous Classical stele from Thespiai de-
picts a boar’s skull and mandible as well as a bovine skull (Fig. 
3).25 Altars and buildings, from the Hellenistic period on-
wards, also bear representations of bucrania.26 There are also 
depictions of animal skulls in sacrificial scenes on vase paint-
ings, including bucrania lying on altars.27 The bones most fre-
quently rendered on the vase paintings are those forming the 

23  A large fragment of the vase has been in the Louvre (G 345) since 
1863, while the rest was sold on the Swiss market in 2000, see CVA, 
Paris, Louvre 3, III I d, pl. 8: 1 & 4, 9: 1 & 4; Cahn 2000, 28, no. 74.
24  Shown on an Attic red-figure kylix by Douris, ca 480 BC now in the 
Kimbell Art Museum (AP 2000.02), Forth Worth, Texas, see Buitron-
Oliver 1995, pl. 73, no. 121; LIMC VII (1994), s.v. Pentheus, no. 43, pl. 
259 ( J. Bazant & G. Berger-Doer).
25  van Straten 1995, R57, fig. 78, dedicated to Zeus Karaios by a group 
of syssitoi, dinner club companions.
26  For altars with bucrania, see Yavis 1949, 148–152; Fraser 1977, 16–
17 and 27–28; Berges 1986, 42–45, 80–81, 91 and 103–104. Buildings: 
Umholtz 2008. See also Börker 1975.
27  Beazley 1939, 35. For skulls on altars, see an Attic red-figure oino-
choe in Kiel, Antikensammlung Kunsthalle B 55, ca 425–400 BC, van 
Straten 1995, V382, fig. 168; perhaps also a votive relief in Dresden, 
Skulpturensammlung Albertinum ZV 1190, ca 350–300 BC, Tagalidou 
1993, 233, no. 33, pl. 14. The display of bucrania in sanctuaries is indi-
cated by epigraphical evidence, see Blinkenberg 1941, 179–180, lines C 
103, 110–111 and 114.

Fig. 3. Thebes, Archaeo-
logical Museum 154. 
Stele from Thespiai, 4th–
3rd century BC.
Photo: museum.
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tail of the victim, the osphys, which is usually shown burning 
and curving in the fire on the altar, the ultimate sign of hiera 
kala, the benevolent divine acceptance of the sacrifice (Fig. 
4).28 Interestingly, practical experiments have shown that 
these representations correspond closely to the behaviour of 
real tails of cows, sheep or pigs, when placed in a fire (Fig. 5).29

There are no representations of the bones to be burnt for 
the gods being cut out from the meat, though a black-figure 

28  Osphys on the altar: van Straten 1995, 118–121; van Straten 1988, 
61–66; Gebauer 2002, 352–443; Ekroth 2009, 132–134. A handful of 
representations show Iris carrying the osphys, see Gebauer 2002, 443 and 
Bv 73–Bv 77; LIMC V (1990), s.v. Iris, nos. 110, 111, 113 and 115 (A. 
Kossatz-Deissmann).
29  For the curving of the tail as shown by practical experiments, see 
Jameson 1983, 60–61 and fig. 3; Ekroth 2009, 149 and fig. 7.

oinochoe in Boston, showing sacrificial butchering, has been 
suggested as rendering the head of the thighbone and the tro-
chanter major (also part of the proximal end of the femur) by 
two small white dots of paint, thus depicting the act about to 
happen (Fig. 6).30 The thighbones, meria, wrapped in fat, are 
iconographically elusive, but may also be depicted, if we are 
to follow Gerhard Forstenpointner’s ingenious interpreta-
tion of a red-figure bell-krater in the Louvre, where a bearded 
man is placing an amorphous bundle on a burning altar.31  

30  Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 99.527, ca 500–475 BC, van Straten 
1995, V213, fig. 157; Durand 1989, 101. 
31  Forstenpointner 2003. Paris, Louvre G 496, 425–400 BC, van Straten 
1995, V200, fig. 152. See Forstenpointner et al. in this volume, 237, fig. 5.

Fig. 4. Attic red-figure bell-krater, Lon-
don, British Museum E 494, Painter of 
London, 450–425 BC.
Photo: © Trustees of the British Museum.

Fig. 5. Real sheep’s and pig’s tails burning on coal fire. Photo: author. Fig. 6. Attic black-figure oinochoe, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 99.527, 
Class of Vatican G 47, 500–475 BC. Photo: © 2010 Museum of Fine Art, 
Boston.

