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Preface

Augusta McMahon

The chapters in this volume invert traditional
approaches to past human-animal relationships, plac-
ing animals at the forefront of these interactions and
celebrating the many ways in which animals enriched
or complicated the lives of the inhabitants of the ancient
Near East. The authors embrace insights from text,
archaeology, art and landscape studies. The volume
offers rich evidence for the concept that ‘animals are
good to think” (Levi-Strauss 1963), enabling humans in
categorizing the world around us, evaluating our own
behaviours, and providing analogies for supernatural
powers that are beyond humans’ control. However,
totemism has never fit the ancient Near East well,
because most animals had varied and endlessly com-
plicated relationships with their human associates, as
these chapters vividly describe. Taboos on eating or
handling animals ebbed and flowed, and the same ani-
mal could have both positive and negative associations
in omen texts. Animals were good (or bad) to eat, good
(or bad) to think, good (or bad) to live with (Kirksey
& Helmreich 2010) and good (or bad) to be. Through
detailed, theoretically informed and well-supported
case studies, this volume moves the study of human-
animal-environment interactions forward, presenting
animals as embedded actors in culture rather than
simply objectified as human resources or symbols.
The chapters in the first section emphasize the
agency of animals via their abilities to resolve crises
for humans and deities and to shift between animal
and human worlds. Animals have paradoxical affects:
as metaphors for wilderness and chaos, or as valued
companions, helpers, or votive sacrifices. The variety
of interactions and assumptions cautions us to treat
animals, as we do humans, as individuals. Recon-
struction of animals in past rituals has a long history,
usually focused on animals associated with the gods
and/or animals used in formal religious sacrifice.
But the chapters in the second section also examine
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the impact of lesser-known animals and less formal
encounters, e.g., in the landscape or in funeral contexts
within the home. The value and meanings of animals
could vary with context.

The fascination engendered by hybrid or com-
posite figures is also well represented. The persistence
of composite figures in the Near East, from fourth
millennium Bc human-ibex ‘shamans’ on northern
Mesopotamian Late Chalcolithic seals to lamassu and
mushussu of the first millennium Bc, suggests that the
division and recombination of animal body elements
fulfilled a human need to categorize powerful forces
and create a cosmological structure. The anthropomor-
phizing of animals is another facet of the flexibility of
animal identifications in the past. The authors here
also grapple with the question of whether composite
images represent ideas or costumed ritual participants.

The chapters also cover the most basic of animal—
human relations, that of herd management, use in
labour, and consumption, digging deeply into details
of mobility, breeding and emic classifications. Eco-
nomic aspects of the human-animal relationship are
currently being rejuvenated through archaeological
science techniques (e.g., isotopes, ZooMS), which give
us unparalleled levels of detail on diet, mobility, herd
management, and species. Matching these insights
from science, the issues raised here include the value of
individual animals versus that assigned to species, the
challenges of pests, the status ascribed to and reflected
by different meat cuts, animals as status and religious
symbols, and animals’ tertiary products or uses (e.g.,
transport versus traction, bile). These studies allow a
more detailed reconstruction of Near Eastern economy
and society, as well as emphasizing the flexibility of
the relationships between animals, as well as between
human and animal.

The authors implicitly advocate for a posthu-
manist multispecies ethnography, which incorporates
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nonhumans and argues for equal care to be given
to nonhumans in the realms of shared landscapes,
violence, labour and especially ecology (Kirksey &
Helmreich 2010; Kopnina 2017; Parathian et al. 2018).
This approach advocates for nonhumans’ agency in
creating shared worlds, in contrast to the traditional
approach to animals as symbols or resources in the
service of humans. Going forward, the challenge will
be to convert the acknowledgement of equal cultural
contribution into support for nonhuman species to
speak for themselves; this shift from passive subject
of research inquiry to genuine active agency in aca-
demic writing does not have an easy or obvious path,
and many nonhuman animals may be overlooked.
Indeed, multispecies ethnography ideally seeks to
incorporate plants, microbes, stones and more (Ogden
et al. 2013; Smart 2014), many of which are ephemeral
in the archaeological record and all but omitted in
ancient texts. However, ancient texts do support a new
approach which questions our modern boundaries
between species. Our perpetual struggle to translate
terms for different species of equids, to distinguish
whether a word refers to rats or mice, or to link zoo-
archaeological remains to lexical lists, reinforces the
complexity and flexibility of these concepts, and the
futility of attempts at absolute categorization.

The chapters in this volume should inspire col-
leagues to grapple with animals, nonhumans and
contexts that could not be included here. For instance,
the snake has as lengthy a history of human engage-
ment in the Near East as does the lion and had similarly
unusual powers. While the lion was an icon of strength,
the perfect symbol for the proximity of the emotions of
awe and fear, the snake has the sneaky ability to slither
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between worlds, to avoid capture, and to deliver an
almost imperceptible lethal injury. Fear of the snake
conquers awe. Like the fox, the presence or actions of
the snake, as listed in Summa alu, may be positive or
negative omens. The snake was present at key moments
in both Mesopotamian and Biblical literature; its actions
(stealing the plant of immortality, offering the fruit of
the tree of knowledge) changed the fate of humans
forever. Whether represented coiled and copulating
on Late Chalcolithic seals, grasped by Late Uruk ‘Mas-
ters of Animals’ or first millennium Bc lamastu, snakes
and their paradoxical nature deserve deep scrutiny.
There are many other nonhuman animals deserving
of similar problematization and integration, and the
eclectic and exciting research stream represented by
this volume shows us the way.
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Chapter 20

