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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 7

Between sacred and profane: human-animal relationships
at Abu Tbeirah (southern Iraq) in the third millennium Bc

Francesca Alhaique, Licia Romano & Franco D’ Agostino

The medium sized city of Abu Tbeirah, Iraq (30° 98’
43.93" E, 46° 26" 97.35" N) flourished during the third
millennium sc in southern Mesopotamia. At this time,
the region was a marshy area near the ancient Gulf
shoreline (Milli & Forti 2019; Romano 2019). Since
2012, the archaeological investigations have aimed at
understanding the last occupational phases of the city
as well as reconstructing human-environment relations
using an interdisciplinary approach.

The bilobed settlement (Fig. 7.1) was characterized
by an interesting hydraulic system: a main canal was
running northwest-southeast, dividing the town in two
halves. It fed an artificial basin (a harbour in Area 5,
D’Agostino & Romano 2018) from which a secondary
canal ran parallel to the main one toward the southeast.
In the southeastern part of the site (Area 1), two phases
of occupation of a huge household (Building A) have
come to light. The discoveries in Building A Phase 1
and Phase 2 provide evidence of the everyday life of a
Sumerian household, with its installations (e.g. tannur
and firing structures), production activities, and burial
practices (e.g. sub-pavement graves). The structures
of the household were then cut by several graves and
garbage pits in the latest phase of occupation of the
area (Romano 2019).

In the northeastern part of the site (Area 2), a
similar situation occurred. The domestic structures
belonging to the end of the third millennium sc were
cut by graves (one of them particularly rich) that were
in turn severely disturbed by later activities, possibly
belonging to a now eroded upper phase (D’ Agostino
& Romano 2015).

Materials and methods
A relatively large faunal assemblage was recovered

during the excavations in the different areas of the set-
tlement; the materials presented in this chapter were
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handpicked, but such collection was very accurate since
also small elements (e.g. fish bones) were recovered.
The zooarchaeological and taphonomic analysis of the
animal remains is still in progress, but has been com-
pleted for the material from the latest phases of Area
1. The remains mainly come from a burial ground and
from the most recent phase (Phase 1) of use of the very
large Building A (Alhaique 2019). Evidence from the
earlier phase (Phase 2) in Area 1 as well as some inter-
esting contexts from Area 2 will also be discussed here.

The preservation of the assemblage is relatively
poor, with a high degree of fragmentation. This is the
result of not only common pre- and post-depositional
events (e.g. butchery, carnivore activity, trampling, sedi-
ment pressure), but also of the presence of salt crystals
that, growing within the microfractures already present
on bones and teeth, further splintered the specimens.
Such fragmentation has resulted in a high number of
unidentifiable remains, in addition to specimens only
attributable to more general size categories (i.e. medium
mammal, large mammal). Moreover, salt and calcium
carbonate incrustations that covered the bones often
limited the possibility of observing any modifications
produced by humans, animals or other natural agents.
A further problem in the analysis was the identification
of traces of burning; indirect chemical analyses have
shown that many of the bones that were black and
apparently burnt were instead accidentally stained
by manganese (E. Peverati, pers. comm.). The age at
death of domestic taxa was calculated according to
existing archaeozoological literature (e.g. Silver 1969;
Payne 1973; Barone 1981; Bull & Payne 1982; Grigson
1982; Barone 1995).

Faunal assemblage from Area 1

In Area 1, samples associated with the graves of the
cemetery, from a large pit under Graves 15 and 16,
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Figure 7.1. Plan of the site with excavation areas and canals.

and from other activities of the latest phase (Fig. 7.2)
share a very similar faunal spectrum. Ovicaprines,
followed by pigs, are the main species and fish and
mollusks are also relatively abundant (Table 7.1). Bos
taurus remains are instead much less frequent, being
found only in the pit under Graves 15 and 16 and in
the sample representing other activities of the latest
phase. Equidae and Sus scrofa were only present in the
cemetery and in the pit. Along with the occurrence
of scattered human bones, the latter may support the
hypothesis that this pit may in fact be, at least in part,
a disturbed grave. Furthermore, the cemetery data
suggest that specific skeletal elements may have had
special significance in the funerary rituals. This is in
particular the case with the radius, which occurs in the
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instance of the very young equid in Grave 15, where
it represents the only specimen for that taxon, and is
‘over-represented’ for the ovicaprines in Graves 16 and
21: in Grave 16 three out of seven elements of sheep/
goat are radii, while in Grave 21 all the eight bones
identified are ovicaprines and two them are radii, one
perhaps originally still articulated with humerus and
carpals. Furthermore, in the latter grave, one side (the
right) may also have been important. Although it is
not common and the meaning is difficult to assess, a
selection of body portions in funerary and ritual con-
texts has been documented in different time periods
and regions (e.g. Alhaique 2002; Davis 2008).

The assemblage from the first phase of use in
Building A (Fig. 7.3) includes both faunal remains



Between sacred and profane: human—animal relationships at Abu Tbeirah (southern Iraq)

, MbXIII3 MbXIli4 i MbXIlI5 l MbXIlI6 Lbeuw |
Abu Tbeirah o — o — o=

N N @) - .
Area 1 ) r N N =
Cemetery and s /N N | x
latest activities 7/ A ™ N

7 N ~ (§
7N ve 22 ~ &

% N N NS —
= | =
= o)
S \ -
= | Ay | ]