Licensed to <openaccess@ecsi.se>



WHAT WE WOULD LIKE THE BONES TO TELL US: A SACRIFICIAL WISH LIST • GUNNEL EKROTH • 21

A vase in Frankfurt could also be interpreted as showing such 
a parcel of fat and bones being placed in the fire (Fig. 7), while 
a fragment in the British Museum constitutes a third case, 
where the bundle is shown behind the curving tail (Fig. 4).32 

Of great interest in relation to zooarchaeology are the 
many Attic vases showing hind legs of animals, presumably 
cattle or sheep, being carried, received or given away.33 Some 
of these legs occur in scenes where sacrificial activity takes 
place and considering that the importance of the hind leg as 
a priestly perquisite is made clear by the inscriptions, it seems 
safe to assume that all such representations of legs are to be 
connected with sacrifice in some sense (cf. Fig. 6).34 These 
legs demonstrate some interesting features (Fig. 8). First of 
all, they have a very limp appearance, most likely indicating 
that the thighbones have been removed in order to be burnt 

32  Frankfurt VF b 413, ca 450–440 BC, van Straten 1995, V178, fig. 
126; London, British Museum E 494, ca 450–425 BC, van Straten 
1995, V367, fig. 124.
33  For an overview of the evidence, see Durand 1984; Tsoukala 2009.
34  For example, London, British Museum B 362, van Straten 1995, 
V160, fig. 123; Rome, Villa Giulia, Gebauer 2002, S 3a, fig. 137; Flor-
ence, Museo Archeologico 15189, Gebauer 2002, Z 5, fig. 167. For the 
link between the legs and sacrifice, see further Durand 1984; Gebauer 
2002, 332–337; Tsoukala 2009.

on the altar, constituting a further indication that the legs 
derive from sacrificed animals. The result of this action is a 
floppy leg, the gigot mou in Jean-Louis Durand’s term, and 
the legs on the vases are in fact very similar to real de-boned 
hind legs of sheep.35

Secondly, the hoof is always depicted as clearly visible. 
Hoofs are also represented as being chewed on by dogs ly-
ing under tables in banqueting scenes, where people are 
eating and drinking (Fig. 9), as well as in a number of other 
motifs where dogs can be found.36 The presence of hoofs 
still attached in the representation of hind legs and the cut-
off hoofs in banqueting scenes is surprising, as it is usually 
taken for granted that the lower parts of the legs including 
the hoofs were removed at the initial division of the animal 
at butchering. This assumption is supported by most animal 

35  Durand 1984, 32.
36  Dogs under the table: red-figure fragment by Makron in a private 
collection in Paris, see Kunisch 1997, pl. 100.304; black-figure cup, 
München, Antikensammlungen 2082, CVA, München 13, pl. 27, 1–2 
(Deutschland, pl. 3887). Dog next to singing man on a platform: black-
figure pelike, Otago Museum, Dunedin 48.226, CVA, New Zealand 1, 
pl. 17, 1–4 (New Zealand, pl. 17); among youths taming bulls: black-
figure hydria, Berlin, Antikensammlung F1900, Schnapp 1977, 265, fig. 
224.

Fig. 7. Attic red-figure bell-krater, Frankfurt ß 413, Hephaistos Painter, 
450–440 BC. Photo: © Archäologisches Museum Frankfurt.

Fig. 8. Attic red-figure kylix, Munich, Staatliche Antikensammlungen 
2674, Makron, 500–475 BC. Photo: Staatliche Antikensammlungen und 
Glyptothek München, Renate Kühling.
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bone assemblages from Greek cult sites, apart from the sanc-
tuary of Apollo Hylates at Kourion on Cyprus, where entire 
legs seem to have been burnt.37 Possibly the vase scenes indi-
cate that the hind legs of sacrificial animals, from which the 
thighbones were removed and burnt, were given a different 
treatment from the the other legs of a sacrificial victim, as the 
hoof was left in place. If that was the case, the hoof gnawed 
by the dogs may be a sign that the meat consumed by the 
banqueters in these vase paintings was not any kind of food 
but had a particular and prestigious origin, being hind legs of 
sacrificial animals.38

The role of meat: sacred, secular 
or something else?

