What is the difference between blooded and bloodless sacrifices?

In ancient Greek religion, sacrifice was the most important action one could perform?. It is therefore
unsurprising that sacrifice as an action could take many forms, though it could generally be grouped
into two main subsections- blooded and bloodless?. Within these sections however, there are clear
distinctions which separate the two, such as schedule, method and significance. Finding the
differences between the two is made possible due to the huge array of sources depicting sacrifice,
though can be hindered slightly with the normative focus on the blooded type3. There are clear
differences between blooded and bloodless sacrifices, and the distinctions between the two are
what will be further discussed going forward.

In the broadest sense, the main difference between a blooded and bloodless sacrifice was whether
an animal had to die for the ritual to be accomplished®. Blooded sacrifice was seen as significant due
to the act of killing an animal and as such, were to be reserved for scheduled, festive occasions®.
Though, that idea despite being mostly true, is still a generalization as blooded sacrifice was still seen
outside of festive periods. Blooded sacrifice is once more separated from the bloodless due to its
significance to both war and peace, as demonstrated in a number of ancient sources, including
Aristophanes’ Peace®. It was used as a tool to encourage a god’s favor to their cause and as such
played a significant part in both life and as a plot point in fiction’. It brings to focus the significance
that the ancient Greeks held towards the preciousness of blood and what it represented?.

Because of this, blooded sacrifice of the animal kind headlined the majority of religious gatherings®
with the idea of human sacrifice remaining only in their myths®®. Within this type of sacrifice, there
too is two main subsections of actions that tended to be followed depending on the ritual in
question, and that distinction rested on how much of the animal was burnt!’. This separates blooded
sacrifice even further from that of bloodless due to the intricacies involved with such an act being
greater than that of bloodless. In fact, one of the main sources available denoting the methods of
blooded sacrifice come from Homer and the scenes he depicts within his works, wherein he writes
about both the burning and libation aspects of ritual sacrifice'?. However, though his sources are
thorough in depicting the sacrifice itself, due to his status as a late source it is not as representative
of the time period as others may be- even if the older sources are less detailed®. But it is still useful
as such sources do corroborate the information as being largely the same in a general sense, with
many of the actions such as bloodying the altar remaining consistent throughout*,
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On the other hand, bloodless sacrifice tended to occur either in conjunction with the main blooded
sacrifice or as an unscheduled offering to the gods'®. It was viewed as a more day-to-day action
and due to an important animal not needing to be lost, the sacrifice itself could be more
spontaneous?’. It allowed the common person a way to demonstrate respect and appreciation for
the gods without having to try to gather a large range of specialist items which were considered
essential for the practice of the time!®. A common product used for bloodless sacrifice were cakes,
though any vegetarian food could be (and was) used®. A further type of bloodless sacrifice was
libation?. This, again, was often used in addition to the blooded animal sacrifice, but was also a very
common action that accompanied a number of other things such as banquets and contract
agreements?.. Libation was such a common and important aspect of worship that even ancient texts
which focused on the more blooded sides of sacrifice demonstrated how this bloodless aspect tied in
with the whole ritual?2. This further demonstrates a difference between the two sacrifice types as it
once more is an example of how bloodless sacrifice was often an addition whereas blooded often
was the main event?.

It is therefore clear that despite the commonality between the two in terms of it being both a way to
appease and respect the gods, blooded and bloodless sacrifices were seen as two different things. In
fact, this is further shown with how both were often performed side-by-side during rituals and as
such provided different elements to the experience?*. The fact that when this occurred, the blooded
was often viewed as the ‘main’ sacrifice also demonstrates the huge significance killing an animal
invoked?. Eating meat was an irregular occurrence due to the inability to store meat for periods of
time and as such an animal was often more useful for the long-term products which they produced,
such as milk?®. Due to this, sacrifices and festivals were for many the only time meat was consumed
and for this reason, blooded sacrifice would have been heralded as a much greater event for what it
represented for not only religion, but the people themselves?’.

In conclusion, as well as the obvious lack of blood separating a bloodless sacrifice from a blooded
one, there were many other differences that separated the two religious actions. Overall, both did
hold extreme importance to the people of the time, but it is clear that blooded sacrifice did hold a
bit more significance due to the actions involved and the resources taken being a bit more of a
‘sacrifice’ to accomplish?,
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