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 The profane asses of Tell eṣ-Ṣâfi/Gath 269
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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 

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 
mušhuššu 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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Preface

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 Šumma ālu, 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 lamaštu, 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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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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2004; Kockelman 2011), especially those with danger-
ous species (Ghosal et al. 2015) or in rural landscapes 
(Neihardt 1932: Chapter 4).1 In the already emotive 
and powerful intersection of religion and landscape, 
then, faunal encounters present an interesting and 
potentially lucrative dataset.

Here, a Deleuzo-Guattarian framework is applied 
to a second millennium Anatolian case study to explore 
how the animal experiences of Assyrian traders painted 
the landscape with emotive meaning. By considering 
how religious ideas associated with representations 
of animals encountered in cultic contexts informed 
later experiences with real animals, I suggest a recon-
struction of how these traders came to understand 
the landscapes they passed through as they moved 
between Kültepe and Aššur. Over time, their cumula-
tive experiences of ritual and real animals reinforced 
one another and implanted feelings of safety, danger, 
security, and disquiet in the landscapes in which they 
were encountered.

Deleuze, Guattari, and reconstructing ancient 
understanding

Archaeological research seeking to illumine landscape 
experience tends to be dominated by phenomenologi-
cal frameworks. These, I believe, are poorly suited to 
archaeological analysis and should be replaced. Phe-
nomenology, most indebted in archaeological use to 
Tilley (1994), drawing upon Merleau-Ponty (1964; 2014 
[1945]), believes that because bodies are essentially alike, 
different bodies’ experiences of similar phenomena are 
also alike. It follows, Tilley argues, that modern inter-
preters can therefore extrapolate ancient experience by 
exposing themselves to similar contexts. The underlying 
assumptions about the fundamental similarity of bodies 
and their perceptions of the material world have seen 
sustained criticism (e.g. Feher et al. 1989; Featherstone 

The interactive importance of religion and landscape 
in people’s learned understandings of their world is 
a common theme in social theory (e.g. Bourdieu 1977; 
Giddens 1979; Munn 1986; 1990; Pandya 1990; Ingold 
1993). Belief systems are fundamental to perceptions of 
the world and direct our attention, thought-processes, 
and decision-making (Klauer et al. 2000; Colzato et al. 
2008; Fry & Debats 2011). Exposure to religious symbols 
has significant impacts on social psychological pro-
cesses (Bilewicz & Klebaniuk 2013; Ysseldyk et al. 2016) 
and immediately and emotively reinforces complex 
concepts (Jung 1964; Ortner 1973; Freud 2000 [1938]; 
Butz 2009). Meanwhile, landscapes and places, which 
frequently enjoy intimate, reflexive relationships with 
religion (Mazumdar & Mazumdar 2004, 387), actively 
influence how individuals experience, understand, and 
appropriate sociocultural rules and beliefs (Bourdieu 
1977; Tuan 1977, 35; Giddens 1979, 218–19; Proshansky 
et al. 1983; Harris & Lipman 1984; Lefebvre 1991, 191; 
Ingold 2000, Chapter 10; Ottosson & Grahn 2008). The 
interaction of religion and landscape therefore repre-
sents a reflexive process in which the sociocultural 
meaning and perception of supernature and place(s) 
both shape and are shaped by each other (Bourdieu 
1977; Munn 1986; Pandya 1990). Consequently, their 
intersection represents a lucrative avenue for studies 
of ancient perceptions of the world.

It is unsurprising then, that these topics have seen 
attention in interpretative archaeological approaches 
(e.g. Hastorf 2007; Casey 2008; Biehl 2011; Laneri 
2015). Where landscape and religion’s interaction is 
considered in archaeological contexts, however, stud-
ies most often foreground either anthropomorphic 
interventions in the landscape or natural topography. 
Less common is the consideration of how the animals 
present in a landscape might inform religiously loaded 
understandings of place(s). This is a shame, as animal 
interactions carry significant social power (Stone-Miller 
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Chapter 5

though fluid and intertwining, experiential planes that 
can be experienced repeatedly and in any order and 
inform how we perceive other plateaus. 