N N
| — \ \ N
NN
= AT
3 V4 N E
= ST
. 2N oo
| “Grave 2\ > o // e
— 7 N\ s Y S a | =
X @ g O\ > < s X
§| Grave 3 O\/// G /// 3
N AN s
e & N P
O N v
= O Grave 6 < =
= | AN ~ N 2
& ~ D | =
= ~ D ~N
. N ~ N
N .
_| > , —_
— 7
= PRI i |§
5 - =
= | [ ] Graves s N S
L N N7 I_
— \:’ Other activities AGN ~ >
B NG o
= | Earlier structures NN "=
= —_ N >0
_>C< | H N >=<
< earts 0o ¥ 0m | S
. AN I Y I A |
MhXIII1 l MhXIII2 | MhXIII34‘ MhXIl14 | MhXIII5 T MhXIll6 ‘ MhXIIl7

Figure 7.2. Plan of Area 1 Cemetery and latest activities.

associated with graves located under the floors inside
and outside the building, and those from living con-
texts (Table 7.1). Most of the remains from the graves
of Phase 1 came from outside the northeastern part
of Building A and most likely represent a funerary
banquet (or banquets) for the individuals buried in
Graves 4, 5 and 13. This is indicated not only by the
faunal assemblage (e.g. abundance of specimens in
contrast to other burials, many individuals repre-
sented for each species, presence of rare species), but
also by other archaeological evidence (Romano & al
Hosseini 2019). Fewer faunal remains were associated
with Graves 20 and 12, inside the building. In general,
Ovis vel Capra and Sus domesticus are the most frequent
mammals, and mollusks (both freshwater and marine)
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are also abundant, especially in Grave 12, where some
Cardiidae have been used as ‘cosmetic shells’. The
other species recovered, all from the graves outside
the building, are fish and, more rarely, Equus sp. and
cattle. As far as the remains related to activities inside
the rooms are concerned (Table 7.1), there are some
apparent anomalies because of the presence in Room 1
of a large dish, found upside-down, still full of fish
bones, probably belonging to a single individual of
Cyprinidae, and of a dog burial found in Room 22.
Other than that, the building contexts appear relatively
similar to the funerary ones except for the presence of
a few equid specimens only in the graves and some
gazelle bones in Rooms 14 and 15 of the building. The
only other gazelle (cf. Gazella dorcas) element recovered
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Figure 7.3. Plan of Area 1 Building A with location of sub-pavement graves.

so far at the site is a horn fragment from this same
building, but from the earlier Phase 2.

The faunal assemblage from Grave 100 Area 2

A large faunal assemblage (Table 7.1) was recovered
from Grave 100 in Area 2 (Fig. 7.4). This grave was a
very rich burial, but unfortunately heavily disturbed.
The human body itself was missing, but important
equipment, consisting of several pottery and copper
alloy vessels, a toilet-set, and three long carnelian beads,
was found eroding out of the surface and in part scat-
tered and displaced inside a rainfall gully that cut and
damaged the stratigraphy of the context (D’ Agostino
et al. 2011). In this grave, Ovis vel Capra is the most
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abundant taxon, with sheep being more frequent than
goat. Of the five individual ovicaprines identified at
least one is a goat and two are sheep. One of the latter
is represented by the skeleton of a young lamb, which
appears to have been deposited with the legs tightly
flexed, probably tied up, as indicated by the position of
the lower limb bones, ‘frozen’ in position by concretions.

At least three of the ovicaprines had been killed
when they were between four and six years old, while
the last one was younger, two-three years old. Unex-
pectedly, equids are the second most common taxon
in terms of number of specimens; although not all the
skeletal elements were present (possibly due to later
disturbances in that part of the site), there were at least
two individuals of different size, based on dimensional
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Table 7.1. Faunal remains from relevant contexts in Abu Tbeirah (N= Number of remains; medium mammal = sheep, goat, pig, dog, and animals
of similar size; large mammal = equids, cattle and other large ungulates).

AREA 1 AREA 2
Latest Activities Phase 1
Pit under Other Sub-pavement
Cemetery Graves 15 &16 | Late Activities Building A Graves Grave 100
Species N % N % N % N % N % N %
Marine Mollusk 11 4.9 2 0.8 3 22 16 2.3 24 4.6 2 0.2
Freshwater Mollusk | 16 7.1 6 2.4 4 3.0 40 5.7 63 12.0 3 0.2
Pisces 14 6.2 30 12.1 6 45 93 13.3 18 3.4 14 1.1
Testudinae 1 0.1
Micromammal 1 0.2
Canis familiaris 199 28.4 23 19
Vulpes vulpes 3 0.2
Equus sp. 2 0.9 13 5.2 2 0.4 65 53
Sus scrofa 3 13 2 0.8 1 0.1
Sus domesticus 19 8.5 13 5.2 10 7.5 54 7.7 70 13.3 62 5.0
Gazella dorcas cf 6 0.9
Owis vel Capra 27 12.1 42 16.9 21 15.7 57 8.1 70 13.3 121 9.9
Bos taurus 4 1.6 4 3.0 2 0.3 2 0.4
Medium mammal 13 5.8 25 10.1 15 11.2 40 5.7 46 8.7 47 3.8
Large mammal 12 5.4 1 0.4 1 0.7 2 0.3 2 0.4 52 4.2
Unidentifiable 107 47.8 110 44.4 70 52.2 191 27.3 228 43.3 834 67.9
Total 224 100 248 100 134 100 700 100 526 100 1228 100
DIXIllNO 1 DIXIV1 | DFXIV2 : DXIV3
Abu Tbeirah |
2013
;_ Area 2 | %
fa 8
| ~ . Drain-pipe
L1 - (|
Grave 101
@
8 8
" Equid burial
Figure 7.4.
Plan of Area 2
° - with location of
2N S Grave 100, the
T equid burial,
0 40m the dog burial,
e and other
DhXIll 16 i DhXIV1 DhXIV2 ‘ DhXIV3 graves.
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differences between two proximal femurs, and age:
one was 4-5 years old, while the other 11-12 years
old. Genetic analyses on the mtDNA of a lower second
premolar belonging to the younger animal has shown
that it was either a pure Equus hemionus or a cross-
breed between a female hemione and a male donkey
(Gabbianelli et al. 2015). It was possible to estimate
(May 1985) a shoulder height of about 120 cm for only
one of the two individuals on the basis of a complete
metatarsal although it is not possible to assign this
specimen to the younger or the older animal.