Wild ostriches:
a valuable animal in ancient Mesopotamia

Olga V. Popova & Louise Quillien

The role of ostriches in Mesopotamian society can
be studied through a comparison of textual data and
archaeological finds. Ostriches were often present at
royal courts. They were considered rare and prestigious
animals, and used as distraction for the elite in zoologi-
cal gardens and as diplomatic gifts. On Assyrian seals,
fast and dangerous ostriches were depicted as royal
hunting trophies, along with lions. Their eggs and
feathers were particularly valuable for the manufacture
of luxurious objects such as vessels, fans and garments.
We examine here the place of these animals in Mesopo-
tamian culture and the way in which ostrich hunting
contributed to the construction of royal ideology.
The ostrich is a wild animal that lives in semi-
desert areas. It is the tallest and the fastest of birds,
but it cannot fly. Due to its ability to run fast and the
strength of its feet, the ostrich has no natural preda-
tors. It can travel long distances to feed itself and flee
from danger. The Mesopotamian ostrich belonged to
the subspecies Struthio camelus syriacus, the Arabian/
Syrian ostrich. The animal reportedly found its way to
the Middle East from Africa during the Pleistocene, 2.58
million years-11,700 sc (Herles 2007, 175; quoting Rob-
inson & Matthee 1999, 165). This subspecies was driven
to extinction in the middle of the twentieth century ap
(on ostriches in Arabia, see Potts 2001). Nowadays, only
two subspecies remain: African ostrich, Struthio camelus
Linnaeus and Somalian ostrich, Struthio molybdophanes.
Humans have interacted with ostriches since pre-
historic times. The oldest evidence from Mesopotamia
illustrates confrontation in the form of a flint found
stuck in the pelvic bone of an ostrich skeleton, dated
to the Mousterian period, 350,000-35,000 Bc, at Umm
el Tlel, El Kowm, Central Syria (Bonilauri et al. 2007,
39-46). Signs of the presence of ostriches in Mesopo-
tamia occur in faunal remains, iconography and texts.
A synthesis of the archaeological discoveries with the
corresponding scientific literature is presented by
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Herles (2007). Rare remains of ostrich skeletons have
been found at Levantine and Syrian sites from the
fourth to the second millennium Bc, suggesting that
ostriches lived in this area.! In contrast, many eggshells
have been discovered in palaces, temples, buildings
and in burials, not only in the regions where bones are
attested (Syria and the Levant) but also in southern
Mesopotamia, for instance at Kis, Umma, Ur, and Abu
Salabikh.? We do not know if ostriches also lived in the
south or if these eggs were imported. Only a few eggs
date back to the first millennium sc; among them are
the remarkable findings from Nimrud, ninth/eigtht
century sc (Oates 2001, 46).

Iconographic depictions of ostriches exist through-
out all periods of Mesopotamian history. An extensive
overview of the iconographic data is presented in an
article by Collon (2010). Ostriches appear on a mural
painting at Tell Buqras, dated to the Neolithic period,
and this is the earliest iconographic evidence we have
(Nunn 1988, pl. 2; Herles 2007, 180). They were depicted
on seals from the third to the first millennium Bc, as
well as in second millennium sc Babylonian terracotta
plaques (Collon 2010) and on Kassite kudurrus (Her-
les 2009). Representations are especially numerous
in Neo-Assyrian glyptic and on many objects found
in the palaces of Nineveh and Kalhu: a vessel, ivory
bands and statuettes.’ This unequal spatial and tem-
poral distribution of the material and iconographic
data might be due to the results of the excavations that
were obviously not exhaustive. Nevertheless, one can
observe general trends that we will try to explain, for
instance, the increasing popularity of the animal as an
iconographic motif during the Neo-Assyrian period.

The term for ostrich is spelled Ga.Nuy; in Sumerian,
lurmu in Akkadian (CAD L, 255; AHw 564; Stol 2011—
2012, 211-12). At least six Ur III texts, c. 21002000 Bc,
mention ostriches: in the middle of a list of cattle (CT
32, 14; P108664) and in a boat (CM 26, 051; P292578).
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An ostrich in silver, perhaps a statuette, appears in one
text (SAT 2, 527; P143727) and ostrich eggs, given to
the grand vizier (SUKKAL.MAH) are mentioned in two
others (AO 02458; P108815 & ITT 5, 8221; P111720). One
also finds ostriches in two lexical lists from Shuruppak
and Abu-Salabikh, dating from the Early Dynastic I1I
period, c. 26002500 sc (SF 058; P010649 & OIP 99, 34;
P010094). During the second millennium B¢, the core
of written sources mentioning ostriches comes from
Mari’s palace archive.* Apart from these, an ostrich egg
occurs in a text from Nuzi (HSS 14 247=Lacheman 1939,
130-2) and in another from Ugarit (RS 25.421=Nougay-
rol 1968, 310-19). The animal is also attested in several
Old Babylonian lexical lists from Nippur® and in a bird
names inventory from Sippar (IM 90646). A Middle
Assyrian text from Tell Sabi Abyad (T 97-33) evokes the
fattening of female ostriches. Ostriches also appear in
the royal inscriptions of the Assyrian kings as hunting
trophies,® and ostrich eggshells are frequently attested
in Assyrian medical texts (for instance BAM 3, 237;
313; 318). As for Babylonia, in the first millennium sc,
a letter sent from the land of Bit-Yakin to Nergal-nasir
states that there are no ostrich eggs in the region of
Nippur (SAA 17, 147). Two texts from Uruk dated to
the Neo-Babylonian and Hellenistic periods mention
ostrich eggs, but their provenance is not specified (TCL
12,123 and TU 38). Ostrich is cited in the famous Mapa
Mundi, together with other wild animals created by
Marduk (CT 22, pl. 48).