After these specific cases, let us move on to questions of a 
more methodological nature. One of the major issues of 
Greek religion and the role of animal sacrifice within ancient 
Greek society is whether all meat was linked to religion and 
therefore sacred in some sense, and if all killings of animals 
were perceived as animal sacrifices.

There is a certain degree of hesitation among modern 
scholars to accept that all meat was linked to the sacred sphere 
in ancient Greece.39 This reluctance is both due to influence 
from Christian attitudes to sacrifice and meat, and to the fact 
that slaughter and meat consumption in our modern societies 
is a predominantly secular issue. Scholars have also pointed 
to contexts in which the Greeks seem to have killed animals 
and eaten their meat that cannot be linked to sacrifice, such 
as hunts. Furthermore, mention in the literary sources of the 
consumption of animals which we tend not to consider fit 
for sacrifice, or even from animals that had died from natural 
causes, have further been used as an argument for all meat 
not being sacred. What is often forgotten is the fact that our 
interpretation of the ancient evidence depends on how we 
define animal sacrifice. What is a sacrifice?

37  For the lack of lower legs and feet in the dinner deposits from sanc-
tuaries, see Gardeisen 1996, 807; Vila 2000, 201; Boessneck & von den 
Driesch 1988, 4, Table 2; Leguilloux 2000, 346, for the 4th century BC 
altar of Zeus/Jovis at Poseidonia where less than 1% of bone assemblage 
from the ca 50 slaughtered cattle consisted of feet and lower legs. Sanc-
tuary of Apollo Hylates, Kourion: Davis 1996; Davis 2008, 66, Table 2; 
pers. comm. D. Reese.
38  An Early Classical red-figure cup in the Hermitage (B.4509) shows 
a woman with an obelos next to a large basin over which a de-boned 
hind leg with the hoof still attached is suspended. In her right hand, 
the woman holds what looks like a cut-off hoof, see CVA, St. Petersburg, 
Heremitage 5, pl. 21,1 (Russia, pl. 560); Gebauer 2002, Z 17, fig. 179.
39  For the discussion, see Berthiaume 1982; Ekroth 2007, 251–255; 
Parker 2010.

To answer this question lies outside the scope of this 
short paper, but when it comes to animal species, the zoo-
archaeological material from Greek sanctuaries provides us 
with a different picture from that of the texts and the images, 
and this should lead us to reconsider our notions. If we look 
at the bones, it seems that there was a distinction between 
the species actually sacrificed at the altar and from which 
certain parts were burnt for the gods, that is, a thysia ritual, 
and the species that were eaten at the meals that took place 
in the sanctuaries.40 Cattle, sheep and goats were sacrificed at 
the altar, had select bones burnt and were finally eaten. Pigs 
were also eaten, but these animals are rarely found among the 
burnt thighbones and tails from the altar deposits.41 If burnt 
pigs appear, they are usually piglets and they have been burnt 
whole, though entire unburnt piglets were also deposited.42 
Within the consumption debris from sanctuaries we find 
cattle, sheep, goats and pigs, but also equids, dogs and a va-
riety of wild animals.43 It thus seems clear that not all of the 
meat eaten within a sanctuary came from animals killed at 
the altar, having their meria and osphys burnt for the gods. 
This situation can lead us to diversify our understanding of 
sacrifice, ritual slaughter and meat consumption, which to a 
large extent is based on the information in the written and 
iconographical sources. 

The zooarchaeological evidence from sanctuaries suggests 
that the handling of animals and the consumption of their 
meat were more complex activities than our rudimentary cat-
egories “sacred” and “secular”, or sacrifice and simple slaugh-
ter, will allow for. I have suggested elsewhere that it may be 
useful to distinguish between sacrificial and sacred meat.44 
Sacrificial meat can be defined as coming from the animals 
killed at the altar, by which communication with the divine 
was established. Sacred meat would be the rest of the meat 
consumed in the sanctuary, which came from animals killed 
there in a ritually less elaborate manner or even brought to 
the sanctuary already slaughtered.45 Such a perspective may 
better allow us to comprehend the variety in species that the 
Greeks killed and ate.