The third taxon for number of specimens, but
second in terms of number of individuals is Sus domes-
ticus. In this case, the remains represent at least four
animals, none of them older than 30 months. Some
dog elements were also present, belonging to a single
adult individual. Rare taxa are represented by wild
boar, fox, and tortoise; so far, this is the only context
with fox and tortoise from the site. Marine and fresh-
water mollusks were also present, as were fish. The
contextual archaeological data indicate a very rich and
peculiar inhumation, but the grave has been heavily
disturbed by later activities. The faunal information

further suggests an affluence of the deceased, but may
also possibly suggest a funerary banquet, as in the cases
of Graves 4, 5 and 13, as discussed above.

Discussion on dog findings

Dog remains are in general rare in the faunal assem-
blage from Abu Tbeirah, although gnawing, probably
produced by dogs, is attested, suggesting the presence
of these animals in everyday life. All the bones of this
species recovered so far were either associated with
human graves or their largely complete bodies were
intentionally buried as isolated depositions, as for
example in the case of the burial (Fig. 7.5) in Room
22 of Building A mentioned above. The animal in this
interment was still in anatomical position, lying on its
left side facing northeast and with the limbs slightly
flexed. Notwithstanding the general completeness of the
skeleton, the head (cranium and mandible) and cervical
vertebrae were completely missing. The zooarchaeologi-
cal analysis revealed that the individual was about two
years old and had a withers height between 52 and 55
cm. It was not possible to assess the sex of the animal:

Figure 7.5. Dog burial in Room 22 — Building A (Area 1).
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although the baculum was missing, it could have been
lost during excavations. No bone modifications were
detected on the dog skeleton and the black colour of
many of the elements was not related to burning, but to
accidental manganese staining, as is the case of many
other animal and human bones from the site.

This dog skeleton, notwithstanding the absence
of a well-defined pit, but given the absence of head
and neck, very likely represents a ritual interment,
possibly suggesting the sacrifice of the animal; the
orientation of the animal is different from that of the
human graves (Romano 2020). This practice is widely
attested in the ancient Near East (Ramos-Soldado 2016)
and over all the Mediterranean region, and might be
interpreted both as offering and/or as protection for
the building. The only other dog remains recovered
so far at the site come from Area 2. At least one adult
animal, represented by relatively few skeletal elements
and with a shoulder height of about 50 cm, was associ-
ated with Grave 100, mentioned above. A second dog
was a 5-6 months old puppy and was found in the fill
of a pit (Fig. 7.4); it may represent an animal burial, or
have been associated with a disturbed human grave.

Textual sources attest to a wide range of attitudes
towards dogs, based on their role in domestic contexts
as well as on their healing properties connected to the
cult of Gula (Ramos-Soldado 2016; Tsouparopoulou
2020; Nett, this volume). Dogs are also present in
Mesopotamian literature and frequently mentioned in
proverbs and fables, emphasizing both their positive
aspects (guarding, shepherding, hunting, etc.) and
negative ones (Gordon 1958; Wu 2001; Tsouparopoulou
2012; Tsouparopoulou & Recht, this volume). Although
the seated dog only clearly became a divine symbol in
the Old Babylonian period, third millennium iconogra-
phy also depicts dogs in a range of contexts. An Early
Dynastic votive plaque from Nippur shows a dog in
a typical domestic scene under the chair of a banquet-
ing character (Hansen 1963, Plate V); in contrast, the
Sargon Stele Sb1 shows domestic dogs and vultures
devouring and dismembering the bodies of the enemies
(Tsouparopoulou & Recht, this volume). In any case,
beside the religious and cultural role of this species for
the Sumerians, the data from Abu Tbeirah suggest a
special care for this animal connected with the nature
of the close relationship between humans and dogs.

Discussion on equid findings

Another taxon that appears to be important in Sumerian
culture, not only for utilitarian purposes, is Equidae. In
the Near East, during most of the third millennium, at
least two species of equids were present: Equus asinus
and E. hemionus, while the horse probably appeared
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only at the end of this period. Furthermore, cross-breeds
between these animals are known from cuneiform texts
and suggested by zooarchaeological investigations (e.g.
Weber 2008; Clutton-Brock 1986; Zarins 1986).

At Abu Tbeirah, in Area 2, besides the already
mentioned Equus remains from Grave 100, an equid
burial was also found (Fig. 7.6), possibly dated to the
Akkadian period. The pit was dug in the southwest
corner of Room 1 of Building B, when the building was
no longer in use. In the same area and archaeological
level, several human graves, including Grave 100,
and the dog puppy burial mentioned above were also
identified (Fig. 7.4). The animal had been placed in a
pit (Fig. 7.6), resting on its left side with tightly flexed
limbs and the head placed on the right shoulder in
an “unnatural’ backwards position, as if the neck had
been forcedly bent or broken. The skeleton was found
only a few centimetres below the salt crust that covers
the surface of the excavation over the whole site. This
heavily affected the preservation of the skeleton, which
was in fact very fragile and fragmented.

The few measurable bones were not useful for
species identification, but the teeth showed an asinine
morphology rather than a hemione one (Eisenmann
1986). However, recent research has shown that species
identification in the case of equids may be difficult,
even for experienced researchers, when based only on
morphological and dimensional data (Geigl & Grange
2012), therefore an upper second premolar was sam-
pled for aDNA analysis. The results of the mtDNA
show that the individual was a domestic donkey, at
least on the mother side. Future analyses will possibly
be able to show whether the father was another donkey
or a hemione (Gabbianelli et al. 2015). Based on tooth
wear and fusion of the bones (Barone 1981; 1995), the
animal was probably 5.5 years old when it died, while
the canine suggests that it was a male. The presence of
the upper first premolar, the so called ‘wolf tooth’, is a
relatively uncommon feature displayed in most equid
species only by less than 31 per cent of the individuals
(Eisenmann 1986).