Consider, for example, Anatolian beak-spouted 
pitchers (for an artistic representation, see Gates 2017, 
fig. 6; and for a generic example, see Özgüç 1986a, pl. 
94–1). These vessels are commonplace in domestic 
contexts and graves as well as appearing in the glyptic 
repertoire as cultic paraphernalia employed in libations 
(Heffron 2011, 179–80). They are arrangements of mate-
rial components including clay, temper, and whatever 
liquids might be held inside; sensory components such 
as texture, weight, and smells imparted by their con-
tents; and sociocultural components like perceptions 
of tableware, funerary practice, ritual, and art. The 
experience of these vessels emerges from the complex 
relations between the individual, the vessel, and these 
components. Every previously folded experience that 
the individual has had of the components involved 
reside in plateaus that inform their understanding of 
the vessel. Consequently, the more we can learn about 
that individual’s experiences of tableware, funerals, 
libation practices, or glyptic depictions of vessels, the 
more nuanced our interpretations of their new experi-
ence of beak-spouted pitchers can be.

In sum, by analysing human interactions with 
specific arrangements it is possible to extrapolate indi-
viduals folded experiences with them, and thereafter 
how plateaus of folded experiences shaped how 
individuals perceived other things and ideas. In this 
study, this allows us to consider Assyrian traders’ 
interactions with animal-motif ritual objects and the 
impact this had on understandings of landscape when 
those traders later encountered real-world versions of 
those animals within them.

Landscape, religion, and putting meaning in place

Through most of the Middle Bronze Age (see Table 
5.1), Assyrian traders maintained extensive business 
operations in Anatolia. Throughout late-March to 
late-November (Stratford 2015, 303), Assyrian caravans 
brought tin and textiles into Anatolia, participated in 
redistributive trade around the region’s kingdoms 
(Michel 2011a), and sent gold and silver back to their 
capital, Aššur, on the Tigris. Heads of mercantile families 
generally remained in Aššur and sent representatives 
to administer their Anatolian operations in a kārum4 
adjoining an Anatolian city (Bryce 1998, 30). Many of 
those sent to Anatolia married local women, raised 
families, and incorporated Anatolian linguistic and 
religious traditions into their lives, creating hybridized 
communities and long-lasting inter-regional familial 
and trade links (Michel 2008; 2010, 9–10; 2014, 77–8). 

et al. 1991; Shilling 1993; Douglas 1996; Meskell 1996; 
Brück 1998; Fowler 2002, 59; Hamilakis et al. 2002, 
9), whilst the ability of modern researchers to situate 
themselves in the context of persons in the deep past 
simply by inhabiting the same geography has received 
scathing rebuttal (e.g. Bintliff 2009, 30). Phenomenologi-
cal landscape studies of the ancient past simply cannot 
overcome their cultural and chronological distance. I 
believe the work of Deleuze and Guattari presents an 
avenue down which we might cross this gap seek to 
understand ancient experience by reconstructing the 
perceptions of ancient people themselves.

Deleuzo-Guattarian philosophy has only recently 
begun to find explicit use in the archaeological litera-
ture (e.g. Wright 2016; Hamilakis & Jones 2017; Harris 
2017; 2018),2 but presents a suite of concepts that help 
the interpreter develop contextual reconstructions of 
ancient individuals’ understandings of their world. 
Here (see also Erskine forthcoming), I draw on Hami-
lakis’ (2017) work on Deleuzian assemblages (hereafter 
arrangements3) and Wright’s (2016) on Deleuzian fold-
ing, and add two further Deleuzian concepts, plateaus 
and rhizomes, to access ancient landscape experience. 
The arrangement (Deleuze & Guattari 1980; 1991), is 
the combination of a material object(s) and its non-
material components. Meanwhile, the fold (Deleuze 
1988), describes the internalization of external experi-
ences and the consequent altering of understanding. 
Interactions with arrangements are folded in and all 
participants, be they persons, objects, ideas or any-
thing else are changed. Consequently, if we can draw 
out how an individual understood the sociocultural 
ideas embedded in specific arrangements, we can 
make nuanced inferences about how an individual 
understood their interactions with that arrangement 
and the consequences it had for their perceptions of 
other related things and ideas.

To develop how the ancient individual under-
stood related concepts, we can turn to two more 
Deleuzo-Guattarian concepts. The rhizome (Deleuze 
& Guattari 1980) stresses relational interpretations of 
social phenomena by presenting those phenomena as 
being in continual interaction with one another and 
therefore in perpetual development: they have no 
beginning, end, or defined directionality, and instead 
lie in a web of constantly accumulating folded interac-
tions. In archaeological applications, this means that 
every identifiable experience we can assign to individu-
als allows us to further develop how they understood 
other interactions.