40  Ekroth 2007; Ekroth 2009.
41  Ekroth 2009, 136–137.
42  For burnt piglet remains, see Ruscillo 1993, 209; Bookidis & Stroud 
1997, 98. Unburnt piglets, see Forstenpointner 2001, 68.
43  Ekroth 2007, 263–266.
44  Ekroth 2007, esp. 269.
45  See also the discussion by Scullion, this volume.
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Fig. 9. Madrid, Museo Arqueológico Nacional 10916 (L65), Attic black-figure amphora, Leagros Group. Photo: museum.
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Game, dogs and other neglected 
species

Modern research has often drawn a strict line between the 
domesticated and the wild when it comes to the handling of 
animals within the religious sphere of the ancient Greeks.46 
Hunting is a field where there still is a large disagreement as to 
the role and contribution of this activity to the sacrificial sys-
tem and the meat consumption of the Greeks. Traditionally 
hunting has been placed outside the frame of animal sacrifice, 
since the victims will not be brought alive to the altar, nor 
will they come there peacefully and willingly. However, the 
tranquil, agreeing victim has been demonstrated to be a mod-
ern construct more than an ancient reality, and this opens up 
the field for the uses of game within the sacrificial rituals.47 

Animal bones indicate the presence of game in sanctuar-
ies.48 These animals are not found among the altar debris but 
in the remains of meals, although at Kalapodi, no sacra were 
recovered from bones of the red deer, fallow deer, roe deer 
and wild boars, suggesting that these animals may have been 
given the same ritual treatment as the domesticated species.49 
There are occasional representations of deer as sacrificial vic-
tims, while stone altars can bear representations of bucrania 
of deer.50 Xenophon states that a hunt was part of the festival 
in the cult of Artemis at Skyllous (Anab. 5.3.37). The Archaic  
bronze plaques from Kato Syme Viannou on Crete show 
youths carrying wild animals, entire ones or parts of them, 
presumably to be sacrificed, or rather dedicated, in a sanctu-
ary.51 Even if deer, wild goats and boars were not frequently 
killed at the altar, they may still have been an essential com-
ponent of the ritual, used as offerings of meat, raw or cooked, 
as they are present among the zooarchaeological material re-
covered in Greek sanctuaries. The role and function of such 
animals within Greek cult will hopefully be elucidated by 

46  Stengel 1910, 197–201; Durand & Schnapp 1989; Detienne 1989, 5, 
8 and 37–38; Schnapp 1997, 246–247 and 265. For a highly interesting 
discussion of deer as sacrificial victims, see Larson forthcoming.
47  Georgoudi 2005; Naiden 2007.
48  For evidence for game, see Ekroth 2007, 257–258 and 263–264; Lar-
son forthcoming.
49  Stanzel 1991, 162. 
50  For possible representations of deer sacrifice, see a votive relief from 
Aigina, Athens, National Archaeological Museum 1950, late 5th cen-
tury BC, ThesCRA I, 15, no. 91, and a red-figure cup in Rome, Villa 
Giulia, no number, ca 510–500 BC, Gilotta 1995, pl. 19:a–b; Gebauer 
2002, S 3a, fig. 137. For the relation between hunting and sacrifice 
within iconography, see also Durand & Schnapp 1989; Schnapp 1997, 
246–247 and 265. For stags’ heads on altars, see Berges 1986, 51–52; 
Fraser 1977, pls. 43c, 71c, 73d and 86a, dated to the Hellenistic-Early 
Roman periods. 
51  Lembessi 1985, 128–136, for example, A 9, A 10, A 37, A 47, A 50, 
A 56, pls. 3, 6, 22, 29, 30, 32, 47–50. 

the animal bone evidence in the future. Greek sacrificial rit-
ual apparently was much more than thysia sacrifice of cattle, 
sheep and goats.

Another animal for which zooarchaeology may give im-
portant insights is the dog. Literary sources record dog sacri-
fices to Hekate and Enyalios, where the animals were halved 
and then burnt or thrown away in order to purify and pro-
pitiate, thus not involving any consumption.52 On the other 
hand, dog meat was recommended in the Hippocratic corpus 
as a suitable kind of food for the sick and weak, in order to 
speed up their recovery.53 Dogs are found among the dinner 
debris in some sanctuaries, for example at the Aire sacrificielle 
at Eretria and the sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia, though 
not among the burnt material from the altars.54 What are we 
to make of these butchered dogs recovered with the bones of 
cattle, sheep, goats and pigs? Was the dog only a marginal ani-
mal, eaten in worst-case scenarios or by the sick or the poor? 
Or could the odd dog be used to supplement the meat dis-
tributed at a sacrifice in addition to the meat from the actual 
sacrificial victim?