Equid burials were relatively common during the
third and second millennium sc over a wide region
from around the Mediterranean to Mesopotamia (Recht
2018; see also Way 2010 and references therein for an
overview), and our finding is therefore not completely
unexpected. The intentional burials may be associ-
ated with human graves or architectural features (e.g.
walls, temples), but they may also stand alone. For this
latter case, in the absence of other archaeological or
taphonomic evidence, some authors (e.g. Milevski &
Horwitz 2019), prefer to interpret them as deliberate
interment of animals not used as food, but with no
special ritual meaning.
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Figure 7.6. Equid burial in Area 2.

Although equids may bend their relatively long
necks and turn their head backwards, the position of
the head of our individual does not seem completely
natural and may recall the tradition of donkey sacrifices
mentioned in the Mari texts and in the Bible (Scurlock
2002; Way 2010). In the latter case the animal was killed
just by breaking its neck (see Exodus 34:20). In archaeo-
logical contexts similarities in the position of the head
may be found for example with a donkey from Tel es
Safi/Gath (Greenfield et al. 2012), or with an onager/
cross-breed from Abu Salabikh (Clutton-Brock 1986).
This latter example has not been considered a deliberate
burial, but rather an accidental or natural occurrence
(i.e. an animal trapped in a burning building), but the
position of the head may indicate that this interpreta-
tion needs a reevaluation. However, the possibility that
in our case the position of the legs and the head was
only related to the fact that the animal should fit into
a small pit, for ritual or disposal practices, cannot be
ruled out completely.

In Area 1 equid remains are rare. In the cemetery,
a fragment of the radius of a foal was associated with
Grave 15, while a carpal bone was collected from Grave
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24. A few skeletal elements of a single individual, some
still articulated, but with cut marks on the proximal
end of the metatarsal, were recovered in the pit under
Graves 15 and 16. This pit was probably, at least in
part, a disturbed human burial. The equid was 119.4
cm at the withers, very close to the height of the equid
from Grave 100. Another radius, this time belonging
to an adult, was among the remains of the funerary
banquet(s) outside Building A. At any rate, as in the
case of dogs, there was a special relationship between
humans and equids in this region, as also the possible
exclusive presence of equids in burial contexts at Abu
Tbeirah seems to support.

Discussion on aquatic taxa

The analysis of the faunal assemblage from all the dif-
ferent contexts described so far indicates that aquatic
species (mollusks and fish) played an important role
both in daily life and in funerary rituals. This is of
course related to the environment that surrounded
the site in the third millennium Bc, when Abu Tbei-
rah was crossed by a canal and had a relatively large
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harbour. The area was richer in water, similar to the
present-day Iraqi marshes and much closer to the
sea (D’ Agostino & Romano 2018; Jotheri 2019; Milli
& Forti 2019).

The preliminary data on fish identification sug-
gest that most of them were freshwater Cyprinidae
(including the specimens from Room 1), mainly belong-
ing to the genus Luciobarbus and Barbus. Among the
latter, the presence of Barbus grypus can be attested (Fig.
7.7a). The remains of this family mainly fall within a
size range between 40-50 and 60-70 cm, although in a
few cases they are smaller, about 20-30 cm. Among the
freshwater species, there is also the Silurus triostegus;
some individuals are about 40-50 cm, but in one case
a size of 80-90 cm was reached (Fig. 7.7b). Marine
taxa are rarer, and include Carangidae of the genus
Scomberoides (Fig. 7.7¢), in one case reaching 80-90 cm.
One of the most curious fish finds occurred during the
2013 excavation campaign: in the fill of a tannur located
just outside Building A in Phase 2, three chevron
‘comb-like’ burned elements were found (Fig. 7.7d).
The analysis of the specimens indicated that they were
three lower dental plates of an eagle ray belonging to
the genus Aetobatus. Based on current biogeographical
data, the species that now live in the Persian Gulf area

are Aetobatus flagellum and Aetobatus cf. ocellatus, with
the former being more frequent. These Chondrichtyes
are marine species, but are able to go upstream and
enter rivers and estuaries, especially A. flagellum (White
et al. 2010; White & Moore 2013; White pers. com.).
The same is also true for the Scomberoides mentioned
earlier. This fits well with the coastline being much
closer to the site in the third millennium, and the sea
nearly reaching Ur.

Compared to modern specimens, the dimensions
of the Aetfobatus plates indicate that the individual
recovered was about 42-45 cm wide (White, pers.
com.). The presence of these remains inside the oven
suggests that they had probably been used as a source
of food and later, as indicated by the complete burned
state of the specimens, the leftovers ended up in the
tannur, either intentionally discarded or accidentally.

The identification of the eagle ray remains at
Abu Tbeirah provides a clue for a more precise iden-
tification of the ray mentioned in a Sumerian literary
composition known as “The home of fish” (Civil 1961;
Vanstiphout 1982). Leaving aside the discussions about
the general interpretation of this text (e.g. Civil 1961;
Thomsen 1975), we can here underline the fact that in
this composition, there are 11 lines (84-94) dedicated

Figure 7.7. Fish specimens: a) Barbus grypus pharyngeal bone fragment (estimated animal length 60-70 cm);
b) Silurus triostegus quadrate bone portion (estimated animal length 80-90 cm); ¢) Scomberoides sp. premaxilla
(estimated animal length 80-90 cm); d) Aetobatus sp. lower dental plates (estimated animal width 42—45 cm).
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to the ray, defined as mur-fish, compared to the 2-3
lines used for all the other fish species mentioned in the
text. This may suggest a use of this taxon in Sumerian
culture not only for utilitarian purposes.