The rhizome, containing all interactions between 
all things, is too massive to deal with fully. It is made 
more manageable, however, by plateaus (Deleuze & 
Guattari 1980). These are groups of distinguishable, 
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both archaeologically and textually, presenting a 
lucrative dataset. Furthermore, species can be associ-
ated with their preferred habitats and so placed in 
the landscape, allowing the reconstruction of trad-
ers’ experiences on the road. The focus of this study 
therefore lies in plateaus of animal experience, and the 
initial arrangement upon which the analyses will begin 
is a group of enigmatic animal representations from 
Kültepe. By developing the experiences of Assyrian 
traders with these artefacts, it will then be possible to 
consider how they informed later engagements with 
animals on the road, and therefore with the landscape 
in which they resided.

Folding animals in ritual

Animal motif vessels are amongst the most numerous 
cultic items discovered at Kültepe (Fig. 5.1). Amongst 
these vessels, lion- and antelope-shaped examples 
are particularly common (e.g. Özgüç & Özgüç 1953, 
pls. 265–77), but dogs, boars, eagles, partridges, cat-
tle, rabbits, water buffalos, sheep and fish are also 
represented (e.g. Özgüç 1986a, 63–7). Such vessels are 
rare in Mesopotamia but near-ubiquitous for several 
millennia in Anatolia (Yener 2007, 218–20), and so it 
seems likely that they were not a feature in Assyrian 
traders’ religious lives before they left home. Their 
presence in houses associated with Assyrians as well 
as Anatolians (Özgüç & Özgüç 1953, 131–3, 218–21)5 
is best explained as part of the hybridization process 
that took place as Assyrians settled into Anatolian 
contexts and began to incorporate Anatolian deities 
and locally produced ritual paraphernalia into their 
cultic lives (Michel 2011b, 104; 2014, 78). Alternatively, 
it is possible that distinct Anatolian and Assyrian 
traditions were practiced in the same households 
without crossover, but in either case, Assyrian trad-
ers would still be exposed to, and therefore fold-in, 
animal-shaped vessels in explicitly cultic contexts, 
even if as an outsider.

Though we cannot identify the precise practices 
in which these vessels were employed, that they served 
explicitly cultic functions, most likely in drinking/
pouring rituals, is strongly supported by multiple 

Each kārum was relatively autonomous on a local level, 
but Aššur retained supreme authority, administering 
economic and foreign policy via the kārum at Kültepe, 
the hub of Assyrian mercantile operations (Bryce 1998, 
25–6; Barjamovic 2011, 5–6). It is this centre of Assyrian 
operations that provides the bulk of the data utilized 
here.

Kültepe, situated on the Kayseri plain in southern 
central Anatolia, has been under continuous excava-
tion since 1948 and provides considerable textual and 
archaeological data. Over 23,000 cuneiform tablets have 
been discovered in the private archives of Assyrian 
and Anatolian businesspersons (Veenhof 2008, 41–2; 
Michel 2011a, 319). Supplemented by smaller col-
lections from Boğazköy (ancient H

˘
attuš), and Alişar 

Höyük, these texts provide great detail on economic 
matters, including trade journeys, as well as accounts 
of religious practices and practitioners that, alongside 
MBA cult spaces (e.g. Heffron 2016), cultic parapher-
nalia (e.g. Özgüç & Özgüç 1953, 131–3, pls. 265–77; 
Özgüç 1986a, 58–67; 1986b, 176, 8), and glyptics (e.g. 
Özgüç 1965; White 1993; Lassen 2014; Topçuoğlu 2016), 
grant access to folded experiences of cult. 

Creatures, cult, and creating meaning

Given the interactive socializing power of landscape and 
religion, it is profitable to address landscape-meaning 
by considering how religious plateaus informed Assyr-
ian traders’ perceptions of landscape. The landscape 
therefore represents our initial arrangement, and we 
must select appropriate religious plateaus that allow us 
to reconstruct how Assyrian traders understood it. The 
data available makes this is a relatively straightforward 
exercise. Explicit archaeological manifestations of the 
religious life of second millennium Anatolia are surpris-
ingly rare, and those that can be confidently connected 
to the landscape extremely so. However, one common 
element of the landscape, the fauna that lived amongst 
it, were also an important cultic motif and so plateaus 
of animal experiences provide a potential source of 
evidence that links religious and landscape experiences.

Animals were abundant in the landscape, and 
their prominent role in cultic activity is well-attested 

Table 5.1. Anatolian Middle Bronze Age Chronology (after Barjamovic et al. 2012, 34; Gates 2017, 189). For the comparative merits of different 
chronologies see Barjamovic et al. (2012, 3–40).