A small group of vases depicting dogs can serve as an illus-
tration of the complexity of this issue. A red-figure lekythos 
in Athens showing a woman holding a dog and a sacrificial 
basket, a kanoun, next to three torches, is usually considered 
to depict a non-alimentary sacrifice to Hekate, where the dog 
is being deposited whole into a pit (Fig. 10).55 On a recently 
published Boeotian vase we see a child dressed in a priestly 
garb holding knife, extending his hand to a small dog, a rep-
resentation suggested to refer to a purificatory dog sacrifice 
in a kourotrophic context (Fig. 11).56 Is this an allusion to an 
actual ritual or is it perhaps meant as a joke? Finally, there 
is a lekythos in Rome (Fig. 12), showing a woman standing 
next to a column giving a dog a piece of meat.57 Who is this 
woman and where is she? This scene could be interpreted as 
a cosy feeding of the family pet at home but it may also rep-
resent the nourishing of an animal in a sanctuary, either a sa-
cred one, as known from Epidauros and Piraeus, or a dog that 
would later be sacrificed.58 Hopefully the zooarchaeological 

52  Theophr. Char. 16.13; Zaganiaris 1975, 323–328; Ekroth 2007, 265.
53  Ekroth 2007, 265; Roy 2007, 347–348. 
54  Eretria: Studer & Chenal-Velarde 2003, 180. Of the 119 identified 
bones, 9% are canine. Isthmia: Gebhard & Reese 2005, 140. See also 
Ekroth 2007, 258–259. For the evidence of dog remains in Greek settle-
ment contexts and burials, see Trantalidou 2006.
55  Athens, National Archaeological Museum 1695, ca 440–430 BC; 
van Straten 1974, 179, fig. 30.
56  Athens, National Archaeological Museum 12591, ca 420 BC; Av-
ronidaki 2008, 9–14.
57  Rome, Academia dei Lincei 2478, ca 470–460 BC.
58  On sacred dogs, see Gourevitch 1968, 275; LS 21 A, line 9, regulation 
from Piraeus of cult of Asklepios and associated deities, 4th century BC.
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evidence can refine our somewhat crude conception of the 
role of dogs within the Greek religious and alimentary sys-
tems.59

59  Two other groups of animals often given very scant treatment are 
birds and fish, since they are hardly ever mentioned in the texts or in-
scriptions or depicted on vases or reliefs, and rarely recovered in the 
zooarchaeological evidence unless meticulous excavation methods are 
observed. For a striking exception, see the 2nd century BC deposit re-
covered in the sanctuary of Poseidon at Kalaureia, Poros containing 18 
different species of fish: Mylona 2008, 92–96.

Fig. 11 (below). Boeotian red-figure skyphos, Athens, National Archaeological  
Museum 12591, Painter of the Dancing Pan, ca 420 BC. Photo: National Archaeo-
logical Museum, Athens, © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Tourism/Archaeologi-
cal Receipts Fund.

Fig. 12. Athenian red-figure 
lekythos, Rome, Academia dei 
Lincei 2478, 470–460 BC. 
Photo: Academia dei Lincei, 
Rome.

Fig. 10 (left). Athenian red-figure lekythos, Athens, National Archaeological  
Museum 1695, ca 440–430 BC. Photo: National Archaeological Museum, Athens,
© Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Tourism/Archaeological Receipts Fund.
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Practicalities and perspectives

The animal bones show us a reality, which is both richer 
and more complex than that suggested by the other sources. 
The increasingly sophisticated archaeological excavation 
methods, sieving, flotation and examination of the zooar-
chaeological material by highly skilled specialists, reveal new 
aspects of Greek religion. The animal remains may disclose 
or explain a range of practical considerations to us. Let us 
consider the issue of fire and burning, a central component 
of Greek sacrifice. How did one accomplish a holocaust, that 
is, a complete annihilation of the animal victim by fire? Were 
the animals killed and then put whole onto the pyre, or were 
they first bled and then flayed and opened up and emptied 
of intestines? Were they sectioned and then burnt? Practical 
experiments with the burning of animals in order to under-
stand human cremation practices have revealed interesting 
results concerning the complexity of the accomplishment of 
such actions.60

And what about the thighbones burnt for the gods, the 
meroi so frequently mentioned in Homer? Did they consist 
only of white, clean bones, as in Hesiod, or could they also 
be entire hind legs, with meat and all, as recently suggested 
by Guy Berthiaume?61 Can the animal bones reveal if they 
were put into the fire with the meat still attached to them or if 
they had first been freed of meat? Is it possible to distinguish 
if a bone was covered with meat or wrapped in fat before 
burning?62 In this area of enquiry also, some experimentation 
would be very valuable.63