The first line of the text quotes “The head, a hoe,
the teeth, a comb’ (Civil, 1961); already on the basis of
this first mention, Civil (1961) tentatively attributes the
ray to the genus Dasyatis for the similarity in shape with
the tool mentioned in the Sumerian text, also compared
to the findings of such an artifact from Ur (see for
example Woolley 1934, pl. 230). However, this genus
does not have the comb-like teeth, which are instead a
characteristic only of Aetobatus. Furthermore, the long
and detailed description of the animal reported in the
text shows the deep and probably direct knowledge
that the Sumerians had of the anatomical features of
this fish. For example, to observe the comb part of
the dental plates, it is necessary to take apart the dif-
ferent plates. Moreover, since no spots on the skin of
the animal are mentioned in the long description, the
ray cited in “The home of fish” is more likely Aetobatus
flagellum rather than Aetobatus cf. ocellatus.

Although only occasionally attested so far, fish
bones found at Abu Tbeirah had also been used to
produce tools, usually, only slightly modified, expe-
diency ones.

The mollusks found belong to both freshwa-
ter species (Unio tigridis), as well as marine and
brackish-water taxa such as Cardiidae, Conidae, and
Spondylidae. Some of the larger taxa may have been
imported for craft purposes. On some occasions, the
shells had been used as containers, as in the case of
‘cosmetic shells’” found associated with Grave 12,
mentioned above, and Grave 24, or as raw materials
for producing objects such as rings or seals.

General conclusions

In general, the faunal composition does not show
particular differences in the use of the main species
in daily life, as evidenced by the remains found in
Area 1 in Building A, and in funerary rituals both in
the sub-pavement burials of Phase 1 of the building
and in the cemetery in Area 1 as well as in Grave 100
in Area 2.

Sheep/goat and pigs are most common in all
contexts, but some subtle differences between ‘sacred’
and ‘profane’ settings may be suggested by looking
at the age at death. The funerary contexts display a
wide age range from young or very young to senile,
with younger animals probably representing offer-
ings for the deceased since they were mainly found
inside ceramic vessels or in close association with the
body of the deceased or were represented by complete

72

skeletons or limbs (i.e. not consumed), while older ones
(often recovered on top of or around the burial), may
be more related to ritual banquets. In the domestic
contexts, sheep/goat are represented only by adult
animals, and pigs by young and adult individuals, but
for both species senile specimens are absent.

The comparable abundance of ovicaprines and
pigs in all contexts may seem an anomaly considering
the relatively low frequency, especially in some periods,
of textual and iconographic evidence of domestic pigs
compared to that of sheep and goat (e.g. Breniquet
2002; Scurlock 2002; Dahl 2006; Grigson 2007; Redding
2015). At least for the textual sources, such an anomaly
could be explained by the fact that swine herds were
possibly managed more at a local, family level, not need-
ing registration in official documents; although other
explanations are also possible (D’ Agostino & Spada, in
press; Dahl 2006). Moreover, pigs were probably kept
within the city boundaries, avoiding crossbreeding
with the very large local wild boar (Sus scrofa attila; an
individual from Grave 15 has an estimated shoulder
height of c. 90 cm), as suggested by the very small size
of Sumerian pigs documented not only at Abu Tbeirah
(c. 64 cm at the shoulder), but also at other sites (e.g.
Clutton Brock & Burleigh 1978; Grigson 2007).

There is a general scarcity of cattle, both in ritual
and domestic contexts. This could be explained by the
environmental characteristics of the land around the
site, which was probably not suitable for the kind of
large-scale agriculture for which such animals would
have been useful. Another possibility is that cattle,
if employed mainly for traction and transport, was
not used as a source of meat and therefore was not
discarded with the other food debris. However, the
lack of burials or other ritual associations of cattle (in
comparison with equids, which may have had a similar
use), suggests that the environmental hypothesis may
be more appropriate.

The presence of aquatic taxa (marine and fresh-
water) in all contexts indicates a strong influence of
the surrounding environment on everyday life and
ritual practices in southern Mesopotamia during the
third millennium Bc. Shells, and in a few cases also
fish bones, were used not only as food, but also as raw
material for making tools and objects or, in the case of
mollusks, as containers. It is likely that ‘cosmetic shells’
found in burials are related to the social identify of
the deceased. They are associated with both females,
as in Grave 12 and at other sites (e.g. Abu Salabikh,
Martin et al. 1985, 42 — Grave 3, 49-50, Grave 10; Ur,
Woolley 1934, PG/777, PG 779), and with males, as in
Grave 24 (Tafuri 2019).

Wild mammals are extremely rare. Wild boar was
almost exclusively found in graves and its presence is
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possibly related to the activity (or some of the activities)
of the deceased in life, for example the robustness of
the adult man in Grave 15 associated to the presence
of this wild taxon may hint to the hunting abilities of
the inhumated. Remains of gazelle were only found in
Building A of Area 1, but in both Phase 1 and Phase 2,
representing another piece of evidence for occasional
hunting activities. Given the location, this was probably
only for meat acquisition and not for rituals purposes.
The presence of fox and tortoise in Grave 100 may
indicate some particular meaning for these species,
although the remains are too scanty to be confident
of this interpretation.

Although carnivore gnawing is documented,
indicating the probable presence of dogs in the daily
lives of the inhabitants of Abu Tbeirah, actual canid
remains are very rare from domestic contexts. They
are instead found in ritual settings, suggesting an
important symbolic role in Mesopotamian culture, as
also indicated by iconographic and literary sources.
Both domestic donkeys and Equus hemionus or Equus
hemionus-donkey hybrids have been discovered. With
the possible exception of the remains collected from
the pit below Graves 15 and 16, they are so far all
associated with human burials or were interred in
their own grave.