Middle Chronology Low Chronology
Ultra-Low 
Chronology

Archaeological 
Period Historical Period

Kültepe Lower 
Town Levels

c. 1970–1840 c. 1920–1790 c. 1870–1740 MBA I
Old Assyrian

II

c. 1840–1700 c. 1790–1650 c. 1740–1610 MBA IIa Ib

Ahistorical MBA IIb Hittite Old 
Kingdom Ia
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inferences about the associations carried by these ani-
mals in cultic contexts, and therefore imbued in these 
vessels. By illustrating some of these associations, it is 
possible to outline how ritualistic engagements with 
the animal world informed later engagements with 
animals in the wild and, consequently, the role this 
played in developing understanding of the landscape.

Bulls, boars, birds

Cattle, often as bulls, represented the chief deities of 
both the Anatolian and Assyrian pantheons. They 
were the dominant species featured in early second 
millennium Anatolian art where they were associated 
with the Storm God(s) (Kryszat 2006, 121; Schwemer 
2008, 19). Of these artistic depictions, a bovine glyptic 
present in both Anatolian and Assyrian styles has 
been convincingly interpreted as originating as a 
representation of the god Aššur (Lassen 2017). The 
glyptic motif includes a rectangular body frequently 
draped in fabric denoting royal or divine status, more 
naturalistic limbs, and in all but two cases, a cone or 
triangle upon its back, possibly representing Aššur as 
a mountain (Lassen 2017). The divine drapery, and the 
contrast with other bovine depictions, which are more 
naturalistic, has led to the symbol being understood 
as representing a real-world cult image (Gunter 2002, 
90; Lassen 2017, 178–9), though no artefactual confir-
mation of this hypothesis has ever been presented.6 
Consequently, cattle and bovine-shaped vessels (Fig. 
5.2) were associated with the heads of divine pantheons 
in both Anatolian and Assyrian traditions, associations 
that were frequently reinforced by art and possibly 
other ritual objects.

Boar-shaped vessels have been linked to the 
cult of Usmû (Özgüç 1998, 256), servant of Ea (Özgüç 
1988, 25; Black & Green 1992, 75), whilst piglets were 
associated with Pannunta (Ertem 1965, 77), vizier to 

strands of evidence. Some are found in domestic 
spaces with cultic installations and paraphernalia and 
in assemblages associated with libations (Özgüç 1994; 
Kulakoğlu & Kangal 2010, fig. 232; Heffron 2016, 30). 
Meanwhile, a later tradition of ‘god-drinking’, known 
from Hittite texts, has been convincingly linked to 
the animal-shaped vessels of Kültepe (Heffron 2014). 
Though the specifics of god-drinking are disputed, it 
was a cultic drinking or libation practice performed in 
a broad variety of contexts and closely associated with 
animal-shaped vessels (see Kahya 2017 for a survey). 
Old Assyrian texts also refer to drinking vessels belong-
ing to gods and several seals depict divinities holding 
drinking vessels (Kahya 2017, 48). Whilst specific forms 
are not detailed in the Old Assyrian texts, lion, deer, 
antelope, boar, ram, and bird-shaped vessels noted in 
Hittite texts are all paralleled by vessels excavated at 
Kültepe (White 1993, 279–82). It is reasonable therefore 
to conclude that the animal-shaped vessels of early 
second millennium Kültepe were employed in ritual 
interactions with divine actors, either as representa-
tives of deities, containers of their essence and power, 
or as utensils for pouring libations to them.

When these vessels were employed in cultic 
activities, participants were engaging not only with 
an object, but with an arrangement of object and associ-
ated ideas. Consequently, users or onlookers folded in 
a wealth of physical and cognitive components and 
formed rhizomatic links with other experiences. when 
an individual exposed to ritual pouring or drinking 
from a bovine-shaped vessel, for instance, this was not 
an abstract act that happened to employ a vessel coin-
cidentally shaped like a bovine, but a direct interaction 
with a supernatural actor embodied by and embed-
ded in an object along with their associated attributes 
and responsibilities. Arrangements are immeasurably 
complex, but, fortunately, the textual corpus and 
glyptic repertoire allow us to make relatively confident 

Figure 5.1. Animal-shaped vessels from Kültepe. L-R: Kt.00/k. 025; Kt.86/k. 147; Kt.92/k. 784; Kt.92/k. 724 (redrawn 
from Kulakoğlu & Kangal 2010, figs. 195, 206, 211, 201 by the author).
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with experiences of a foodstuff, with both boar and 
their domesticated cousins featuring in urban faunal 
assemblages, comprising 26.8 per cent of all faunal 
remains at Lidar Höyük (Kussinger 1988, 11–2) , and 
being the fourth most frequent species attested by 
bone fragments at Kültepe (Atici 2014, 203). Finally, 
eagle-vessels arrangements carried with them experi-
ences of communication, of appeals to the gods, and 
of the purification of both place and person. 