There are also a number of methodological issues. How 
burnt do the bones have to be for them to be interpreted as a 
thysia? Is the degree of burning the most essential feature for 
the identification of such a ritual or is the selection of body 
parts to be considered the important criterion? How do we 
identify other kinds of sacrificial rituals among the burnt 
bones, such as the partial burning of the victim, so-called 

60  Sigvallius 1994, 15–32. Only one holocaust is zooarchaeologically 
demonstrated so far, at the Palaimonion at Isthmia, dating from the Ro-
man period, see Gebhard & Reese 2005, 126, 132–133, 137–139 and 
152.
61  Berthiaume 2005.
62  On the conflicting responses to these questions, van Straten 1995, 
131 with n. 50.
63  Recent experiments have demonstrated that fresh bones stripped of 
meat in fact burn better than dry ones, contrary to what is often assumed 
by scholars, see Théry-Parisot et al. 2005, 51–57. This result is of great 
interest for the understanding of the importance of thighbones in Greek 
sacrificial ritual.

moirocausts? To what extent may deposits of unburnt bones 
be taken as evidence for actual sacrifices and not just con-
sumption debris? How are we to characterize the throwing 
of bones into the fire after the meat had been eaten, simply as 
a way to dispose of the detritus or a ritual treatment of these 
bones?

The bones also open up perspectives for comparisons 
where our other sources leave us more or less in the dark. 
Where does this Greek obsession with burning animal bones 
for the gods come from? The closest parallels to Greek sacri-
ficial practices in the written evidence are the Israelite rituals 
outlined in Leviticus in the Old Testament, but here there is 
no mention of treating the bones in the same manner as the 
Greeks did, although tails were burnt.64 A Hittite text men-
tions an unusual ritual where the cut-off forelegs of a sheep 
were freed of meat and wrapped in fat, though there seems 
to be no burning involved.65 To what extent the Greeks were 
influenced by such ritual practices of their neighbours, close 
by or more distant, is an open question. The relation between 
Mycenaean sacrificial rituals and later Iron Age practices is 
also of primary interest, as recently published zooarchaeolog-
ical evidence from Pylos and Methana has shown that burnt 
animal sacrifice was practised in the Late Bronze Age, though 
not in the same way as in later periods.66 

These are only some of the issues that need to be consid-
ered, and if not treated here, they will hopefully be the topic 
of discussion elsewhere in the future. What I have outlined 
above is very closely linked to my own perspective and in-
terests when working on Greek sacrificial ritual, but this is 
of course far from the only one. Therefore the question also 
should be turned around: what is the sacrificial wish list of 
the zooarchaeologists? What is important empirically, meth-
odologically and practically? Are the questions raised by the 
scholars working on texts, inscriptions, images and archaeo-
logical remains the right ones to pose? After all, different 
kinds of evidence speak of different kinds of realities.

GUNNEL EKROTH
Department of Archaeology and Ancient History
Uppsala University
Box 626
SE-751 26 Uppsala
gunnel.ekroth@antiken.uu.se

64  Leviticus 3:9, 7:3–4, 8:25, 9:18–20, cf. Exodus 29:22; see also Hult-
gård 1987; Milgrom 1991, 205–213; Ekroth 2009, 146–149; Scullion 
2009.
65  Haas 1994, 657. I am grateful for Alice Mouton for further clarifying 
this passage to me.
66  On the evidence for bones being burnt as part of sacrificial rituals 
in the Late Bronze Age, see Isaakidou et al. 2002, 86–92; Halstead & 
Isaakidou 2004, 136–54; Hamilakis & Konsolaki 2004.
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Abbreviations

LS F. Sokolowski, Lois sacrées des cités grecques (École 
française d’Athènes. Travaux et mémoires, 18), 
Paris 1969.

LSA F. Sokolowski, Lois sacrées de l’Asie Mineure (École 
française d’Athènes. Travaux et mémoires, 9),  
Paris 1955.

NGSL E. Lupu, Greek sacred law. A collection of new doc-
uments (Religions of the Graeco-Roman world, 
152), Leiden 2005.

ThesCRA Thesaurus cultus et rituum antiquorum I–V, Los 
Angeles 2004–2005.
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