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Because men addressed him as Augustus in view of his claim to honour they revere him with 
temples and sacrifices over all the islands and continents, in cities and tribes requiting him for 
the magnitude of his virtue and his benefactions towards them. 

This passage from a biography of Augustus by a contemporary writer, Nicolaus of 
Damascus, gives a rare picture of the way in which the emperor was honoured in his lifetime 
throughout the provinces of the empire.' The temples and sacrifices to which it refers formed 
part of a nexus of cultic honours, classified by the Greeks as isotheoi timai, honours equivalent 
to those given to the gods, which also included priests, festivals and games. This form of royal 
ritual stretched back in the Greek lands three hundred years to the time of Alexander the Great 
and beyond and constitutes a fundamental aspect of the relationship between subject and ruler 
in the ancient world.2 

An immense amount has been written about ruler cult in antiquity, including over i,500 
items about the imperial cult in the past twenty years, but it would generally be agreed that the 
subject has reached an impasse. Little advance has been made in our understanding of the 
imperial cult since the fundamental studies by Nock and Taylor fifty years ago. Various factors 
have militated against progress in this field. Scholars have in general operated with a sharp 
distinction between politics and religion, which has not been. helpful. Historians of religion, 
recognizing the prima facie claims of ruler cult to be classed as a religion, have in fact tended to 
argue that it is actually a manifestation of the decline of the cult of the gods. Nilsson, for 
example, talking of the fifth century B.C., argued that ' the origin of the cult of men in Greece 
is to be sought in the convulsions of the dying religion '.3 The allegedly moribund religion had 
a mere seven centuries to run before its final extinction at the hands of Christianity; but this 
argument, if in a more moderate form, has long been the orthodoxy. In fact, the idea of the 
decline of traditional cults needs to be entirely rethought,4 and with it the relationship of ruler 
cult to these traditional cults. 

The corollary of the refusal to see ruler cult as a meaningful religion is to treat it as essen- 
tially political. Thus Taylor argued that it was 'more a matter of practical politics than of 
religion '.6 Two reasons are given for this. Some argue, particularly in the context of the 
western provinces of the Roman empire, that the cult was centrally promoted and exploited, 
others that the subjects manipulated it for their own diplomatic advantage. These are ration- 
alistic arguments that tend to imply a cynical model of human motivation, with an un- 
acceptable gap between consciousness and ideology.6 

If the imperial cult is treated as an aspect of a decadent religion or as a counter in an 
elaborate game of politics there is naturally no incentive to study the ritual itself. It is sympto- 
matic of the state of scholarship that little attention is given to imperial ritual proper in the 
majority of the papers in a volume which constitutes the most recent major contribution to 
the subject.7 Here I want to look in detail at sacrifices, which formed one element of the re- 
ligious system of isotheoi timai described by Nicolaus of Damascus. These have not so far been 
given sufficient attention in studies of ruler cult. Habicht's fundamental work on Hellenistic 
ruler cult did include some pages on sacrifices but without much analysis.8 The evidence in 
Latin has been collected,9 but the material from the Greek part of the empire has not been 
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systematically studied. As it is important not to produce a hasty amalgam of elements from 
different periods and places, I shall limit myself primarily to this area, covering roughly the 
two hundred and fifty years from Augustus to the time when civic ritual petered out in the third 
century. 

This material does however have some shortcomings. We are not fortunate enough to 
possess a complete ethnographic account of any one imperial sacrifice. There is indeed only 
one extant prose description of any Graeco-Roman sacrifice.'0 The bulk of the evidence con- 
sists of inscribed descriptions of and prescriptions for the sacrifices, and these are patchy and 
fragmentary. The regulations for the privileges of a priestess at Athens shiow that care was 
taken over the division of the sacrificial animal, but they merely specify those aspects concern- 
ing the priestess (below p. 34). More informatively, regulations from Mytilene show that parts 
of the victims were to be placed on the cult table, presumably beside the cult statue of Augustus, 
but, tantalizingly, they then break off (below p. 34 f.). Thus in no case do we know the full 
details of the slaughtering of the animal and the division of the parts between emperor, priest 
and others, an aspect of the process which could have been crucial evidence for ideas about the 
sacrifices. The problem is that such regulations specify only what was open to doubt, not what 
was taken for granted. What we have to work with are essentially the formulae used to describe 
the sacrifices. It is not possible to penetrate beyond them to the actual event to see if the 
actions and words were coherent with their public descriptions, but the ways that the sacrifices 
were described are vitally important evidence for the underlying conceptions of the sacrifices. 

My aim is to demonstrate that sacrifices were a way of articulating a large body of 
unformulated thought concerning the emperor by means of subtle modifications of the prac- 
tices of divine ritual. In other words the sacrifices formed an important part of a cognitive 
system, which should be seen as hovering on the border between preconscious and conscious. 
This approach to ritual avoids the common tendency of searching for the anachronistic, 
Christian value of religio animi and of assuming that it is the feelings of individuals that pro- 
vide the sole test of significance for the ritual. The spirit in which a ceremony is carried out is 
important, but emotions should not be seen as primary phenomena generating and validating 
the ritual. Religion should be treated not as an emotional but as an intellectual enterprise 
which attempts to provide a way of interpreting and ordering reality." 

My argument will run counter to two standard positions. One holds that the Greeks 
were ' sincere' in giving the divine honours, but did not mean to imply by them that the em- 
peror was a god; they were just honours. The other position thinks that this implication did 
follow. For instance, a recent textbook of imperial history says that by the mid-second century 
the emperor had been ' long an unquestioned god in the East '.12 Similarly Taylor wrote that 
Augustus, in succession to the 'divine kings of the Hellenistic monarchies', in the Asiatic 
provinces and the Greek lands was 'frankly worshipped by cities and leagues of cities as a 
deity incarnate '.13 My analysis differs from these in terms of what the honours actually were, 
and to this factual disagreement is added a different methodological approach to the implica- 
tions of the honours. I intend first to analyse the different types of imperial sacrifices (i-Im), 
then to discuss their role in a Christian context (iv) and the changing nature of ruler sacrifice 
in the Hellenistic period and under Roman influence (v), and finally to set imperial sacrifices 
in the context of Greek religion (vi). 