Furthermore, these vessels may have served to 
reinforce their own arrangements through self-referen-
tial messaging. A spouted bowl found at Kültepe in 
a house in grid-square LXI/130 (Kulakoğlu & Kangal 
2010, fig. 232) depicts a human pouring a libation from 

Šamaš (Krebernik 2003–2005): in both cases connecting 
porcine animals to divine intercessors. Fertility was a 
prominent porcine association and, given their use in 
healing rituals and exorcisms, as offerings to chthonic 
divinities, and their ability to taint humans through 
contact even in dreams, they were strongly linked to 
the netherworld, impurity, and liminality (Ünal 1996; 
Collins 2002b; 2006, 165, 8, 73–6). Meanwhile, eagles, 
and therefore eagle-shaped vessels (Fig. 5.3), were 
associated with the Protective Deity (Ertem 1965, 124). 
In Hittite cult, eagles functioned both as interlocuters, 
opening channels to communicate with the gods or car-
rying messages to them directly, and purifying forces, 
cleansing both places and people (Collins 2002a, 326).

Individuals’ interactions with cultic represen-
tations of cattle, boars, and eagles were therefore 
experiences of arrangements of practice, object, animal, 
deity, and a range of associated concepts. Engage-
ments with bovine vessels were engagements with 
the Storm God and therefore drew on experiences of 
weather and issues of land affordance and fears of 
environmental threats and may have been performed 
in association with an altar of sufficient importance 
to be pervasive in the artistic repertoire. Interactions 
with boar-vessels involved the folding in of the ritual 
mediation of dangerous liminality and impurity in 
association with servile deities working on behalf of 
Ea or Šamaš, who themselves have been associated 
with cleansing and destroying evil (Læssøe 1956, 66; 
Black & Green 1992, 184). They were also folded in 

Figure 5.2. Bull- (Kt. f/k. 299) and Boar-vessels (Kt.01/k. 167) from Kültepe (redrawn from Kulakoğlu & Kangal 2010, 
figs. 196 and 200 by the author).

Figure 5.3. Eagle-shaped vessel (Kt. j/k. 058) from 
Kültepe (redrawn from Kulakoğlu & Kangal 2010,  
fig. 213 by the author).
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frequently encountered, it is possible to draw out 
how folded interactions with them contributed to the 
sacralization of those landscape forms and played a 
role in the creation and/or maintenance of sociocul-
turally meaningful landscapes. The first step then, is 
to situate both Assyrian travellers and animals in the 
landscapes between Kaneš and Aššur.

Reconstructions of the Assyrian trading sphere’s 
historical geography and the trade routes themselves 
(e.g. Bilgiç 1945–1951; Özgüç & Özgüç 1949; Garelli 
1963; Hallo 1964; Orlin 1970; Beitzel 1992; Yakar 2000; 
Michel 2002; Forlanini 2006; 2008; Barjamovic 2008; 
2011) are yet to find consensus, though considerable 
overlap is apparent in certain regions, most strongly 
from Kültepe, through the Elbistan plain, and on to 
Lower Euphrates basin, a potential thoroughfare also 
highlighted by Palmisano’s (2013; 2017) Kaneš-Aššur 
cumulative cost path modelling studies (Fig. 5.5). 

Space does not allow a comprehensive survey 
of these hypothesized routes here, and so I take no 
position on the most likely route(s). However, for the 
purposes of this study, the focus will be placed on 
that NW-SE trunk of south-central Anatolia between 
Kültepe and the Lower Euphrates region where 
proposed routes exhibit the most consistency, and 
where all proposed routes cross similar landscape 
forms (Fig. 5.6). These routes begin at Kültepe, situ-
ated c. 1050 m above sea level in the Sarımsak river 
valley amidst rich alluvial soils encompassed by 

a spout emerging from a bovine protome, mirroring 
the vessel’s own bovine spout for use in cult practice 
(Heffron 2016, 30). Similar self-reinforcing may have 
been present in the practices using the vessels. It is 
possible, for instance, that ritual prayers or appeals 
to the divine utilizing boar-vessels or eagle-vessels 
represented multiple layers of channels to the gods: 
through the ritual itself, through supernatural interlo-
cuters, and through the animal depicted. The domestic 
cultic experiences of individuals utilizing bovine, 
boar, and eagle-shaped vessels therefore embedded 
the vessels, practices, and the animals represented 
with overlapping and interconnected understand-
ings of ritual objects; fauna; specific deities; fertility; 
danger, impurity, and protection against both; and 
communication with gods either directly or via another 
divinity (Fig. 5.4). 