In this chapter, we will first study how the hunt
of this wild animal manifested the power of the kings

and participated in the construction of royal ideol-
ogy; then we will observe various uses of the animal
and its by-products at royal courts in order to better
understand the role of this animal in Mesopotamia.

Ostriches and royal ideology

A wild animal

Although today we are used to seeing ostriches in
farms, in the ancient Near East, they were wild animals.
They appear in different types of sources. Ostriches
were associated with other wild fauna in figurative
scenes engraved on seals. For instance, a seal from Tello,
dated to the Early Dynastic period (c. 2900-2350 sc),
shows a hunting scene where a lion, an ibex, a stag
and a jackal or a fox are represented together with an
ostrich (Fig. 20.1). On a Middle Assyrian seal, a hero
hunting an ostrich is figured together with a lion and
a stag (Fig. 20.2).

Some textual sources also evoke ostriches living in
peripheral areas. The Sumerian literary text Ur-Nanse
and the Birds describes the behaviour of different wild
birds such as the pelican, the vulture, the raven and the
peacock. According to this text, the ostrich “produces
eggs bigger than a mountain. One takes these eggs as
carrying baskets. The bird is familiar with the watch
at night’ (Ur-NanSe C, NanSe and the birds: A 46-§,
translation of Veldhuis 2004, 119). Indeed, male and
female ostriches take turns to incubate the eggs and
watch them so that they do not remain unattended,
contrary to their bad reputation in the Bible, where

Figure 20.1. Modern impression of a cylinder seal, Tello, Early Dynastic period, picture taken from von der Osten 1934,

no. 680, see Collon 2010, no. 95 for bibliography.
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in Job 39, 14, an ostrich leaves its eggs on the ground,
and heats them on the dust.

Several letters from Mari (eighteenth century sc)
mention that ostrich eggs are found ‘in the steppe’ or
‘in the desert’. For instance, in a letter of Ilusu-nasir,
governor of Qattunan, to his lord Zimri-Lim, we read
the following: ‘One other thing. We collected four
ostrich eggs from the steppe, and I have them taken
to my lord’ (ARM 27 9, 31-4). In FM 2 62, another
governor of Qattunan, Hadni-Ilum-ma, is writing to
Zimri-Lim that ‘The rains have been continuous and
desert mushrooms have just appeared in the district.
I had some taken to my Lord’s house with two ostrich
eggs’ (FM 2 62, 8-12). In the letter ARM 14 86 from
Yaqqim-Addu, governor of Saggaratum, to his lord
Zimri-Lim, Yaqqim-Addu says that during patrols in
the steppe belonging to the King of Mari, gendarmes
found two ostrich eggs (ARM 14 86, 27-30).

In the royal inscriptions of the Assyrian kings, the
hunting booty includes ostriches among other wild ani-
mals. An inscription of AsSur-bel-kala (1075-1057 sc)
lists the animals killed by the king: ‘panthers, [...] tigers’
(midinii), [...] bears, two wild bears of the marshes, (and)
[...] ostriches’ (RIMA 2, 103—4), and Ashurnasirpal II
(883-859 BC) relates his hunting exploits in the follow-
ing way: ‘[...] alive in my hands I captured, and herds of
wild oxen, and elephants, and lions, and ostriches, and
male and female monkeys, and wild asses, and gazelle,
and stags, and bears, and panthers, and cheetah, all
the beasts of the plain and of the mountains’ (AKA I,
col iv, 36-46). Tukulti-Ninurta II (891-884 Bc) specifies
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Figure 20.2. Modern
impression of a cylinder

seal, Mesopotamia, Middle
Assyrian period, BM 89862
© The Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA
4.0), see Collon 2010, no. 72
for bibliography. https://www.
britishmuseum.org/collection/
object/W_1891-0113-1 (last
accessed 26.09.2020).

in one of his inscriptions that he killed ostriches in a
desert area: ‘I set up camp (and) spent the night here.
Hindanu is on the other side of the Euphrates river.
During the hunt in the desert, I killed ostriches. The
little ostriches, the birds, I took them with my own
hands’ (Scheil 1909, 79-82).

Assyrian royal inscriptions indicate the regions the
animal lived: Assur-bel-kala was hunting in the moun-
tains near Assyria (RIMA 2, 103—4), Tukulti-Ninurta
IT captured ostriches in the desert at Hindanu in the
Middle Euphrates (Scheil 1909, 79-82); Ashurnasirpal
IT also hunted them in the Middle Euphrates (RIMA
2, 215-16) and listed 200 ostriches killed (RIMA 2,
288ff). These attestations are not surprising as they
correspond to the place where ostrich bones had been
certified in the third and second millennia sc, in Syria
and the Levant (see the reference in the introduction
of the present chapter).