One taxon that is apparently missing in the Abu
Tbeirah faunal assemblage are birds, whose bones are
not present in the samples described in this chapter,
and are extremely rare at the site overall. However,
micro-debris analyses (Cereda & Romano 2018; Cereda
2019) carried out on the floors of some rooms of Build-
ing A in Area 1 revealed in all instances the presence
of eggshell fragments. This suggests that, although
the meat of birds was not or rarely used, this was not
the case for the eggs, which were probably collected
from nests in the surrounding environment.

In general, as far as the burials are concerned,
there seems to be no relationship between the amount
of faunal remains recovered, the burial method, the sex
and age of the deceased and the number of inhumed
individuals (Tafuri 2019).

Funerary banquets have been suggested by both
more strictly archaeological data (e.g. rich and abun-
dant grave goods compared to other graves) and
faunal remains (e.g. high number of specimens and
individuals in contrast to other burials, presence of
rare species) in the case of Graves 4, 5 and 13 in Area 1,
and Grave 100 in Area 2. The ritual probably involved
the consumption of not only meat, but also of liquids,
as indicated by the high number of drinking vessels
recovered in association with the sub-pavement graves
outside Building A (Romano & al-Hosseini 2019). It
is also possible that some of the faunal remains from
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other burials at Abu Tbeirah represent smaller funer-
ary banquets or that the funerary ritual involved only
the use of liquids, which would not leave clear traces
except for the containers employed for drinking. These
were sometimes found piled up (therefore presumably
empty) as part of the burial goods (e.g. in Graves 6,
15 and 16, see Romano & Ghanim 2019). Some kind
of banquet shared with the deceased may also be
suggested in other burials, explaining the presence
of containers for eating or drinking made of organic
materials (Grave 6) or ceramic (Grave 16) found in or
near the hands of the skeletons (Romano & al-Hosseini
2019). Similar findings, this time not only made of pot-
tery, but also stone or metal, have been documented
for example at Abu Salabikh and Ur (Woolley 1934;
McMahon 2006).

The information collected so far at Abu Tbeirah
seems to indicate that there were no marked differ-
ences between the animals in the ‘sacred” and the
‘profane’ contexts, but only subtle variations, for
example in the selection of the age of the animals.
However, some taxa, such as dogs and equids, likely
played a more significant role in the cultural sphere.
Other animals, like wild boar and mollusks, although
still related to the funerary ritual, were probably
more connected to the identity of the deceased. Along
with archaeological, geological and botanical infor-
mation from Abu Tbeirah (D’Agostino & Romano
2018; Celant & Magri 2019; Jotheri 2019; Milli & Forti
2019; Romano 2019), the faunal data are increasingly
documenting how the lives of the people of southern
Mesopotamia during the third millennium Bc were
strongly related to water, exploiting in different
ways marine and freshwater resources, and how the
subsequent climatic and environmental variations
deeply influenced the economic, cultural and social
conditions in this region.

Acknowledgements

Most of the fish remains have been identified by
Valentina Caleca at the Royal Belgian Institute of
Natural Sciences under the supervision of Prof. W.
Van Neer and Dr. W. Wouters whose help is gratefully
acknowledged. We are also grateful to Dr. Will White
of the CSIRO (Commonwealth Scientific and Indus-
trial Research Organisation, Australia) for confirming
the identification of the eagle ray specimens and for
relevant information on the different modern species.

References

Alhaique, F., 2002. Archaeozoology of funerary structures,
in Sand, Stones and Bones: The Archaeology of Death in the



Chapter 7

Wadi Tanezzuft Valley (5000-2000 Bp), eds. S. Di Lernia,
G. Manzi. (Arid Zone Archaeology Monographs 3.)
Florence: Edizioni All'Insegna del Giglio, 181-96.

Alhaique, F., 2019. Faunal remains, in Abu Tbeirah Excava-
tions I. Area 1 Last Phase and Building A—Phase 1, eds. L.
Romano & F. D’ Agostino, Rome: Sapienza University
Press, 419-38.

Barone, R., 1981. Anatomia comparata dei mammiferi domestici,
vol.3. Bologna: Edagricole.

Barone, R., 1995. Anatomia comparata dei mammiferi domestici,
vol.1. Bologna: Edagricole.

Breniquet, C., 2002. Animals in Mesopotamian art, in A His-
tory of the Animal World in the Ancient Near East, ed. B.].
Collins. Leiden: Brill, 145-68.

Bull, G. & S. Payne, 1982. Tooth eruption and epiphyseal
fusion in pigs and wild boar, in Ageing and Sexing
Animal Bones from Archaeological Sites, eds. B. Wilson,
C. Grigson & S. Payne. (British Archaeological Reports
British Series 109.) Oxford: BAR, 55-71.

Celant, A. & D. Magri, 2019. Palaeoenvironment, climate, and
land use in southern Mesopotamia/Nasiriya Area, in
Abu Tbeirah Excavations 1. Area 1 Last Phase and Building
A — Phase 1, eds. L. Romano & F. D’ Agostino. Rome:
Sapienza University Press, 39—48.

Cereda, S., 2019. Micro-debris analysis of Building A —Phase
1 Room 23, in Abu Tbeirah Excavations I. Area 1 Last
Phase and Building A — Phase 1, eds. L. Romano & F.
D’Agostino. Rome: Sapienza University Press, 311-22.

Cereda, S. & L. Romano, 2018. Peering into the dusty corners:
micro-debris analysis and use of space at the site of
Abu Tbeirah (Nasiriyah, Iraq). Irag 80, 79-111.

Civil, M., 1961. The home of the fish: a new Sumerian literary
composition. [raq 23(2), 154-75.