Folding animals on the road

Having illustrated some important plateaus of 
experiences associated with animal-shaped vessel 
arrangements in cultic contexts, it is possible to use 
the interconnectivity of the rhizome to explore how 
subsequent folded interactions with living animals 
in the landscape embedded meaning in the world. 
This provides an avenue down which archaeologists 
can begin to tackle the creation of place. By consider-
ing the landscapes in which these species were most 

Figure 5.4. Animal vessels rhizome. Black lines depict those connections that are attested in texts or suggested by the 
iconographic corpus. Grey lines illustrate further extrapolated experiential connections.
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Figure 5.5. Hypothesized early second millennium Assyrian trade networks.

Figure 5.6. Hypothesized early second millennium routes between Kültepe and the Lower Euphrates.
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Why then, is the Deleuzian analysis below decidedly 
anthropocentric?

Fundamentally, my focus here is placed on those 
animals that are represented in the cultic sphere. 
Whilst those animals’ real-world incarnations had the 
ability to learn, solve problems, and make decisions, 
and were no doubt agents (Lindstrøm 2015, 223), 
they were wild species and had extremely limited 
and non-repeated interactions with the traders whose 
experiences I am seeking out. Consequently, they 
had little potential to affect the lives of those traders 
other than as animal categories (Armstrong Oma 
2010, 177; Knight 2018, 343–4). These merchants on 
the road interacted with specific animals, but other 
than in exceptional circumstances, it was the species 
that mattered to the trader, not the agential animal. 
Future study could, and I believe should, foreground 
traders’ relationships with the animals with whom 
they developed social contracts, particularly the 
donkeys on whom they relied, and who relied on 
them, for long journeys, but my focus remains on 
the traders for now. 

The wild animals concerned are not confined to 
their natural habitats, and the precise locations of these 
habitats four millennia ago are in any case difficult to 
identify, these animals can be broadly associated with 
particular environments (Fig. 5.7).

As well as a foodstuff, cattle were both a source 
and symbol of Bronze Age Anatolian elite wealth 
(Archi 1987; Arbuckle 2014, 285–8). Consequently, 
they would have been most appropriately pastured 
near the centres of elite power for both accessibility 
and security reasons. Our travellers would therefore 
be most likely to encounter them in the agricultural 
hinterlands of Kültepe and the settlement clusters in 
the Elbistan plain and Lower Euphrates. 

Cattle, embedded with perceptions of the chief 
deity, centres of the divine sphere, were therefore 
experienced close to the hubs of human civilization. In 
both socio-political and ontological terms, cities lay at 
the heart of society (Yakar 2000, 22; Barjamovic 2011, 
5–6; Michel 2011a, 321–3) and Assyrians’ fundamen-
tal perception of geography opposed the city, Aššur, 
with everything beyond its walls. By importing the 
home city’s institutions to Anatolian cities, Assyrians 
recreated it abroad (Highcock 2018, 13, 26), replicating 
its ontological centrality and sharply contrasting it 
with the rural world beyond. The real-world bovine-
arrangements served to reinforce this city’s place at 
the cosmological centre of life by embedding its sur-
rounding landscape with associations of the head of 
the pantheon. The sense of security provided by the 
city as the nexus of political control and proxy for the 
supreme city of Aššur, was echoed by the power of the 

barren rocky hills (Fairbairn 2014, 180–1). Whilst the 
alluvial soils were likely absent in the MBA, the bare 
hills probably retained reasonable woodland coverage 
(Zohary 1973, chapters 6 and 17; Roberts et al. 2011; 
Fairbairn 2014, 180–1). Moving south of Kültepe, the 
jagged and irregular Tahtalı Mountains rise to a peak 
of 2366 m ASL (Atalay & Efe 2014, 114), and descend to 
the flat, elevated plain (1000–1200 m ASL) of Elbistan 
(Konyar 2008, 131) before rising into the Southeast-
ern Tauruses (Anti-Taurus). These mountains reach 
elevations of 2560 m ASL (Wilkinson 1990, 8) and 
are composed primarily of high, treeless limestone, 
with oak woodland and scrub on lower slopes and 
access is largely limited to high valleys and passes 
above 1500 m (Wilkinson 1990, 9) descending onto 
900–1500 m ASL of sparse woodland with patches 
of exposed rock on the foothills (Wilkinson 1990, 9). 
Finally, the Lower Euphrates basin lies in a largely flat 
plain immediately south of the Anti-Taurus foothills. 
This c. 250 km long tract passing through the moun-
tains and plains of south-central Anatolia represents 
the next arrangement for analysis. 