In the famous Babylonian tablet of the Mapa Mundi
(BM 92687), dating back to the fifth century sc, the text
accompanying the map of the world enumerates the
animals that Marduk created on earth: ‘Moun]tain goat,
gazelle, zebu, panther, bull-m[an] [...lJion, wolf, red-
deer, hye[na ... monk]ey, female-monkey, ibex, ostrich,
cat, chamelon [...] beasts, which Marduk created along
with the restless sea’” (CT 22 48, 6'-9’, Horowitz 1988,
149). They are not common animals in Mesopotamia.
According to Horowitz, the purpose of this tablet was
to describe distant areas as well as to locate them with
regard to more familiar places such as Babylon, Assyria,
and the Euphrates river (Horowitz 1988, 160). The
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Figure 20.3. Cylinder seal and its modern impression, Mesopotamia, Neo-Assyrian period, BM 102397, © The Trustees
of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0), see Collon 2001, 171 for bibliography. https://www.britishmuseum.org/
collection/object/W_1906-0512-318 (last accessed 26.09.2020).

ostrich was therefore perceived as an animal living far
from areas inhabited by humans until the most recent
periods of Mesopotamian history.

Ostrich hunting and royal zoological gardens

Texts and iconography document the hunt for ostriches
in Mesopotamia. The ostrich can run very fast, up
to 70 km/h, and is very difficult to capture. How-
ever, especially in the first millennium Bc, there are
many representations of a hero or a king hunting
ostriches. While these images conform to the tradition
of royal representation and convey royal ideology,
they often belong to a mythical register. Nevertheless,
it is interesting to observe the hunting techniques that
Mesopotamians boast about in these depictions. Some
seals demonstrate a hero holding ostriches in their
hands (Fig. 20.3).

Seal representations also show the weapons used
to hunt ostriches: a sword (Fig. 20.4),” a stick, a sickle
(Fig. 20.5),® a spear (Fig. 20.2), and a bow. In some
images, the man is holding an ostrich in one hand and
has a weapon in the other. Sometimes the hunter is on
foot, sometimes he rides a horse (Oates 2001, 65 and fig.
40) or a camel,’ and in rare cases he is in a chariot (see
in particular the scenes of the wall panels of Nimrud,'
more ‘realistic’ than the glyptic). Some scenes show
several people hunting an ostrich together."!
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The meat of ostriches is edible but very tough.
Despite records especially of Assyrian kings killing
ostriches, it seems that they were not hunted for their
meat (Herles 2007, 200), and that ostrich meat was
not eaten. Indeed, in a royal inscription RIMA 2 30,
Ashurnasirpal prides himself on having killed 200
ostriches during a hunt, but no such animal is men-
tioned later in the same text, when the menu of the
banquet offered by the king for the dedication of the pal-
ace at Kalhu is detailed. However, it does not explicitly
say that ostrich meat was not eaten at all. There is one
attestation in medical prescription that recommends it:
‘He will eat ostrich meat and become (cultually) clean’
(BAM 3, 318, iii 4). It is a special medicinal use of this
meat, and it is for the moment the only attestation of
consumption of ostrich meat in the textual data.

The texts indicate that ostriches were sometimes
kept alive as a hunting trophy, and put into royal zoo-
logical gardens. In Mari’s palace, rare animals, offered
as diplomatic gifts or captured on the king’s orders,
were kept in zoological gardens (Durand 2004, 835).
Like lions, ostriches were among the animals that the
king of Mari wanted to capture alive (Guichard 1997,
323-5). The same practice is attested during the Neo-
Assyrian period: in an inscription of Ashurnasirpal,
the king claims to have captured 140 ostriches alive
with other animals in order to breed them: ‘I captured
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alive 50 wild bulls, 140 ostriches, (and) 20 strong lions
from the mountains and forests. I received five live
elephants as tribute from the governor of the land
Sthu and the governor of the land Ludbu (and) they
went about with me on my campaign. I formed herds
of wild bulls, lions, ostriches, (and) male (and) female
monkeys. I bred herds of them’ (RIMA 2 30, 90-100).
In another inscription, the same king states that he
brought wild animals back to Kalhu to show them

to the population: ‘(...) alive in my hands I captured,
and herds of wild oxen, and elephants, and lions, and
ostriches, and male and female monkeys, and wild
asses, and gazelle, and stags, and bears, and pan-
thers, and cheetah, all the beasts of the plain and of
the mountains in my city of Calah I collected, and the
people of all my land I cause to behold them’ (AKA I,
col iv, 36-50). It is therefore very likely that ostriches
were integrated into the royal gardens.

Figure 20.4. Cylinder seal and its modern impression, Mesopotamia, Middle Assyrian period, © Pierpont
Morgan Library, no. 606, New York (Acquired by Pierpont Morgan between 1885 and 1908), Porada 1948, no. 606,
Collon 2010, no. 57. https://www.themorgan.org/seals-and-tablets/84234 (last accessed 04.12.2019).

Figure 20.5. Cylinder seal and its modern impression, Mesopotamia, Neo-Babylonian period, 1000-539 Bc,
© Pierpont Morgan Library, no. 773, New York, Porada 1948, no. 773. https://www.themorgan.org/seals-and-

tablets/84395 (last accessed 04.12.2019).
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The interest in ostriches and their hunting, which
appears in Assyrian and Babylonian iconography on
seals and reliefs in the first millennium Bc, shows a
growing interest in distant spaces, concurrent with
the military conquests of this time. The capture of wild
animals such as lions and ostriches and their keep in
the royal zoological gardens as well as the interest in
geography manifest the power acquired by kings over
these spaces.

A royal prerogative

At Mari, it seems that ostriches and their eggs found
in the steppe were reserved for the king. One text
from Mari demonstrates that it was forbidden to kill
an ostrich, as was the case for the lion. These animals
had to be captured alive and brought to the king: ‘Tell
my Lord, thus says Habdu-ma-Dagan, your servant.
My lord wrote to me about 9 ostriches. I have tried
to (take) 9 ostriches. A Bedouin (...). An ostrich [was
taken]. When I come to my lord’s house, he will give
it. According to my lord’s order (asakkum lit. “taboo’), if
more ostriches appear, they will be kept for my Lord!