Clutton-Brock, J., 1986. Osteology of the equids from Sumer,
in Equids in the Ancient World, 1, eds. R. H. Meadow
& H.-P. Uerpmann. Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert
Verlag, 207-29.

Clutton-Brock, J. & R.J. Burleigh, 1978. The animal remains
from Abu Salabikh: preliminary report. Iraq 40, 89-100.

D’Agostino, F, M. Vidale, L. Romano & M. Angelozzi, 2011.
Abu Tbeirah: preliminary report of the first campaign
(January-March 2012). Rivista degli Studi Orientali
Nuova Serie 84, 17-34.

D’ Agostino, F. & L. Romano, 2018. The harbor of Abu Tbeirah
and the southern Mesopotamian landscape in the 3rd
mill. Bc: preliminary considerations. Rivista degli Studi
Orientali Nuova Serie 91, 19-31.

D’Agostino, F., L. Romano & A. Kadhem Ghanim, 2015.
Abu Tbeirah, Nasiriyah (southern Iraq): preliminary
report on the 2013 excavation campaign, in Homenaje a
Mario Liverani, fundador de una ciencia nueva (11)/Omag-
gio a Mario Liverani, fondatore di una nuova scienza (II),
eds. M.G. Biga, ]. Cérdoba, C. Del Cerro & E. Torres.
(ISIMU Revista sobre Oriente Proximo y Egipto en la
antigliedad 13;2011.) Madrid: Universidad Auténoma
de Madrid. Centro Superior de Estudios de Oriente
Préximo y Egiptologia, 209-21.

D’Agostino, F. & S. Spada, in press. Animal husbandry, in A
Handbook of Ancient Mesopotamia, ed. G. Rubio. Berlin
& New York: De Gruyter.

74

Dahl, J., 2006. Early swine herding, in De la domestication au
tabou: Le cas des suidés dans le Proche- Orient ancien, eds. B.
Lion & C. Michel. (Travaux de la Maison René-Ginouves
1.) Paris: Editions De Boccard, 31-8.

Davis, S.J.M., 2008. “Thou shalt take of the ram ... the right
thigh; for it is a ram of consecration...” some zoo-
archaeological examples of body-part preferences, in
‘Uomini, piante e animali nella dimensione del sacro’, Atti
del Seminario di Studi di Bioarcheologia, Cavallino (Lecce)
28 —29 giugno 2002, eds. F. D’ Andria, ]. De Grossi Maz-
zorin & G. Fiorentino. Bari: Edipuglia, 63-70.

Eisenmann, V., 1986. Comparative osteology of modern and
fossil horses, halfasses and asses, in Equids in the Ancient
World, 1, eds. R.H. Meadow, H. & P. Uerpmann. Wies-
baden: Dr Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 67-116.

Gabbianelli, F., F. Alhaique, L. Romano, F. D’Agostino &
A. Valentini, 2015. MtDNA analysis for the charac-
terization of Sumerian equids. Italian Journal of Animal
Science 14, 112.

Geigl, EM. & T. Grange, 2012. Eurasian wild asses in time
and space: morphological versus genetic diversity.
Annals of Anatomy 194, 88-102.

Gordon, E.I, 1958. Sumerian animal proverbs and fables:
‘Collection Five’ (conclusion). Journal of Cuneiform
Studies 12(2), 43-75.

Greenfield, H. |, I. Shai & A. Maeir, 2012. Being an ‘ass’: an
Early Bronze Age burial of a donkey from Tell es-Safi/
Gath, Israel. Bioarchaeology of the Near East 6, 21-52.

Grigson, C., 1982. Sex and age determination of some bones
and teeth of domestic cattle: a review of the literature,
in Ageing and Sexing Animal Bones from Archaeological
Sites, eds. B. Wilson, C. Grigson & S. Payne. (British
Archaeological Reports British Series 109.) Oxford:
BAR, 7-24.

Grigson, C., 2007. Culture, ecology, and pigs from the 5th
to the 3rd millennium Bc around the fertile crescent,
in Pigs and Humans 10,000 Years of Interaction, eds. U.
Albarella, K. Dobney, A. Ervynck & P. Rowley-Conwy.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 83-108.

Hansen, D.P., 1963. New votive plaques from Nippur. Journal
of Near Eastern Studies 22(3), 145-66.

Jotheri, J., 2019. The environment and landscape archaeology
of the Abu Tbeirah region in Abu Tbeirah Excavations
I. Area 1 Last Phase and Building A — Phase 1, eds. L.
Romano & F. D’ Agostino. Rome: Sapienza University
Press, 49-58.

Martin, H., J. Moon & ]J.N. Postgate, 1985. Abu Salabikh
Excavations, 2. Graves 1 to 99. London: British School
of Archaeology in Iraq.

May, E., 1985. Widerristhhe und Langknochenmasse bei
Pferden — ein immer noch aktuelles Problem. Zeitschrift
fiir Siugertierkunde 50, 368-82.

McMahon, A., 2006. Nippur V, The Early Dynastic to Akkadian
Transition. The Area WF Sounding at Nippur. (Oriental
Institute Publications 129.) Chicago: The Oriental
Institute.

Milevski, I. & L.K. Horwitz, 2019. Domestication of the donkey
(Equus asinus) in the southern Levant: archaeozoology,
iconography and economy, in Animals and Human Soci-
ety in Asia. Historical, Cultural and Ethical Perspectives,



Between sacred and profane: human-animal relationships at Abu Tbeirah (southern Iraq)

eds. R. Kowner, G. Bar-Oz, M. Biran, M. Shahar & G.
Shelak-Lavi. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 93-148.

Milli, S. & L. Forti, 2019. Geology and palaeoenvironment of
Nasiriyah area/southern Mesopotamia, in Abu Tbeirah
Excavations 1. Area 1 Last Phase and Building A — Phase
1, eds. L. Romano & F. D’Agostino. Rome: Sapienza
University Press, 19-38.