Human–animal interactions

Having selected a conduit for Assyrian trade move-
ment, it is now possible to consider the locations 
of animal species within that trunk of the Kültepe-
Aššur route. Firstly, it is important to briefly justify 
the absence of agential animals in the discussion that 
follows.

Recent archaeological scholarship has begun to 
give considerable attention to the agency of animals 
(e.g. Armstrong Oma 2010; Hill 2013; Boyd 2017; Moss 
& Erlandson 2017; Recht 2019). In an effort to redress 
human-animal dualities, these studies foreground 
human-animal relationships and interactiveness rather 
than one-sided domination. Animal agency fits neatly 
within a Deleuzian framework. When Birke et al. (2004, 
175) describe the socialization of horses by way of 
repeated shared actions through which ‘both horse 
and human bodies are changed’ (emphasis in original), 
for instance, it is decidedly reminiscent of Deleuzian 
folding, and Deleuze is sometimes cited as an influence 
on animal-studies within the broader post-humanist 
paradigm (Boyd 2017, 307). The attention to relations 
and frequent usage of terms like ‘cohabitation’ (Boyd 
2017, 300) and ‘co-creation’ (Birke et al. 2004, 174; 
Armstrong Oma 2010, 179) share much with new 
materialist concerns with the fluid creation of mean-
ing found in the relations between entities that are 
themselves heavily indebted to Deleuze (e.g. Bennett 
2005, 445; 2010, viii, x; Coole & Frost 2010, 9; van der 
Tuin & Dolphijn 2010, 159; Witmore 2014, 206–7). 
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unable to travel with a broken leg (Barjamovic 2011, 
27). Real-world boar experiences, encountered in 
dangerous and foreboding terrain, reinforced these 
worries by embedding their context with the impure 
and liminal associations learnt through their use in the 
cultic sphere, but also represented positive concepts. 
The religiously loaded fold-tinted glasses through 
which they, and their arrangements, were experienced 
presented potential avenues for interaction with dei-
ties through their association with divine assistants; 
a source of cleansing tools; and powerful symbols of 
fertility. Consequently, boars simultaneously tainted 
the landscape with their presence and presented a 
purification device. The rocky woodlands of the south-
central Anatolian uplands, already places of potential 
dangers, at risk of freezing and snow-blockage in the 
early and late trade season and exposure to extreme 
heat in the mid-season, providing cover for bandits, 
and taking travellers far from the security of the cit-
ies, were therefore painted with the dangers of ritual 
interaction with porcine species through encounters 
with boars during routine travel.

The eagles of Anatolia, which include golden 
eagles, lesser spotted eagles, steppe eagles, eastern 
imperial eagles, Bonelli’s eagles, and booted eagles, 
all have habitats favouring varying combinations of 
mountains, steppes, and sparse woodland, and can 

chief deity, itself explicitly mirrored in the real-world 
physical power of the animal, and the environment 
took on inflections of sacral security, becoming an 
ever-more inviting, safe, familiar, and welcoming 
landscape on the approach. Conversely, departures, 
already worrying and intimidating events now not 
only represented journeys away from civilization’s 
security, but away from divine safety.

In contrast to cattle at pasture, boars were more 
likely encountered further from the cities, in the rocky 
woodlands of the Tahtalı Mountains between Kültepe 
and the Elbistan plain, and the Southeastern Taurus 
Mountains between Elbistan and the Lower Euphrates. 
Though distribution patterns of large wild mammals 
are not comprehensively understood even in modern 
day Turkey (Can & Togan 2004, 48), wild boar favour 
rocky and wooded areas on both rocky and grassy ter-
rain in most circumstances throughout the year (Singer 
et al. 1981; Massei et al. 1998; Fernández et al. 2006).

With cultic boar-arrangements being situated 
amidst particularly complex and often contradictory 
plateaus, their resultant experiential folds readied travel-
lers for difficult, suspicious interactions with real-life 
boars. Old Assyrian texts record traders’ fears of 
mountain bandits, their worries about, and preventa-
tive rites performed to avoid, wild animal attacks, and 
in one case, detail a pig attack that leaves a merchant 

Figure 5.7. Likely animal presence within the corridor of hypothesized routes’ most consistency.
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sacred significance in a landscape already inflected 
with religious significance by the eagles above it. 
Through these reinforcing folds, the presence of eagles 
in the Anatolian sky created sacred landscapes embed-
ded with divinely rooted safety and relief.