Digital unwrapping

Single rotation

(M 10999, Guichard 1997, 323-5). This is an interesting
parallelism between the lion and the ostrich. The ostrich
eggs that could be found in the countryside were also
sent directly to the king. This practice shows that the
animals of the steppe were part of the royal domain,
and that the rulers thus asserted their power over the
peripheral territories.

Texts from other periods also attest prerogatives
over the ostrich and its eggs. For example, two docu-
ments from Ur III (DAS 18 and ITT 5, 8221) record
ostrich eggs that were ‘for the grand vizier’ (SUKkAL.
MmaH). Perhaps the eggs found were reserved for this
administrator. Assyrian royal inscriptions concerning
royal hunts show that this animal was worthy prey for
the king. We can even draw a parallel between the lion
and the ostrich in some iconographic representations
(for example, Collon 2010, no. 84). Cylinder seals show
alion and ostriches fighting together at the same level
(Fig. 20.6).

According to Collon (2010, 1), in the iconography,
the ostrich is not associated with a specific god, i.e. no
god has the ostrich as his animal symbol. Sometimes

Figure 20.6. Cylinder seal, Northern Mesopotamia, c. 1600-1000 Bc, © Cabinet des Médailles, Bibliothéque Nationale
de France, DMMA 1980.292.49, P502740 provided by Sceaux et empreintes de sceau du Proche-Orient ancien http://
sespoa.huma-num.fr/items/show/715 (last accessed 04.12.2019).
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its meat and eggs were used in rituals; at Uruk, eggs
were offered for the divine meals by the Babylonian
king Nabonidus (TCL 12, 123). It is interesting to note
that the king has these goods at his disposal in Babylon
in the sixth century Bc, in the absence of contemporary
data concerning royal hunts.

The use of the animal and its by-products
at royal courts

Diplomatic gifts and royal tribute

Ostriches were offered as diplomatic gifts. This phe-
nomenon is documented in the Old Babylonian period,
when the building of a whole diplomatic system began,
leading to the formation of great powers in the ancient
Near East (Lafont 2001). Diplomatic gifts were an
instrument for the kings to show their wealth and to
forge alliances. In their correspondence, they appear
as sending or requesting prestige goods. The ostrich
was one of these valuable and coveted possessions,
as the correspondence of the king of Mari shows.
Sibkuna-Addu, the king of Suda, writes to Zimri-
Lim (1775-1761 Bc): “You wrote to me in these terms: if
you have a real desire, tell me what you want, so that
I can give it to you. Now, if [...] clothes, shirts, shawls
[...] horses [...] Now, I don’t have an ostrich, send me
a beautiful ostrich, as soon as possible” (ARM 28 33,
5-16).”2 Suda is here one of the capitals of Zalmaqum,
located near Mount Hasam, in the north of Balih, in
the Khabur triangle (Ziegler & Langlois 2017, 348). The
sender seems to suppose that Zimri-Lim has ostriches
at his disposal. But even for the king of Mari, ostriches
are difficult to find. In a letter to Liqtum, the wife of
Adal-Senni, the king of Burundum, Zimri-Lim writes:
‘In the land where you are, there are many ostriches;
why don’t you send some to my house?” (ARM 10 140,
30-3)." Burundum was the capital of the kingdom in
the actual Tur Abdin, a region situated in southwest
Turkey, at the border of Syria (Ziegler & Langlois 2017,
69-70). This letter seems to indicate that ostriches lived
in this area, but in another letter, the king of Burundum
himself requests a garment made with ostrich feath-
ers from Zimri-Lim." Ostriches thus seem difficult to
obtain for the kings of the region, which surely made
them even more valuable gifts.

Later, in the first millennium Bc, during the age
of empires, wars are better documented than diplo-
matic exchanges. Ostriches were sometimes part of
the booty taken by force from the defeated enemy.
Two iconographic depictions show bearers of tribute
holding ostriches. The first is a fine ivory statuette from
Nimrud (storeroom NE2, Fort Shalmaneser) represent-
ing a Nubian holding a goat around his shoulders and
an ostrich by its neck (Oates 1962, 13, pl. VII; Herles
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2007, 189; Collon 2010, no. 74). It is probably an African
ostrich and if the statuette was brought to Assyria, the
same may not be the case for the animal itself. Nev-
ertheless, Nubians are widely represented in reliefs
depicting Ashurbanipal’s Egyptian campaign (Barnett
1976, pl. 36, slab 17). The second is a bowl discovered
in the tomb of a member of the merchant aristocracy
at Arjan (Elam), dated to the mid-seventh century sc
(Majidzadeh 1992, fig. 1, 78; Herles 2007, 195; Collon
2010, no. 77). Two pairs of ostriches are driven by a
man in the middle of a procession of tribute bearers,
along with other animals like lions. The style merges
elements of Elamite, Assyrian, Egyptian and Phoeni-
cian art. More than a representation of a historical
scene, it shows the content of a very prestigious war
tribute for the Elamite aristocracy, with ostriches
being a part of it. Ostriches were therefore among the
precious and rare goods exchanged between kings,
offered as diplomatic gifts or taken in tribute after a
military victory.

