
The Failure of Sacrifice in De Rerum Natura
Near the beginning of his De Rerum Natura, Lucretius delivers a diatribe against the evils produced by religion, ending his account with the sacrifice of Iphigenia on behalf of the Greek fleet (1.84-101).  The passage bears a striking similarity to the critique of sacrifice offered by Empedocles in his work Peri Phuseos.  Espousing a theology founded in metempsychosis, Empedocles gives a vivid example of the horror innate in sacrificial ritual by portraying a father who unknowingly slays his own son, whose soul resides in the body of a sacrificial victim (B137, 1-4). The similarities between the two passages are numerous and have been cited by several scholars as signs of Empedoclean influence on Lucretius’ proem (cf. Furley 1970, 62; Gale 1994, 64; Garani 2007, 245 n. 186).  Gale has also suggested Empedoclean influence on Lucretius’ “extended and sympathetic” depiction of a heifer’s search for her slain calf at DRN 2.352-66, which “suggests a revulsion at the practice” of sacrifice (Gale 1994, 72).  Yet scholars have overlooked the extent and full significance of this Empedoclean influence on Lucretius’ argument against sacrifice.  As in Empedocles’ passage, in both the description of the events at Aulis and that of the heartsick heifer, the pathos of Lucretius’ poetic depiction of sacrifice resides in the breakdown of familial bonds which occurs due to sacrificial practice—both parents lose their children to the demands of religion.  Nor are these the only instances where Lucretius associates sacrifice with the dissolution of family in an Empedoclean fashion.  The poet makes this connection in three other passages as well—indeed, in every other instance of sacrifice depicted in the poem (3.47-58; 4.1233-8; 6.1238-41).  

This paper will discuss this neglected Empedoclean aspect of Lucretius’ depictions of sacrifice, with their emphasis on the pernicious effects of sacrificial ritual on familial relations.  Such an association problematizes the Epicurean performance of sacrificial ritual since, for Epicurus, friendships were the surest way to the attainment of pleasure; by suggesting that sacrifice dissolves bonds of kinship, the poet presents it as entirely inimical to Epicurean ideals.  This conception of sacrifice is wildly divergent from the standard Epicurean stance.  By all accounts, including that of Lucretius’ contemporary and fellow Epicurean Philodemus, Epicurus had no problem with religious rituals and even encouraged his followers to take part in order to better reflect on the nature of divinity, and thus approach the divine themselves (Obbink 1989, 200).  This view of ritual is explicitly rejected by Lucretius, who sees ritual and religious contemplation as involved in a zero-sum game, where true piety is contemplation without ritual (5.1198-1203).  
Thus the poet takes a radically different stance on ritual matters than his master Epicurus.  Yet in so doing, he presents himself as all the more committed to two of the philosopher’s primary teachings—that neither the gods nor death should be feared.  The two concepts, religio and the fear of death, are routinely connected in the DRN.  Through his sacrificial passages, Lucretius associates them with the dissolution of family as well. By presenting sacrificial ritual as a destabilizing social force, the poet emphasizes the damage which can be wrought if these teachings go unheeded.
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