Imperial sacrifices were made on a variety of occasions, public and private, by individuals 
or by representatives of city or province. Sometimes libationsl4 or ritual cakes'6 were offered 
but the burning of incense, perhaps on special altars,'6 or the killing of an animal, normally 
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a bull, were the standard offerings at public festivals.17 We are fortunate to possess some repre- 
sentations of these scenes of sacrifice, both of libations 18 and of the sacrifice of a bull before an 
imperial statue or temple.19 While I shall try to bring out something of the nature of these 
public imperial festivals in the course of my discussion, a vivid picture of a private celebration 
is given by the regulations of the hymnodes of Rome and Augustus at Pergamum.20 The 
hymnodes constituted an association involved in provincial imperial cult but they also per- 
formed their own ritual within the association, meeting on a variety of occasions in their own 
building, the hymnodeion. The various officials had to provide wine, money, bread, garlands 
and other accoutrements for the hymnodes. New members who did not inherit their father's 
position had to pay a fixed sum ' towards the sacrifices of Sebastos and Roma '. Hymns were 
sung beside the altar during sacrifices, which perhaps consisted of wine. Ritual cakes, incense 
and lamps were offered to Augustus, the last perhaps for illuminating the images of Roma and 
the emperors. The inscription gives a very intense picture of the practice of imperial ritual 
and sacrifices. 

But distinctions must be drawn between types of sacrifices. It was possible to differentiate 
between heroic and divine sacrifices (enhagismata and thysiai), and it is of great importance 
that heroic sacrifices were never specified as the appropriate form of cult for Hellenistic kings 
or Roman emperors. Thus the sacrifices included in the isotheoi timai, whose propriety Arrian 
says was debated at the court of Alexander, were not heroic but divine.21 However, within this 
category of sacrifices a crucial distinction existed between sacrifices to and sacrifices on behalf 
of the emperor. Philo, who went on an embassy of Alexandrian Jews to the emperor Gaius, 
says that when they finally succeeded in gaining an audience with Gaius in connection with the 
troubles in Alexandria, they were greeted by an emperor who accused the Jews of being god- 
haters who refuse'd to acknowledge his divinity.22 The opposing embassy QfAlexandrian Greeks 
then accused the Jews of not having offered sacrifices of thanksgiving for Gaius. The Jews 
denied this vehemently, pointing out that they had done so three times. 'All right', Gaius 
replied, 'that's as may be, you have sacrificed, but to another, even if it was on my behalf. 
What good is that if you have not sacrificed to me? ' The problems of the source, which is the 
only one to make this distinction explicitly, are obvious: the Jewish Philo may have been more 
sensitive to religious nuances than the Greeks, while Gaius was hardly a typical emperor. 
But the distinction is in fact latent elsewhere.23 Sacrifices were never made on behalf of the 
gods, with one exception,24 and literary sources sometimes make it clear that to sacrifice to a 
man was to treat him as a god.25 The distinction is also crucially presupposed by imperial 
pronouncements on sacrifices for, according to Dio, Tiberius, Gaius and Claudius all pro- 
hibited sacrifices to themselves (or their tyche), though Gaius of course later reversed his 
policy.26 

This distinction was clearly important at a very obvious level, but I want to go on to argue 
that there was a whole range of nuances and hesitations about the closeness of the emperor 
to the gods, which we can approach by a careful study of the language used to describe such 
sacrifices. The emphasis in the sources is on sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. Thus a con- 
temporary could imagine that 'the whole world sacrificed and prayed on behalf of the emperor's 
eternal duration and unconquered rule '.27 Before turning to other forms of imperial sacrifices, 
I want to explore in some detail the contexts in which the sacrifices were performed in order 
to prove their importance and to show how they served to modify the isotheoi timai. 
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The fullest description of, or rather prescription for, a local imperial festival is provided 
by an inscription from Gytheum near Sparta, which is often felt to be a perfect example of 
imperial divine honours.28 A procession made its way from the temple of Asclepius and Hygeia 
to the Caesareum where a bull was sacrificed. The significance of the starting point, which is not 
otherwise known to have been important in the religious life of Gytheum, was probably that it 
symbolised that the purpose of the festival was to secure the health and long rule of the emperor. 
The sacrifice in front of the Caesareum was not made, as one might have expected, to the 
emperor but ' on behalf of the rulers and gods and the eternal duration of their rule ', that is 
on behalf of the emperors present and past.29 Another sacrifice was offered in the agora and 
from there, probably, the procession passed to the theatre where sacrifices of incense were made 
in front of the images of Augustus, Livia and Tiberius which had been placed there. The 
format was comparable to the Roman lectisternium in which the people besought the gods for 
their favour, but in fact the sacrifices were again offered ' on behalf of the preservation of the 
rulers '.30 It is clear that no sacrifice was actually offered to the emperor at this festival in spite 
of the divine framework in which it was set. 

The officials who performed the sacrifices at Gytheum were purely civic ones in spite of 
the existence of a priest of Augustus there. Nothing is known of his ritual functions, but 
priests of the emperor are very widely attested and one might have expected that they, like 
priests of the gods, would have sacrificed to the emperor whom they served. Unfortunately 
evidence for their religious functions is scanty, as the priests are mainly attested through honor- 
ary inscriptions which merely record their office, but when their ritual functions are revealed 
these are rather surprising. In only one case is a sacrifice to the emperor known to have been 
performed by an imperial priest.3' In all the other cases their sacrifices were on behalf of the 
emperor. For instance, a high priest of the Sebastoi at Aphrodisias ' sacrificed to the ancestral 
gods offering prayers himself on behalf of the health, safety and eternal duration of their rule '.32 

In the same city a woman who held, among other offices, a priesthood of the Sebastoi ' sacri- 
ficed throughout all the years on behalf of the health of the Sebastoi '.3 It is of course possible 
that these imperial priests also performed sacrifices to the emperor, but the mere attestation 
of their sacrifices ' on behalf of ' the emperor demonstrates that these were at least considered 
to be their most important duties, and may have been their only ones. 

This suggestion is supported by the existence of an official in the imperial cult called the 
prothytes. There was a prothytes of Sebastos at Pednelissus (?),34 a protizytes ' of the imperial 
emperor and of the priests of the city ' on Lesbos,35 and a man is recorded as having protliysas 
'of the imperial images ' at Adada.36 The only other known prothytes, from Nicaea,37 may also 
have served the imperial cult. The prefix pro- can indicate priority, the right of first sacrifice, 
or location, sacrifice in front of the images.38 But it is difficult to see, if either of these meanings 
applies, why there was an official called a prothytes and why he appeared only in the imperial 
cult. A better explanation is that the prothytes sacrificed on behalf of the emperor, which is 
another standard meaning for the verb prothyo.39 Though the post is only found infrequently, 
its very existence demonstrates the importance of sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. Their 
power to generate this office supports the idea that some at least of the other imperial priests 
only performed sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. 