Considered together, the plateaus developed 
through individuals’ interactions with animal-vessel 
arrangements allow the interpreter to paint the land-
scape arrangements encountered by those individuals 
with meaning (Fig. 5.8). The trip from Kültepe took 
travellers through a series of emotive and engaging 
landscapes including city hinterlands that spoke of 
safety and drew together cosmological and mundane 
hierarchies, rocky upland passes coloured with com-
plex and intimidating liminal tensions, and inviting 
open plains where they escaped the discomfort of the 
hills and supernatural actors could be contacted. The 
cultic experiences of the city made animals inseparable 
from their divine associations, those animals in turn 

most often be seen above the plains and river valleys 
interspersing mountains (Forsman 1999, 16, 48, 74, 
390, 404). These areas, which evolutionary psychologi-
cal studies demonstrate are consistently found to be 
attractive by humans over other landscapes (Orians 
& Heerwagon 1992), characterized the traders’ route 
around Kültepe, on the Elbistan plain, and on the final 
approach to the Lower Euphrates settlements.

The landscapes in which eagles were most often 
encountered therefore presented inviting spaces, 
close to or leading towards the safety of settlements, 
in wide flat areas with good visibility, albeit perhaps 
interspersed with tree cover, feelings that were dupli-
cated by the folded experiences of divine protection 
associated with eagle motifs. The potential to send 
messages to the gods via eagles in the sky perhaps 
invited prayers and rituals to be conducted by the 
roadside, as they sometimes were by rivers on trade 
journeys (Barjamovic 2011, 196), further embedding 

Figure 5.8. Landscape rhizome. Black lines depict connections that are attested in texts or evidenced by the 
iconographic corpus. Dashed lines depict connections that can be made on account of the likely proximity of the 
plateaus that they connect in the landscape. Grey lines illustrate further extrapolated experiential connections.

Symbolic  
bull

Bull  
altar

Storm  
god(s)

Bull  
vessel

Chief  
diety

Liminality

Fertility

Safety Sky

Visibility

Eagle

Security

Bull

Boar

Open  
plains

Hinterlands

Impurity

Bandits

Rocky  
woodlands

Weather  
risks

Centre of 
civilization

Centre of 
divine  
sphere

Danger

Protective  
deity

Symbolic  
eagle

Eagle  
vessel

Boar  
vessel

Cleansing

Usmû
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traditional archaeological ‘assemblage’ denoting a col-
lection of artefacts.

4 See Highcock (2018) for the difficulties of defining 
‘kārum’. For this study, however, understanding the 
kārum as both an Assyrian merchant community and a 
political, legal, and economic institution is sufficient.

5 Or, at least, houses usually associated with one or the 
other on the basis of the names of the owners of archives 
found within them; a problematic assumption given the 
high rates of intermarriage and the cultural variability 
of the names passed to children (Larsen 2015, 252).

6 Özgüç (2009, 68) reports the discovery of a bull figurine 
with a cone on its back at Samsat which may represent 
such an object but includes no images.
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together of components into a single form implied by 
‘assemblage’ (Nail 2017, 22), and so I follow Hamilakis 
and Jones (2017, 80) and use arrangement here. This has 
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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  
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texts. Animals have predominantly been examined as part of consumption and economy, and while these  
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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.

Editors:
Laerke Recht is Professor of Early Eastern Mediterranean Archaeology at the University of Graz, Austria,  
and a former Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellow at the McDonald Institute of Archaeological Research, 
University of Cambridge. She is particularly interested in and has published on human–animal relations  
in the ancient Near East, Cyprus and Aegean.
Christina Tsouparopoulou is Assistant Professor in Near Eastern Archaeology at the Polish Academy of 
Sciences, Warsaw, Poland, Senior Research Associate and Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellow at the McDonald 
Institute of Archaeological Research and Fellow of Wolfson College, Cambridge. She specializes in the material 
and textual culture of the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean in the third and second millennia bc.

Published by the McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research,  
University of Cambridge, Downing Street, Cambridge, CB2 3ER, UK.

The McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research exists to further research by  
Cambridge archaeologists and their collaborators into all aspects of the human past,  
across time and space. It supports archaeological fieldwork, archaeological science,  
material culture studies, and archaeological theory in an interdisciplinary framework.  
The Institute is committed to supporting new perspectives and ground-breaking research  
in archaeology and publishes peer-reviewed books of the highest quality across a range  
of subjects in the form of fieldwork monographs and thematic edited volumes.

Cover design by Dora Kemp and Ben Plumridge.

ISBN: 978-1-913344-05-4  

9 781913 344054

ISBN 978-1-913344-05-4