Payne, S., 1973. Kill-off patterns in sheep and goats: the man-
dibles from Asvan Kale. Anatolian Studies 23, 281-303.

Payne S., 1991, Early Holocene equids from Tall-I-Mushki
(Iran) and Can Hasan III (Turkey), in Equids in the
Ancient World, 2, eds. R.H. Meadow & H.-P. Uerpmann.
Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 132-64.

Ramos-Soldado, J.L., 2016. Structured Deposition of Animal
Remains in the Fertile Crescent during the Bronze Age.
Oxford: Archaeopress Publishing.

Recht, L., 2018, ‘Asses were buried with him”: equids as mark-
ers of sacred space in the third and second millennia sc
in the Eastern Mediterranean, in Sacred Space: Contri-
butions to the Archaeology of Belief, eds. L.D. Nebelsick,
J. Wawrzeniuk & K. Zeman-Wisniewska. Warsaw:
Institute of Archaeology, Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski
University in Warsaw, 65-94.

Redding, R.W., 2015. The pig and the chicken in the Mid-
dle East: modeling human subsistence behavior in
the archaeological record using historical and animal
husbandry data. Journal of Archaeological Research
23(4), 325-68.

Romano, L., 2019. Abu Theirah and Area 1 in the second half
of the 3rd millennium 1, in Abu Tbeirah Excavations
I. Area 1 Last Phase and Building A — Phase 1, eds. L.
Romano & F. D’ Agostino. Rome: Sapienza University
Press, 59-91.

Romano, L., 2020. Heading West: considerations on grave
orientation in 3rd millennium Mesopotamia. Traces
in Time 10, 1-21.

Romano, L. & A K. Ghanim, 2019. Area 1: cemetery and
other activities, in Abu Tbeirah Excavations I. Area 1 Last
Phase and Building A — Phase 1, eds. L. Romano & F.
D’Agostino. Rome: Sapienza University Press, 93-188.

Romano, L. & T. al-Hosseini, 2019. Building A — Phase 1, in
Abu Tbeirah Excavations I. Area 1 Last Phase and Building
A — Phase 1, eds. L. Romano & F. D’Agostino. Rome:
Sapienza University Press, 189-310.

Scurlock, J., 2002. Animal sacrifice in ancient Mesopotamian
religion, in A History of the Animal World in the Ancient
Near East, ed. B.]. Collins. Leiden: Brill, 389-403.

Silver, A., 1969. The ageing of domestic animals, in Science in
Archaeology, eds. D.R. Brothwell & E.S. Higgs. London:
Thames & Hudson, 283-302.

75

Tafuri, M.A., 2019. The human remains, in Abu Tbeirah
Excavations I. Area 1 Last Phase and Building A — Phase
1, eds. L. Romano & F. D’ Agostino. Rome: Sapienza
University Press, 389-418.

Thomsen, M.L., 1975. “The Home of the Fish’: a new inter-
pretation. Journal of Cuneiform Studies 27, 197-200.

Tsouparopoulou, C., 2012. The ‘K-9 Corps’ of the Third
Dynasty of Ur: the dog handlers at Drehem and the
army. Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie und vorderasiatische
Archidologie 102(1), 1-16.

Tsouparopoulou, C., 2020. The healing goddess, her dogs
and physicians in the late third millennium Mesopo-
tamia. Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie und vorderasiatische
Archiologie 110(1), 14-24.

Vanstiphout, H.L.]., 1982. An essay on ‘The home of the
fish’, in Studia Paulo Naster oblata 2, ed. ]. Quaegebeur.
(Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 13.) Leuven: Depar-
tement Orientalistiek / Uitgeverij Peeters, 311-19.

Way, K.C., 2010. Assessing sacred asses: Bronze Age donkey
burials in the Near East. Levant 42(2), 210-25.

Weber, J., 2008. Elite equids: redefining equid burials of the
mid- to late 3rd millennium Bc from Umm el-Marra,
Syria, in Archaeozoology of the Near East VIII, eds. E.
Vila, L. Gourichon, A.M. Choyke & H. Buitenhuis.
(Travaux de la Maison de I'Orient et de la Méditer-
ranée 49.) Lyon: Jean Pouilloux, 499-519.

White, W.T. & A.B.M. Moore, 2013. Redescription of Aetoba-
tus flagellum (Bloch & Schneider, 1801), an endangered
eagle ray (Myliobatoidea: Myliobatidae) from the
Indo-West Pacific. Zootaxa 3752(1), 199-213.

White, W.T,, P.R. Last, G.J.P. Naylor, K. Jensen & J.N. Caira,
2010. Clarification of Aetobatus ocellatus (Kuhl, 1823)
as a valid species, and a comparison with Aetobatus
narinari (Euphrasen, 1790) (Rajiformes: Myliobatidae),
in Descriptions of New Sharks and Rays from Borneo,
eds. P.R. Last, W.T. White & ].J. Pogonoski. (CSIRO
Marine & Atmospheric Research Paper 032.) Hobart:
CSIRO Marine and Atmospheric Research, 141-64.

Woolley, C.L., 1934. Ur Excavations 1I. The Royal Cem-
etery. London & Philadelphia: Trustees of the
British Museum and the Museum of the University
of Pennsylvania.

Wu, Y., 2001. Rabies and rabid dogs in Sumerian and
Akkadian literature. Journal of the American Oriental
Society 121(1), 32-43.

Zarins, J., 1986. Equids associated with human burials in
third millennium Bc Mesopotamia: two complemen-
tary facets, in Equids in the Ancient World, 1, eds. R.H.
Meadow & H.-P. Uerpmann. Wiesbaden: Dr Ludwig
Reichert Verlag, 164-93.






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.
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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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