Imperial priests then, despite the expectations which they arouse in us, prove to have a 
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different function from priests of the gods. It is clear also that the massively attested imperial 
festivals, in spite of being derivative from divine festivals, did not necessarily include sacrifices 
to the honorand, though our evidence makes it difficult to generalize. Sometimes an old festival 
received the addition of an imperial title such as Sebasta, but the new name often passed away 
and may only indicate that the emperor gave permission for additional expenditure at the 
festival.40 Though the joint name prima facie implies equality between the old god and the 
emperor, it would be rash to assume that sacrifices were made to both. Practice may have varied 
even at one festival. At Thyatira in one case the sacrifices at the Sebasta Tyrimnea were made 
only to the god, that is Tyrimnus, but in another the prayers and sacrifices were offered to the 
god and the lord emperors.41 At imperial festivals proper the sacrifices were sometimes only 
offered on behalf of the emperor, as by the ephebes at Athens and, presumably, in a civic festival 
at Chios.42 

An analysis of the standard imperial celebrations also indicates the predominance of 
sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. At the accession of a new emperor the language that was 
used often assimilated the accession to the epiphany of a new god: the emperor was a new sun 
that had risen.43 This is important but the ritual seems to have been more cautious, with the 
sacrifices being offered in thanksgiving to the gods rather than to the emperor. Thus Decius 
and Herennius thanked Aphrodisias for performing sacrifices and prayers (to the gods) 
at the beginning of their rule.44 The Ephesians decided to express their joy at the accession of 
Antoninus Pius by celebrating his birthday by a festival; he had received the empire in accord- 
ance with the prayers of the whole world and the Ephesians wanted as far as possible to requite 
the benefactions received from the gods.45 The sacrifices which are mentioned will presumably 
have been to the gods. The celebrations at Athens for the accession of Geta, though they are 
less clear, may have included a sacrifice to the imperial house but not to Geta himself.46 

Much the same is true of the arrival of the emperor in a provincial city as of his arrival at 
the throne. Magistrates would recall the day of their glory on which they displayed their muni- 
ficence,47 while the city might decide to commemorate the day in perpetuity, perhaps with a 
festival.48 The details of the ritual at the actual arrival of the emperor in a Greek city are slightly 
obscure, but such evidence as there is conforms to a pattern known from the Hellenistic period 
and from other parts of the Roman empire.49 The emperor might be greeted by the citizens 
carrying the images of the gods and sacrifices were made to the gods themselves, sometimes 
actually by the emperor. While this ceremonial is a good illustration of the basic ideology of 
imperial power, we should note that in no case is it known that sacrifices were made to the 
emperor at his arrival.50 The language employed sometimes assimilated the emperor to a god, 
but ritual held back. 

The most important imperial events in the course of the reign were marked by sacrifices 
to the gods, whether the news was of imperial victories or other matters.51 At Eresus the news 
of the safety and victory of Augustus led to sacrifices to all the gods and goddesses.52 The same 
inscription also records, in a fragmentary context, sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. That 
these were the only sacrifices to which reference survives is surprising because they were 
performed by a patriotic local citizen who was responsible for establishing a whole series of 
imperial temples and sanctuaries. At Sardis the inhabitants decided to commemorate the 
coming of age of Augustus' son Gaius Caesar with sacrifices to the gods and prayers on behalf 
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of his safety.53 They also decided to dedicate a cult statue of him in his father's temple, and to 
offer sacrifices to the gods in the future on the day the good news came and the decree was 
passed. There is no sign that sacrifices were offered to Gaius Caesar himself or to Augustus, 
despite the fact that a cult statue had been dedicated and that the Sardians had noted that all 
men were pleased at the sight of prayers being raised to Augustus on behalf of his children. 
There are other cases of the celebration of particular imperial events, but the interest of these 
two examples is the way that sacrifices on behalf of rather than to the emperor appear even in 
contexts which would otherwise have implied his divinity. They perform interesting and im- 
portant modifications of the ritual structure. 

Another regular occasion for sacrifice in an imperial context was that of the annual vows 
to the gods undertaken on the emperor's behalf.54 We have evidence for them both from Rome 
and from various provinces. But the days for prayers which are attested in Asia Minor and 
which have been associated with these vows may simply be the occasion of prayers for bene- 
factors, which are well attested.55 There is however some numismatic evidence. Coins of 
Ephesus from the reign of Macrinus in the third century show a sacrifice in front of a temple 
containing Macrinus' statue.56 I assume that the temple was an imperial one, though the brevity 
of Macrinus' rule makes it likely that his statue was simply put in an older temple. The two 
versions of the coin differ in the number of figures shown at the sacrifice and also in the position- 
ing of the legend; the legend itself is clearly a transcription into Greek of the Latin word vota. 
The use of this transcription, which does not appear again before the sixth century,57 is an 
attempt to indicate the modification of the traditional functions of a temple. As at Gytheum, 
this imperial temple was used for sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. 

II 

So far something has been shown of the fundamental importance of sacrifices on behalf 
of the emperor, even in contexts where other forms of sacrifices might have been expected. 
This avoidance of treating the emperor exactly as a god also finds expression in the deliberate 
blurring of the boundaries between the types of sacrifice. Some inscriptions simply say that 
the sacrifices were ' of ' the emperor and thus do not specify the relationship between emperor 
and god.58 Though sacrifices involving the gods alone can be described in the same manner, 
the phrasing may still be significant. Certainly in many cases the formulae of sacrifices 'on 
behalf of ' the emperor do not specify to which if any of the gods sacrifice was actually made. 
This might be because the particular god was too obvious to need stating in the context of a 
particular festival. Or the sacrifice might have been made to the gods in general,59 a procedure 
which was possible and which was again likely to drop out of the description. But a third 
possibility is that this was a way of evading precision as to the relationship between the emperor 
and the gods. However, even where the gods are mentioned it was still possible to make the 
sacrifices ambiguous. Sacrifices were made ' to ' the gods and the Sebastoi ' on behalf of ' 
the eternal perpetuation and security of their house.60 As the Sebastoi include the living em- 
peror this sacrifice to the Sebastoi on behalf of their house necessarily involves an ambiguity 
between the two types of sacrificial act. The ambiguity becomes a direct contravention when 
annual sacrifices were made to Artemis and to Commodus 'on behalf of his eternal continu- 
ance '.1 Emphasis is again given to the ambiguous status of the emperor. 