A source of luxury items: vessels and garments

The ostrich was also an animal coveted for its eggs
and feathers. The ostrich egg is the largest egg with a
shell of an extant animal and it can weigh more than
one kilogram. Its shell is thick (2-3 mm) and hard.
Once emptied, ostrich eggshells provide good mate-
rial for vessels and they were used as such in ancient
Mesopotamia. The eggshells used as vases have a neat
opening on one side and are often decorated on the
rim. Some of them have been found with a foot that
allowed them to stand upright. Ostrich eggs were used
in contexts that go beyond the palatial environment:
they were also discovered in tombs, temples, and
residential quarters. Syntheses of the discoveries of
ostrich eggs in Mesopotamia have been presented in
a number of studies (Laufer 1926; Finet 1982; Caubet
1983; Herles 2007; Matoian 2008).

The oldest ostrich eggshells known to date have
been found in the Levant and date back to the fifth-
fourth millennium sc."” In Mesopotamia, a fragmented
painted eggshell dated to the Uruk IV period (3350-
3200 Bc) was discovered in the South temple of Tell
Qannas / Habuba Kabira, Northern Syria (Finet 1982,
72; Herles 2007, 177). During the third millennium sc,
ostrich eggs turned into precious vessels have been
found in Mesopotamian tombs, temples and palaces.
They are often decorated with inlays. For instance,
an ostrich eggshell together with a pottery rim inlaid
with pieces of shell and bitumen was discovered at Tell
Jokha, ancient Umma, in a building dated to the Early
Dynastic period, 2900-2350 sc (Rumaidh 2000, 27, fig.
84). Famous are the ostrich eggshell vessels of the Royal
Cemetery of Ur, second half of the third millennium sc
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(Woolley 1934, pl. 156, 170a). These were opened at the
top to serve as cups or bowls. One is decorated with
a band of mosaic round the rim, made with inlay of
mother-of-pearl and red paste in bitumen (BM 123556,
last accessed 04.12.2019). Another is an imitation made
of gold, with its rim and foot adorned with mosaics of
ostrich eggshell, limestone, lapis lazuli and sandstone
inlaid in bitumen (Penn Museum B16692, last accessed
04.12.2019). Ostrich eggs were therefore appreciated
as luxury containers at that time.

From the second millennium sc, the findings of
ostrich eggshells are more numerous, but painted egg-
shells replaced inlaid eggshells. A painted eggshell was
found in the throne room of the royal palace of Ugarit
(Matoian 2008). They are also attested in the Levant,
in Cyprus and in the Mycenaean world (Caubet 1983;
Matoian 2008). Unpainted eggshells and fragments
have also been discovered at many archaeological
sites in the Levant and in Mesopotamia, especially in
tombs.’® This shows that they were less rare objects
at the time. In southern Mesopotamia, during the
Kassite period, ostrich eggs were still found in places
of worship and power, for instance in the palace of
Dur Kurigalzu/Aqar Quf, the headquarters of a Kas-
site dynasty during the thirteenth/twelfth century sc
(Baqir 1945, 14; Moorey 1994, 128). Decorated ostrich
eggshells were a part of the Bronze Age traded goods
in the Mediterranean world and in the Near East. In
the first millennium sc, finds of ostrich eggs became
rarer in Mesopotamia, but remained numerous in the
Mediterranean world (Caubet 1983, 182-3). Eggshells
painted with red colours were uncovered in the Assyr-
ian palace of Nimrud (ninth/eighth century sc)."”

Sumerian and Akkadian texts evoke luxury ves-
sels made of ostrich eggshell. An Ur III text refers to
an eggshell set in gold, similar to the ones discovered
in the Royal Cemetery (AO 3370, Thureau-Dangin
1903, no. 229). Some texts give clues to the use of these
luxury recipients. LU.DINGIR.RA, a Sumerian author
from Nippur, evokes ‘a phial of ostrich shell, over-
flowing with perfumed oil’ in a poem he dedicated
to his mother (Civil 1964, 1-11; Cooper 1971, 157-62).
A tablet from the royal archive of Mari mentions an
ostrich egg mounted in gold (ARM 26 1/1, 487, n. 19,
text M.18010). At Ugarit, a text mentions a vessel of
ostrich eggshell containing aromata (RS 25.421, Nou-
gayrol 1968, 310-19). The urs.Ra=hubullu lexical lists
record a recipient in the shape of an ostrich egg: ‘BUR.
NUNUZ.GA.NUy; MUSEN = Sape-el [u-ur-me’ (Hh. X, 110;
CAD L, 255). Ostrich eggshells could therefore be used
to contain precious substances.

Unlike eggs, ostrich feathers are rarely mentioned
in Mesopotamian texts. Garments made with these
feathers are attested at Mari, in several texts: subdt kap
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lurmim or 166 kap lurmim (Durand 2009, 105-6). For
instance, in a letter, Adal-Senni, the king of Burundum,
asks Zimri-Lim, the king of Mari, to send him such a
garment, because the king of Lull{i, who is visiting
him, wants one: ‘Have brought to me 20 or 30 wild
bull horns and (a garment) of ostrich feathers / k[a]p®
lu-ur-mi-im(musen)’ (ARM 28, 43, 15-17, edition and
bibliography on http://www.archibab.fr/ no. T6955).
This item is also listed in administrative documents
of the palace of Mari, and is mentioned in a dowry
where it is worth 10 shekels of silver.”® It is not very
frequent in the archive. According to Durand, apart
from two women, the king is the only beneficiary of
this precious item (Durand 2009, 106).