53 IGR IV, 1756 = Sardis vii (i), 8, 6-2i. Cf. Ath. 
Mitt. 75 (I960), 70, no. I (Samos). 

64J. M. Reynolds, PBSR 30 (x962), 33-6; 33 
(I965), 52-4; L. MArghitan, C. C. Petolescu, JRS 
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III 

Sacrifices were also made to the emperor but these were less common than the sacrifices 
already discussed, and they too could be made ambiguous in certain contexts. There were 
occasional sacrifices to the living emperor alone 62 but sacrifices were not instituted to the 
deceased emperor. The focus of the Greek system, unlike the Roman, was on the ruling em- 
peror. There was no Greek ritual of apotheosis at the death of an emperor and attention passed 
to his successor. There were however sacrifices to the Sebastoi, alone or with the gods, even 
on an imperial birthday when one might have expected the emperor to be the centre of atten- 
tion.63 The Sebastoi, who consisted of an indeterminate number of members of the imperial 
house, past and present, seem to have served as an important way of avoiding the bluntness of 
direct sacrifice to the emperor himself. The path could also be smoothed by the collocation 
of god and emperor, which permitted important nuances of gradation between the recipients.64 

There might be more evidence for direct sacrifices if we took into account the large number 
of imperial altars.66 Most of these were dedicated to Hadrian with Augustus and the Sebastoi 
coming in second and third places. It may however be dangerous to assume that sacrifices 
were made to the dedicands inscribed on the stone. One altar was dedicated jointly to the 
Olympian gods and to Septimius Severus, but the sacrifice which the dedicator chose to record 
was one on behalf of the emperor.66 Ajoint dedication of this sort is different from a dedication 
to the emperor alone but it does cast some doubt on the use of the other imperial altars. 
However, if sacrifices were generally made to the dedicands, the picture has to be slightly 
altered for the reigns of Hadrian and Augustus. 

A picture of a direct imperial sacrifice emerges from the long and detailed regulations for 
the games in honour of Augustus at Naples, which specify that the competitors and officials 
were to process on the day of the Caesarea to the Caesareum and were to sacrifice to Augustus.67 
It has been argued that the second part of the festival, which included this sacrifice along with 
the musical and dramatic competitions, was only added after the death of Augustus.68 It is 
true that this part of the festival is not heard of before then, but this may be chance and little 
weight should be given to the traditional argument that Augustus was not worshipped in 
Italy in his own lifetime.69 The fullest account of direct imperial sacrifices comes from Athens 
and dates from the late second century.70 The inscription is fragmentary and the alleged 
sacrifices to Julia Domna Athena Polias are based on an uncertain assumption that piety 
towards Julia Domna, with which the text is concerned, could be shown by sacrifices to Athena 
Polias only if the two were identified.7' But there were certainly sacrifices to her as ' mother 
of the camps', her official title, on the first day of the Roman year. The priestess of Athena 
Polias was to preside over the sacrifices and was to receive part of the meat as her honorarium, 
which is an important indication of care for traditional forms of sacrifice at this late date and 
in this context (cf. p. 29). It may however not be accidental that the sacrifices concerned not an 
emperor but an imperial woman. The power of such women as Julia Domna and Livia (n. 
62) may have seemed anomalous to the Greek city. 

The way that the imperial cult could be very closely based upon a pre-existing cult of a 
god, resulting in direct sacrifices, is seen very clearly in a regrettably fragmentary text from 
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Mytilene.72 Quadrennial games in honour of Augustus were founded towards the beginning 
of his reign, with prizes for victors to be as laid down in the law relating to the cult of Zeus. 
There were to be annual sacrifices at the temple of Augustus and perhaps at that of Zeus. 
On Augustus' monthly birthday he was to be offered the same sacrifices as were offered to 
Zeus. The Mytileneans promised that if any more distinguished honours were later discovered 
their zeal and piety would not fail to carry out anything which further deified (theopoiein) 
Augustus.73 It would seem that here at least the conventional wisdom is cdOrrect that Augustus 
was ' an unquestioned god'. 

The text is certainly excellent evidence for the affective power of ritual. There is however 
one crucial way in which the sacrificial ritual was probably adapted for Augustus. Precise 
regulations were laid down concerning the sacrificial animals which were to be raised by 
various officials, but unfortunately the text is fragmentary and difficult to interpret. The vital 
adjective concerning the animals, epIz1iomenous, occurs only here but Dittenberger and the 
etymological dictionaries suggest that it comes from ephilis and means speckled or marked 
in some fashion.74 One has to assume a lapicide's error or a chalnge of pronunciation over the 
second syllable. The only alternative is a derivation from hilikia, youthfulness. But this raises 
exactly the same problem over the second syllable and further conflicts in sense with the demand 
that the animals should be as large as possible. 

If then the word is derived from ephdlis, as the philologists propose, the animals were clearly 
characterized by their markings. It was standard practice to offer white victims to Olympian 
deities and dark ones to chthonic deities, heroes and the dead, and one might think that the 
Mytileneans were playing with these two categories.75 There is certainly other evidence to 
show the use of sacrifice to express the complex nature of a deity. Two victims, for example, 
were sacrificed to Achilles, one white, one black, which relates to the ambiguous status of 
Achilles between man and god.76 If the victims at Mytilene were mottled it would mean that 
fundamental doubts were being expressed about the fully Olympian nature of Augustus. 
However tllere is no parallel for the mottling of animals in the Greco-Roman world, and the 
public institutionalization of this uncertainty is surprising and very difficult to reconcile 
with the overt parallelism of the ritual and the expressed intention of the Mytileneans to deify 
Augustus as much as possible. 

Another meaning can however be ascribed to ephaliomenous, which is suggested by paral- 
lels for animal markings. If one goes back to the archaic sacrifices to the Grabovian triad 
recorded in the Iguvine tablets one finds that the third member of the triad, Vofionus, received 
sacrificial bulls with a white mark on the forehead.77 Because of the obscurity of the deity the 
purport of this is not clear, except that the sacrifices served to distinguish him from the other 
two. Another parallel appears in an ode of Horace (IV, 2) where the poet elegantly refuses to 
write a poem in honour of Augustus but promises to join in the celebrations at his return and 
to fulfil his vow by sacrificing a dun calf with a white spot on its brow.78 It is particularly 
interesting to find this use of colour markings in the context of imperial sacrifices, and this 
suggests that at Mytilene too the animals were marked on the brow to distinguish them from 
ordinary sacrifices to the gods. 

Other means might be employed to mark off direct sacrifices from a certain range of 
sacrifices to the gods. There seems to be no instance where the middle rather than the active 
voice of the verb to sacrifice was used, and this linguistic fact is itself of inteIest as the middle 
voice stresses the possible benefits to be gained from the sacrifices.79 This may however not be 
of great weight as the middle seems in general to be rare in inscriptions, which tend to stress 
the objective nature of the relationship centring around the sacrificial act. But it is not an 
accident that there are no cases of sacrifices to the emperor on behalf of anything or anyone 
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else, with the exception of the two anomalous cases already discussed (p. oo), where they are in 
fact ultimately in favour of the emperor himself. The point is that the sacrifices were carefully 
limited to one of the types of divine sacrifice whose classification is given by Porphyry in the 
third century A.D.80 This is the only ancient text on the subject but its value is enhanced by the 
fact that Porphyry is here drawing on Theophrastus' work on piety. According to this there 
are three reasons for sacrificing to the gods, in order to honour them (dia timen), to express 
gratitude to them (dia charin) or to obtain some benefits (dia chreian ton agathon). In practice 
it is difficult to find sacrifices described on inscriptions as being offered in thanksgiving,81 
though there are many literary passages from Homer to Heliodorus.2 The reason is again that 
motives are not necessarily given by inscriptions. The distinction anyway between the first 
two categories is less clear cut than between them and the third, and it is from this category that 
sacrifices to the emperor were excluded by the fact that they were not performed' on behalf of' 
anything or ',in order to obtain some benefits'. 

The omission of any such petitionary requests tended to sharpen the focus of the honours 
on the emperor alone and to leave unstated the relationship between subject and ruler. 
Similarly the types of sacrifice which simply said that they were 'of ' or 'on behalf of ' the 
emperor failed to specify the relationship between the emperor and the gods. These two ten- 
dencies combined to produce a largely autonomous system centred on the emperor. In the 
Greek world the offering of direct sacrifice remained however a troublesome activity because 
of the failure to create a clear intermediate category for the emperor between man and god. 
In the Roman world there was no problem over straightforward sacrifice to the deified emperor. 
The crucial difference is that the category of Divus emerged to distinguish emperor from deus 
and homo, and within that category direct sacrifices were unproblematic. In the west as in the 
east, the institution of the imperial cult could produce a system whose relationship to both gods 
and men was ambiguous.83 

Iv 

In the light of this evidence on the standard practices of imperial sacrifices it is of some 
interest to see their operation in the context of the early Christians. The Jews, against whose 
system the Christians reacted, were, as we have seen, happy to sacrifice on behalf of the 
emperor as they had done on behalf of earlier rulers.84 Their system of sacrifice easily accom- 
modated the emperor, so long as he was not Gaius, until, that is, the start of the great revolt 
in A.D. 66 was symbolized by the cessation of such sacrifices. For Christians, however, the 
sacrifice of Christ upon the cross had in principle totally superseded Jewish sacrifices, and the 
only possible sacrifice was the repetition of this ultimate sacrifice in the form of the eucharist. 
This resulted in real problems for Christians in their contacts with pagan sacrifices. They were 
happy to pray for the state but not to sacrifice for, let alone to, the emperor.85 It was this rejec- 
tion of the contemporary sacrificial system which was one of the major reasons behind the 
persecution of the Christians, which I propose to re-examine briefly. 

It has been shown that the cult of the emperor played a lesser role than the cult of the 
gods in the persecutions.86 Emperors and others were mostly concerned to e'nforce sacrifices 
to the gods. These sacrifices might be made on behalf of the emperor but it was only exception- 
ally that sacrifices to the emperor were demanded. There are in fact among the genuine martyr 
acts only four references to such demands. In two of these cases the imperial sacrifice is 
required as a lesser alternative after the Christians had refused to sacrifice to the gods.87 
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It is recognized as different in kind. One of these Christians gave as his reason for refusing to 
sacrifice even to the emperor that the emperor was merely a man, which is a perfect illustration 
of the way that the ontological implications of direct sacrifice could be brought out. His perse- 
cutor, however, had carefully not drawn out these implications and had actually implicitly 
denied the validity of the entailment by offering the sacrifice as a lesser alternative. The other 
sacrifices involving the emperor are either on his behalf (pro salute) or involve an imperial 
acclamation, or are directed towards his image. The use of the image is very interesting as it 
allowed a distinction between sacrifice to the gods and to the emperor. This is visible in the 
earliest evidence, Pliny's letter to Trajan, when Pliny says that he ordered the accused to call 
on the gods and to supplicate Trajan's image with incense and wine, the image (imago) having 
been brought in specially and placed among the cult statues (simulacra) of the gods.88 The 
differentiation of terminology is here vitally important. Similarly Apollonius was told to sacri- 
fice to the gods and to the image (eikon) of the emperor (? 7). Pionius drew the same distinction 
when he stated that ' we do not worship your gods and we do not venerate the image of gold ' 
( ? 5). This ' image of gold ' is a reference to the story in Daniel of the three youths who refused 
to venerate the image set up by Nebuchadnezzar, which was, later at least, taken to be an image 
of the king. The imperial image, perceived in biblical terms, is clearly distinguished from the 
gods and seems to take on some importance independent of the emperor himself. 

So in the context of the persecutions there were again various ways of distinguishing the 
emperor from the gods, by sacrificing to the gods on his behalf, by sacrificing to his image, 
or by maintaining a difference in significance between sacrifices to the gods and sacrifices to the 
emperor. The difficulty with using the Christian martyr acts as an historical source has always 
been to know what degree of warp has taken place in the shift to a Christian context. The 
implication of my brief reconsideration of this aspect of the martyr acts is that very little has 
been changed. In this interaction between the two sacrificial systems it is interesting to see that 
the supporters of the old system were perfectly aware of the importance of drawing distinctions 
between the emperor and the gods, but it took the critics whose understanding had been 
sharpened by the Christian transvaluation of sacrifice to attempt to enforce some degree of 
logical systematization. 

v 

I have so far treated these imperial sacrifices in the Greek world in isolation from their 
historical context. I wish now to locate them at the end of a development that may be discerned 
in the course of the Hellenistic period and then to discuss the possible influence of Rome on 
Greek practice. When ruler cult began there were considerable uncertainties about the pro- 
priety of treating men as gods. General accusations of impiety were levelled against promoters 
of cults 89 and this hostility might be focused in particular on the offering of sacrifices to men. 90 
These objections to ruler cult are hardly surprising. Not only was the efflorescence of divine 
ruler cult at the end of the fourth century largely unprecedented, but the cults themselves at the 
outset went further than they did later. Ambassadors to the king could initially be called theoroi, 
the technical term for envoys to a god, though this was not formalized and is never found in 
epigraphical sources.91 The cult of Demetrius at Athens was extremely elaborate and a hymn 
sung to him even included a denigration of the gods, which is again not found later in the ruler 
cult. 92 In the sphere of sacrifice there is an amount of direct sacrifice to specific, living 
Hellenistic kings which is very striking in comparison to the Roman material. I have noted a 
dozen or more epigraphical examples, in addition to passages from literature, which extend 
from the late fourth century B.C. through to the early second and even, for the Attalids, to the 
first century B.C.93 Great care could be given to the forms of the sacrifices, as with those to 
Arsinoe Philadelphus at Alexandria in which the assimilation of Arsinoe to Aphrodite seems 