On the seals, heroes are most often depicted col-
lecting the eggs of ostriches. However, on a Middle
Assyrian seal (dated 1250-1150 Bc), we clearly see
the figure pulling the feathers out of the animal’s tail
(Fig. 20.4). According to Collon, one may find figures
wearing ostrich feathers in headdresses on Nineveh
wall panels representing Nubian prisoners captured
by Ashurbanipal, archers and musicians (Calmeyer
1969, 184-95; Barnett 1976, pl. 36, slab 17; Collon 2010).

Ostrich eggs in ritual texts and offerings for the gods
Ostrich eggs are used in medical prescriptions and
for the gods’ offerings. In medico-magical rituals, it
is often the shell of the ostrich that is used to treat dif-
ferent diseases, for instance: ‘bariratu, myrrh, resin of
baluhhu, shell of an ostrich egg, these ten medications
you bray together, he drinks them in wine or beer on
an empty stomach and he recovers’ (AMT 59, 1, 34).
The eggshell was especially prescribed to treat renal
disease (Geller 2005, vii).

Ostrich eggs were eaten at the table of the kings,
judging by the eggs found pierced or broken. A text
from Mari does mention an ostrich egg served to
the king as an omelette (ARM 26 1/1, 487, n. 18, text
M.13158). In first-millennium Bc Babylonia, ostrich
eggs were part of the food and animals offered by
kings to temples to supply the offering table of the
gods. A ritual text from Uruk, dated to the Hellenistic
period, requests that three ostrich eggs were given to
the gods for the second meal of the day, together with
other products like duck eggs (AO 6451 r. 17, edition
Thureau-Dangin 1921, 38, 84; Linssen 2004, 136, 178; see
also Beaulieu 1991, 52 and Beaulieu 2003, 28 n. 46). We
do not know if this instruction was obeyed. Neverthe-
less, an earlier administrative text from Uruk, dated to
the Neo-Babylonian period (550-549 Bc), shows that
king Nabonidus gave ostrich eggs to the temple on
two occasions. It is a long text listing the cattle, sheep
and birds of the royal offerings (nigé Sarri), delivered
to the Eanna temple from the first to the sixth year of
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Nabonidus’ reign. Among the offerings of the first
year one finds: ‘6 geese, 5 ducks, 20 turtle doves, 70
doves, 7 ostrich eggs, 18 duck eggs’ and the third year:
12 geese, 5 ducks, 40 turtle doves, 23 doves, 8 ostrich
eggs’ (TCL 12,123, edition Moore 1935, no. 23 & Kozuh
2014, 242-5). In the other years, the offerings did not
contain any eggs. There is no other attestation, for the
moment, of ostrich eggs in the administrative texts of
the Babylonian temples of the first millennium sc. It
seems that these eggs were a rare dish that only kings
had the capacity to offer to the gods, occasionally.

Conclusion

The ostrich was a valuable animal in Mesopotamia.
Ostriches, their eggs and feathers are mentioned in
Mesopotamian documentation during all the periods
of cuneiform writing. Remains of ostrich bones found
in Mesopotamia date from the fourth to the third mil-
lennium Bc. These data testify to the presence of the
animal near the Euphrates and the Khabur in Northern
Syria and in the Levant. It can be assumed that ostriches
lived in the semi-desert steppe pastures that surround
the river valleys. However, the presence of ostrich
eggs, iconographic representations, as well as textual
data, testify that this animal was known far beyond
this area, at least as far as Southern Mesopotamia. Dur-
ing the third millennium sc, ostriches were depicted
as wild animals in the iconography. According to the
texts and archaeological discoveries, their eggs were
precious goods, adorned with inlays and transformed
into prestigious vessels for the elite.

Finds of ostrich eggs dated to the second mil-
lennium Bc are more numerous. They are present in
very diverse archaeological contexts and their trade is
attested in the Levantine area. The animal is depicted
on terracotta plaques. Letters from Mari, in particular,
present the ostrich as a wild animal, living in the steppe
surrounding human living spaces, and whose hunt was
reserved for the king. The animal was offered as diplo-
matic gifts, showing the kings’ wealth and prodigality.
Its eggs were used for luxury vessel and their feathers
for the fabrication of garments and headdresses.

During the first millennium sc, the ostrich became
very popular in Assyrian and Babylonian glyptic and
iconography in general, whereas there are few finds
of eggshells and no bones from this period. If this is
not an effect of the uneven archaeological excavations
in the region, the rarity of the animal in Assyria and
Babylonia was perhaps one of the causes of its popular-
ity. The Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions describe the
kings hunting ostriches among other wild animals like
the lion. Cylinder seals and a vessel depict different
hunting techniques. The ostrich was also perceived, at
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this time, as a mythical animal: fighting a genie-hero
on scenes engraved on cylinder seals, or mentioned
among the wild animals of the Babylonian peripher-
ies in the Mapa Mundi. Therefore, at the time of the
building of the empires, ostriches became a motif
highlighting the king’s power and skill and, through its
hunt, demonstrating his domination over the inhabited
spaces and peripheral territories that they intended to
conquer and master.

The ostrich also had a role in medicine and
religion. We do not have evidence of the eating of
ostrich meat in everyday life, except in medical pre-
scriptions of the Assyrian corpus. But eggs were eaten
at the table of the kings. Crushed eggshells were a
medicine prescribed against renal disease. During the
Neo-Babylonian and Hellenistic period, in Babylonia,
ostrich eggs were a rare meal offered by the king for
the table of the gods.