88 Pliny, Ep. x, 96, 5-6. 
89 Habicht 2I3-2I. 
90 Hyp., Epit. col. viii with E. Bickerman, 'Sur 

un passage d'Hyp6ride', Athenl. 4I (I963), 70. 
91 Arr., Anab. VII, 23, 2; Plut., Dem. xI. 
92 Athen. VI, 253b ff. (FGH 76 F 13). 
93 Refs. in Habicht 138-9. Add Syll.3 390 

(Nesiotai); F. Durrbach, Choix d'inscriptions de 
D6los 21 (Delos); SEG 1, 366 (Samos); F. Delphes 
III (4), 37 and Hesp. Supp. XVII (1978), lines 55-64 

and pp. 33-5 (Athens) for cult of Ptolemy I at Alex- 
andria; P. Oxy. 2465 for Arsinoe (below n. 94); 
Chiron 5 (I975), 59 (near Denizli); IG xii Supp. I22 
(Eresus); Antiochus III at Teos (below n. 96) and 
lasos (Annuario 45-6 (i967-8), 445 no. z with esp. 
BE 1971, no. 6zi; OGIS 305; IGR IV, 293b, 7-9 
and 294, 19-20, 39, 47-8 (Pergamum, with down- 
dating of C. P. Jones, Chiron 4 (I974), I83 ff); I. Cos 
35 (Nicomedes I ?); Pol. xviii, I6, I (Attalus, Sicyon). 



38 S. R. F. PRICE 

to be articulated through the prohibition on sacrifices of birds and goats.94 Not only are there 
more direct sacrifices in the Hellenistic period but some of the sacrifices, unlike the imperial 
ones, were directed towards the king on behalf of the city or other institution.95 One does not 
want to exaggerate the contrast, because it is clear that direct sacrifices were compatible with an 
awareness that the king was being thanked for the political and economic benefits he had be- 
stowed on the city.96 But it is important that changes in royal sacrifices seem to have taken 
place in the course of the Hellenistic period. 

This is traceable in the context of a single city, Athens, where the initial sacrifices at the 
end of the fourth century to the Macedonian rulers were to them as Saviours (Soteres).97 
These continued through into the 230s but later sacrifices that were instituted for Antigonus 
were all on his behalf.98 When the final break with Macedon came this second class of 
inscriptions was erased and, in place of sacrifices on behalf of Antigonus, curses were called 
down on him, a perfect inversion.99 

This shift can be detected more generally, firstly in the emergence of ambiguities. One 
of the late-fourth-century Athenian inscriptions seems to prescribe sacrifices both on behalf of 
Antigonus and Demetrius and to Demetrius Soter.'00 The restoration is not secure, but it is 
presumably significant that the direct sacrifices characterized Demetrius with a title often 
applied to the gods. But apart from this, and one case in the 26os,'01 the next cases of ambiguity 
do not come until the second century B.C. Thus at Cyrene a Ptolemaic festival in the late second 
or early first century B.C. included two sets of sacrifices.'02 One set was on behalf of Ptolemy 
and his family, giving thanks for benefits received. The other was to the king and his family, 
to each the customary sacrifices, on behalf of the city. By the second century festivals named 
after the ruler need not include sacrifices to him. The Attaleia and Eumeneia at Delphi only 
had sacrifices on behalf of the honorands.'03 Similarly with festivals of Roma at Delphi and 
Oropus which had sacrifices not to Roma but on behalf of the Romans,104 or with many of the 
other sacrifices on behalf of the Romans that we find playing a prominent part elsewhere.'05 
Two further cases of careful modification of cult appear in the same century. The technitai 
honoured Ariarathes V of Cappadocia at Athens by erecting his cult statue beside that of 
Dionysus and by honouring it with crowns and incense, but the sacrifices associated with 
this cult were on behalf of the king, though others were made to him.'06 A deliberate ambiguity 
within the sphere of sacrifice itself may be seen in the honours given to Attalus III at 
Pergamum.'07 An equestrian statue of him was set up beside the altar of Zeus Soter in the 
agora and each day the stephanephorus, the priest of the king, and the agonothete were to sacri- 
fice on the altar of Zeus Soter toi basilei, that is either to the king or for the king. The dative 
seems to have been used in this context, as Nock saw, to create fundamental unclarity as to 
the status of the king and the purpose of the sacrifices. 

Parallel to the increase in ambiguities, there may also be seen an increase in the number 
of sacrifices on behalf of the king.'08 The earliest of these dates from between 28o and 26o, 
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the next from the 240s and they become numerous in the second century B.C. It is true that 
there are not many relevant inscriptions from before the 29oS, but the change which is demon- 
strable in Athens is significant and supports the idea of a shift of emphasis in the course of the 
third and second centuries. It is obviously difficult to generalize about long term changes of this 
sort over such a wide area and such a long time span, and of course local variations and political 
changes affecting one part of the area are important. But it does seem that there were changes and 
that these changes took place quite widely, even though in places the old forms could continue. 

The reasons for this shift may be sought in the changing nature of the relationship between 
ruler and city in the course of the Hellenistic period. Ruler cult arose in the Greek world with 
the imposition of monarchy over the flourishing and proudly autonomous Greek city. It was 
part of the complex process of negotiation between the city and king; or, more precisely, the 
cities attempted to come to terms with royal power by representing it to themselves in the forms 
long used for the gods. At first the cults were closely parallel to divine cults, but as the 
relationship between city and king gradually settled down the initial pressures which had led 
to the establishment of the cults lessened. In general by the second century B.C. cities had 
begun to accept their reduced sphere of activity towards other cities and towards the ruler, 
as is visible, for example, in some of the second-century treaties between cities.109 

A new factor entered the situation with the arrival of the Romans. While Hellenistic kings 
had promoted the cults of their relatives and had supported the cults established by cities,110 
some Romans in the period of the Republic declined divine honours, whether these were 
offered in Rome or the Greek East,111 and this continued as the typical response of Roman em- 
perors from Augustus onwards.'12 Roman permission was often sought for provincial cults, 
and cities sometimes informed the emperor of their intention of offering him cult, which clearly 
allowed a considerable degree of Roman influence on Greek practice. The difficulty is to see 
at what level modifications were effected. None of the letters of imperial refusal specifically 
reject sacrifices but there was, as we have seen, attempted imperial control of sacrifices and in 
general the official attitude will have been clear. It was obvious when Nero refused a high 
priest and a temple that this rejection afortiori included sacrifices.113 It is significant that the 
ritual of provincial assemblies, which were under closer Roman control than the cities, shows 
none of the occasional sacrifices to the emperor found elsewhere. All the imperial sacrifices 
of which we hear were on his behalf.1"4 At the civic level the response to a letter such as that 
from Tiberius to Gytheum, which refused divine honours in general terms, is difficult to judge. 
Modifications of the sacred law have been suspected for the nomenclature of Tiberius 115 
and it is also possible that the forms of the sacrifices have been changed. 

The Roman attitude in fact provides a partial confirmation of the original hypothesis 
about the relationship between cult and monarchy. In contrast with the untraditional and 
innovatory nature of the Hellenistic monarchies the Roman emperor emerged as the ruler 
of a pre-existent empire. The stabilization which this alone tended to create was increased in 
Rome by the enormous success of Augustus in cloaking his position in a variety of constitu- 
tional forms. It is thus understandable that for the most part the emperors did not feel the 
need to promote their own cults and indeed tended to discourage offers made to them. This 
Roman attitude coincided with independent and prior developments in the Greek perception 
of monarchical rule. 

The thesis is further supported by the evidence from Egypt. With one minor exception 
the only imperial sacrifices which appear in the Greek evidence from that country were on 
behalf of the emperor.",' That this is no accident of survival is suggested by the fact that some 
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of the evidence comes from a calendar of imperial sacrifices. In this respect there seems to have 
been no change from the Ptolemaic period, when sacrifices were generally performed on behalf 
of the king.117 Egypt offers a good illustration of the fact that an essentially unproblematic 
monarchy has no need of full divinization of the ruler. 

The final stage of this process came under Constantine. Trowards the end of his reign he 
was asked by a group of towns in Umbria to allow them to set up their own imperial cult.118 
He permitted them to celebrate games and to have a temple to his family, the gens Flavia, but 
he stipulated that this building ' should not be polluted by the deceits of any contagious super- 
stition '; that is, he entirely abolished sacrifices. This represents the final stage in the inter- 
action between the Christian tradition which we have already looked at and the fully established 
imperial institutions. 

VI 

The further context in which imperial sacrifices must be set is the traditional sacrificial 
system of Greek religion. Animal sacrifice, which had occupied a central place in Greek re- 
ligion from the beginning, continued to maintain its importance. Thus in the third century A.D. 

coins feature the sacrifice of a bull in front of the temple at Claros,119 and the libelli of the 
Decian persecution show that animal sacrifices were demanded of the Christians.120 In the 
fourth century Christian emperors from Constantine to Theodosius had to issue repeated 
prohibitions of sacrifices, perhaps with little success, for animal sacrifices continued in Christian 
contexts.121 

Greek philosophers had long been engaged in a complex attempt to articulate their 
relationship to popular religious traditions.122 Their criticisms of these traditions included 
criticisms of animal sacrifices, but on the whole the philosophers supported traditional in- 
stitutions. Critique and apologetics went hand in hand. The influential Stoic school was parti- 
cularly conservative in its tendencies. Tlhus Dio of Prusa could argue that images and sacrifices 
might not be strictly necessary but that they had point as manifestations of man's goodwill and 
disposition towards the gods.123 The crucial point is that the criticisms of the philosophers, 
though searching, were not innovative in the field of ritual and that, as a result, traditions were 
upheld. 

There were however modifications in sacrificial practice in the course of the Hellenistic 
and Roman periods. It became more common to offer daily cult to the gods and the use of 
incense increased.124 Ruler cults shared in these innovations, but the difficulty is that previous 
work on the subject has treated them simply as significant precursors and parallels to Christian 
cult. However it is a failure of perspective to separate incense from animal sacrifice as being of 
totally different significance. Incense generally played a part in animal sacrifices and was of- 
fered in isolation on occasions of lesser importance. Further, the fact that the same type of 
formula could be used of sacrifices both of animals and of incense at the same festival, as at 
Gytheum, shows that the complex nature of the formulae of animal sacrifice cannot be 
explained as the product of negligence. Nor can one write off the formulae of both types as a 
manifestation of decline. The inscriptional evidence for sacrifices to the gods shows that, while 
the formulae were not always given in full, they do not betray the same difficulties as imperial 
sacrifices. The only exception known to me is the sacrifices performed in the course of a year 
at Lagina ' on behalf of the imperial house and on behalf of Hekate '.125 The parallel formula- 
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tion may be explained as resulting from influence from the imperial sacrifices, whether merely 
at a stylistic or at a deeper level. 

It is true that there are in general fewer inscribed sacrificial regulations from the late 
Hellenistic and Roman periods, but this does not entail that the cults and sacrifices were in 
decline.'26 The main function of many cult regulations had been not to give all the details of 
the cult but to specify the privileges of the priests.'27 This continued in the imperial cult but, 
as the role of private munificence increased in the Hellenistic period, it became less important 
to inscribe the prerogatives of such officials. 

But it is argued that there was a shift in attention during this period from the heart to the 
stomach; a decline in religious significance from the mid-third century B.C. is marked by an 
increase in the importance of the accompanying feasts.'28 Sacrifices becamemerely an excuse for 
a good dinner. It is certainly true that many of the inscriptions of this period do lay great stress 
on the feasts 129 and even allow those absent to receive money in place of food. The class of 
beneficiaries was also enlarged to include women and non-citizens. These general points apply 
equally to imperial sacrifices. Sometimes the feast alone is mentioned, as for an imperial 
birthday in Lydia or at the provincial celebrations at Ancyra.130 This might include artokreas, 
the Greek equivalent of the Latin visceratio, a combination of bread and meat, the meat pre- 
sumably being obtained from the ' sacrifice of the Sebastoi ' which is mentioned.13' The sacri- 
fice of a bull to the gods and the Sebastoi at Acraephiae was followed by the distribution of the 
meat, but the text goes on to specify arista, glykisma and deipna as being of equal importance.'32 
Feasts for the whole population after sacrifices are also given great prominence by the Eresian 
who sacrificed on behalf of the emperor (p. 32). 

However, despite this stress on feasts, it would be a mistake to think that all banquets at 
this period were secular in tone. The series of invitations from Zeus at Panamara to a variety 
of communities to share in his feasts proves that they were not.'33 In fact to argue that sacri- 
fices receded in importance as against feasts is to create a false problem. Modern scholars 
wrongly tend to divide what was a single Greek semantic field into two and to distinguish 
between religious and secular aspects.'34 The Greeks did not do this, though an imperial 
priest might stress that he had fulfilled the dual aspects of his office, having displayed piety 
towards the emperor and munificence towards the people.'35 The idea of decline is inappropri- 
ate in this context, and it is in fact possible to show that as early as Homer the name of the deity 
need not be expressed and that emphasis could be placed on the banquet. A rich benefactor 
might stress the feasts he had given the city, but the emphasis on feasts in that context is 
perfectly compatible with the idea that sacrifices formed a system in which the relationship 
with the god remained important and would be stressed at certain stages. The changes in 
sacrifice that did take place show the way in which the institution reflected changes in society, 
such as the widening definition of membership of the community and the increasing sphere of 
public action allowed to individuals vis-'a-vis the city. Sacrifice, rather than being moribund, 
was integrated into the life of the city. 