Notes
1 Habuba Kabira, Syria, end of the fourth millennium sc;
Mispe Ramon, Neguev desert, third millennium sc;
Halawa, Syria, 2700 - 2500 Bc; Selenkahiye (Syria), 2400—
1900 Bc; Umm al-Mara, Syria, seventeenth-eighteenth
century Bc; palace of Mari, Syria, eighteenth century sc.
On all these discoveries see the bibliographic references
in Herles 2007.

On the discoveries of ostrich eggshells see the following
articles and their bibliographies: Laufer 1926; Finet 1982;
Reese 1985; 1991; Caubet 1983; Herles 2007; Matoian
2008.

For instance, a golden jug depicts archers hunting
ostriches (IM 115618, Collon 2008, fig. 14 and pl. 7;
Collon 2010, no. 68); ivory bands with a procession of
these animals (Barnett 1975, pl. 13; Collon 2010, no. 40),
and the ivory statuette of a Nubian holding an ostrich
by the neck (Oates 1962, 13 and pl. 7).

ARM 10, 140; ARM 27,9; ARM 28, 33; ARM 28 43; Durand
1994, no. 62; FM 3, 60, ARM 14, 86; M.10999=Guichard
1997, 323-5.

References of these texts in the CDLI: P229306, P230090,
P230310, P227951, P227972, P273620. Old Babylonian
lexical texts of unknown provenance: P247855, P499076.
Inscriptions of Assur-bél-kala (1075-1057 sc), RIMA 2,
95-105; Tukulti-Ninurta IT (891-884 Bc), Scheil 1909, 1.
79-82; Ashurnasirpal II (883-859 Bc), AKA 203 iv 40,
AKA 360 iii 49, RIMA 2, 288ff.

For instance, a Neo-Babylonian stamp seal, seventh-sixth
centuries B¢, from the Ullens de Schooten Collection,
picture and drawing in Collon 1998, no. 7.

For instance, a Neo-Assyrian cylinder seal, 700 Bc, Bib-
liothéque Nationale, Cabinet des Médailles, Paris, no.
330, drawing and bibliography in Collon 2010, no. 58.
Omphalos bowl, Aleppo Museum, Lattaquie, Falsone
1992, 85-9, pl. 2—4, esp. pl. 3b; Collon 1998, no. 12
Golden jug, Nimrud, 780-700, IM 115618, Collon 2008,
fig. 14 and pl. 7.
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11 IM115618. Another curious ancient hunting technique,
not documented in Mesopotamia, is the disguise of a
hunter with ostrich skin and feathers to pretend to
be an ostrich and approach them. This supposition is
documented by Strabo (60 Bc—ap 20) in Arabia (Geogra-
phy XVI, 4, 11) and in ethnographic studies on hunting
techniques in the Sahara (d’Hui 2011).

12 ARM 28 33=LAPO 16, 406-7 (no. 259); edition and
bibliography on http://www.archibab.fr/ no. T6945.

13 ARM 10 140=LAPO 18, 372-3 (no. 1184); edition and
bibliography on http://www.archibab.fr/ no. T8702.

14 ARM 28 43, edition and bibliography on http://www.
archibab.fr/ no. T6955.

15 They were found at Tell Abu Matar (Israel), fifth mil-
lennium Bc, Perrot 1955, 172, fig. 18, and at Byblos,
fourth millennium Bc, Dunand 1937, 1014, no. 18553,
pl. 186.

16 In Mesopotamia, they were found in Syria (Tell Brak,
Al-Rawada, Hadiha and at Mari in a thirteenth cen-
tury Bc cemetery) and at Nuzi. See Herles 2007.

17 In the room 14-15 of the Northwest palace, Max Mal-
lowan recorded the discovery of ‘numerous specimens
of ostrich eggs’, other fragments were discovered in
room 13 (Oates 2001, 46). Other eggs dated to the first
millennium Bc were found in the rural site of Tell
Knedig (northern Syria) and in Iran, Luristan.

18 Six texts are recorded by Durand 2009, 105 (T.263; T.480;
XXII 120; IX 102; XXIV 221; M.12814; XXXI 239). The
dowry is ARM 30, 239.
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Fierce lions, angry mice and fat-tailed sheep

Animals have always been an integral part of human existence. In the ancient Near East, this is evident in
the record of excavated assemblages of faunal remains, iconography and — for the later historical periods —
texts. Animals have predominantly been examined as part of consumption and economy, and while these
are important aspects of society in the ancient Near East, the relationships between humans and animals
were extremely varied and complex.

Domesticated animals had great impact on social, political and economic structures — for example cattle
in agriculture and diet, or donkeys and horses in transport, trade and war. Fantastic mythological beasts such
as lion-headed eagles or Anzu-birds in Mesopotamia or Egyptian deities such as the falcon-headed god Horus
were part of religious beliefs and myths, while exotic creatures such as lions were part of elite symbolling from
the fourth millennium Bc onward. In some cases, animals also intruded on human lives in unwanted ways by
scavenging or entering the household; this especially applies to small or wild animals. But animals were also
attributed agency with the ability to solve problems; the distinction between humans and other animals often
blurs in ritual, personal and place names, fables and royal ideology. They were helpers, pets and companions
in life and death, peace and war. An association with cult and mortuary practices involves sacrifice and
feasting, while some animals held special symbolic significance.

This volume is a tribute to the animals of the ancient Near East (including Mesopotamia, Anatolia,
the Levant and Egypt), from the fourth through first millennia Bc, and their complex relationship with the
environment and other human and nonhuman animals. Offering faunal, textual and iconographic studies, the
contributions present a fascinating array of the many ways in which animals influence human life and death,
and explore new perspectives in the exciting field of human-animal studies as applied to this part of the world.
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