Imperial sacrifices form one part in a serie6 of overlapping systems of classification which 
constituted the isotheoi timai. Scholars in a number of disciplines have indeed devoted much 
attention to sacrifice in a variety of cultures 136 but to focus on sacrifices in this way, even 
producing comparative studies of sacrifice, is to abstract sacrifice from its social and religious 
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context.'37 It was in fact only the emergence of Christianity from its Jewish context that made 
sacrifice a particularly problematic phenomenon. Sacrifices are however an important part 
of the isotheoi timai, and particularly interesting because of their complexity and variability. 
My study of them is obviously partial but is intended to promote further discussion both factual 
and methodological. 

The evidence presented here proves the falsity of the picture sometimes presented of the 
emperor as an unquestioned god in the east. I have tried to show that the imperial honours 
were in general not fully parallel with those of the gods, and this argument poses the problem 
of imperial ritual in a new light. Nor can the position be re-established by dividing the cult 
honours into two distinct classes. We have seen how sacrifices on behalf of the emperor some- 
times served to counterbalance more divine honours. There was a series of honours leading 
from the banal to the sublime. It is, however, useful to maintain a narrow definition of the 
'imperial cult' as those honours which associated the emperor with the gods. 

But there were also some cases where the ritual, including sacrifices, was indeed the same 
as that of the gods, which does raise real problems for our understanding. It is clearly in- 
adequate to minimize these cases and treat them as a residual category not to be taken too 
seriously. At a very obvious level the need is to produce an account which can accommodate 
the full range of variations in the types of ritual. The picture which I propose is of the two 
categories of human and divine ranged along a vertical scale. One set of imperial honours, such 
as statues and arches, placed the emperor within the human category, if in a very special 
position. Another set, such as most of the sacrifices, placed him in a privileged position very 
close to the gods, while a third group, such as the rest of the sacrifices, classified him at the 
lower end of the divine category. 

The importance of these nuances which I have attempted to establish has been partly 
realized by historians of religion. Nock in particular has pointed to the general absence of 
prayers to the emperor 138 and shown that cases of full temple sharing between god and ruler 
are very rare.139 For example, in the temple dedicated to Zeus Philios and Trajan at Pergamum 
the figure of Trajan was shown, according to the coins, respectfully approaching the seated 
figure of Zeus.140 The study of such nuances should not be dismissed impatiently as niggling 
but be seen as an important way of penetrating the understanding of the Greeks. 

Sacrifice can in general be seen as a crucial way of articulating the relationship between 
man and god, as Vernant has shown of Hesiod's works 141 and Vidal-Naquet in a brilliant 
discussion of the Odyssey.'42 If these texts represented the orthodoxy, or orthopraxy, of the 
Greek city, others have traced the reactions of dissident groups to this orthodoxy.143 Pythago- 
reans, at their most extreme, rejected the system outright while Orphics can, most interestingly 
for our purposes, be seen to have combined outright rejection with a subtle inverted parody 
of sacrificial procedure. My account of imperial sacrifices shows how the system was modified 
to accommodate the ambiguous figure of the emperor within the traditional division between 
god and man. 

I have attempted to show how this makes sense in terms not of the decline of Greek re- 
ligion, but of its vitality and flexibility. An explanation offered itself through an examination of 
the Hellenistic period in terms of the stabilization of monarchy. Politics obviously lies at the 
root of ruler cult, but to impose a distinction between politics and religion, as is conventionally 
done, is to make it impossible to see how ruler cult consisted in the accommodation of power 
in traditional religious terms. A similar case has been brilliantly argued by Burridge as regards 
the so-called cargo cults, and if power is built into one's definition of religion, as Burridge 
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suggests, it is easier to see the continuities rather than the discontinuities between ruler cult 
and the traditional cult of the gods.'" 

It might be objected that the Greeks did not really believe that the emperor was even a 
'second-class ' god. This type of objection is often raised and the fact that we can never dis- 
cover what a Greek really believed tends to produce a feeling that the meaning of the imperial 
cult must always elude us. However it is not that we are lacking some crucial piece of evidence 
which would enable us to answer the question, but that the question is wrongly posed. It 
tends to imply a crude model of belief as' the ghost in the machine . But an anthropologist 
studying a contemporary ritual would have as much difficulty in answering the question. 
There may be no mental state beyond the ritual to which he can appeal for ' the ' answer. 

The search for belief as a mental state tends to imply a rationalistic psychological model 
whereby the empirical modes of classifying the emperor are privileged (' The ancients of course 
knew perfectly well that the emperor was in Rome, could be visited and would die '). The 
alleged mental states are then assumed to correspond to the emnpirical mode of classification, 
thus leaving any incompatible ritual modes of classification in limbo. I prefer rather to follow 
Foucault's lead in the analysis of modes of discourse 146 and to take ritual not simply as 
' honours' but as part of a cognitive system through which the actors organized and perceived 
the world. 

My concern is with the collective rather than the individual, but the range of the cult 
shows the variety of different options that were taken in an attempt to formulate the position 
of the emperor. It is perhaps worth stressing the advantages of this method over the search 
for Durkheimian collective representations which tend to be free-floating in society. Ritual 
on the other hand is firmly located in society and is one important channel for the articulation 
and reinforcing of the ideas of society. The investigation of cognitive structures has the merit 
of allowing one to handle the range of expressed attitudes from scepticism to commitment, and 
to allow for the existence of incompatible perceptions within one society or even one individual. 
One thus avoids the pitfall of privileging such works as Seneca's Apocolocyntosis or Vespasian's 
famous death bed remark, ' Vae puto deus fio ',7 which are taken to show that people did not 
believe in the imperial cult. Poems of Ovid 148 or panegyrics addressed to the emperor 149 

also become comprehensible as the other extreme (rather than simply as' flattery '). The silence 
of Greek intellectuals on the imperial cult has been taken to show that they did not take it 
seriously.'50 Rather the reason for their silence is that they were engaged in a different mode 
of discourse governed by its own rules, and this does not entail their neglect of ritual in other 
contexts. 

The demand for the real beliefs of the Greeks springs from a proper concern about the 
relationship of ritual to other areas. Ancient historians have not been as prone as some 
anthropologists, for whom the savage was trapped in a world of superstition, to forget the 
range of empirical knowledge available to the ancients. It is clear that the awareness of the 
actors was not articulated solely through ritual,'5' but more thought needs to be given to the 
relationship between different areas. If one places the political and ritual spheres on a par, 
I would argue for an interplay between the two such that the imperial cult to some extent 
succeeded in mystifying political reality. But that is for another occasion. 
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