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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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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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follows, that in ancient societies, only the elite could 
afford to care for animals that did not earn their keep 
(DeMello 2012, 147–51; Chimaira 2013).

This chapter considers the human relationship 
with cats and dogs in ancient Egyptian culture using 
evidence from studies of cat mummies and inscriptions 
relating to the dog in ancient Egypt. It is argued that 
the evidence reveals differences in how the animals 
were treated according to the role allotted to them in 
ancient Egyptian society.

Human–cat relationships in ancient Egypt: the cat 
as an animal mummy

Ikram (2005) uses four categories for studying ani-
mal mummies: pets, victual, cult animals and votive 
offerings (taken from Atherton-Woolham et al. 2019, 
128). In a similar way this article considers the cat as 
votive mummy, as pet mummy, and as holy animal 
in ancient Egyptian society during the New Kingdom 
(c. 1539–1077 bc); the Late Period (c. 722–332 bc); and 
the Greco-Roman Period (c. 32 bc – ad 395).

Many authors have discussed the phenomenon of 
mummification in ancient Egyptian society. However, 
this treatment was not exclusive to humans (Fitzenreiter 
2003; Assmann 2005; Ikram 2005; Lange-Athinodorou 
2018). Evidence for non-human mummification can 
be found in the great number of animal cemeteries, 
which have revealed vast numbers of animal mum-
mies (Malek 1993; Engels 2001; Ikram 2005; Lorenz 
2013; Lange-Athinodorou 2018). The wide variety of 
mummified animals discovered includes crocodiles, 
birds, snakes, canids and felines (Malek 1993; Ikram 
2005; Lorenz 2013). The findings mainly date from 
the periods of the New Kingdom, the Late Period and 
the Greco-Roman Period. Through mummification 
the body remained intact. According to the ancient 
Egyptian belief system, this ensured the passage to 

In comparison with other established disciplines, 
Human-Animal Studies is a relatively new field which 
attempts to validate human-animal relationships 
from a zoocentric point of view while considering the 
animal as an equally valued actor in processes within 
societies (Otterstedt & Rosenberger 2011; DeMello 
2012; Wiedenmann 2015; Kompatscher et al. 2017). The 
concept of animal agency depicts the animal as an agent 
whose actions may have an impact on human percep-
tions, attitudes and/or actions (Shapiro 2008; DeMello 
2012; Ferrari 2015; Joy 2011; Chimaira 2013; Roscher 
2015; Wirth 2015). Roscher (2015, 86) defines animal 
agency as the ability of animals to influence human 
concepts and even human history, without (human) 
language, morality, culture and conscience. In western 
societies, most people consider themselves as humans 
and refer to other creatures as ‘animals’. This belief 
that humans are separate from the animal world is 
referred to as ‘human exceptionalism’. However, 
this semantic distinction does not exist in all human 
societies. Even in those which do have separate terms 
for humans and other animals, the borders are often 
fluid (DeMello 2012, 32–5; Chimaira 2013; Friedrich 
2014; Wirth 2015). 

The use of animals in religious rituals in ancient 
Egypt is well documented (David 2002; Teeter 2002; 
Zivie & Lichtenberg 2005; Petrie 2013; Ikram 2017). 
Animals were used as votive offerings, whereby an 
animal was sacrificed in order to facilitate the delivery 
of prayers (Ikram 2005). Significant numbers of cats, 
for example, were sacrificed to the goddess Bastet; a 
comparable number of dogs purportedly functioned 
as votive offerings for the canid deities Anubis, Khen-
tamentiu or Wepwawet (Malek 1993; Fitzenreiter 2003; 
Ikram 2005; Rice 2006; Zahradnik 2009; Listemann 
2010; Lange-Athinodorou 2018).

Keeping animals as pets is usually only practiced 
in those social groups with abundant resources. It 
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Nicholson 2016). Other findings show similar trau-
mata (Ikram 2005; Nicholson 2016). Evidence from 
the examination of holy animals and pets, however, 
reveals a different situation.

Holy animals were considered to be the incar-
nation of a god or a goddess. They were held at the 
temples within the cemetery compounds and treated 
with great honour throughout their lives. They were 
then mummified with skill and attention to detail 
(Goedicke 1986; Kessler 2003; Ikram 2005; Malgora 
et al. 2012; Lange-Athinodorou 2018). Such practices 
involved great effort. After their careful mummifica-
tion holy animals were buried in beautifully designed 
sarcophagi. In contrast to the results of tests on votive 
mummies, holy animal mummies did not reveal trau-
mata (Malek 1993; Kessler 2003; Ikram 2005; Malgora 
et al. 2012; Nicholson 2016). The same was the case for 
pet mummies. Analysis of the Trento Cat for example 
showed no traumata, and its body had been carefully 
wrapped in bandages (Malgora et al. 2012).

The Trento Cat is part of the collection of the 
Trento Buonconsiglio museum. The animal mummy 
can be dated to the Late Period, more precisely to the 
26th or 27th Dynasty, however the exact provenance of 
the cat mummy is unknown (Malgora et al. 2012, 354). 
The Trento Cat is 39 cm long and in very good condi-
tion. It is covered in several layers of bandages which 
have been carefully wrapped in a rhombic pattern. 
The bandages vary in colour: the rhombic pattern is 
formed with dark red bandages, the remainder of the 
mummy those of a light earth colour. The head of the 
mummy features painted-on eyes, nose and mouth, 
and attached stuff-ears. CT-Scans of the mummy 
have revealed an entire cat skeleton under the layers 
of bandages (Zivie & Lichtenberg 2005, 118; Malgora 
et al. 2012). The scans further show that the cat was 
mummified in a sitting position (Malgora et al. 2012, 
356). CT analyses of the bones, teeth and spine have 
shown a void skull with no remaining brain material. 
X-Rays have revealed signs of cracks within the skull 
bone which may have occurred post mortem. No other 
major fractures or traumata have been found: the spine 
and the remainder of the skeleton are perfectly intact 
(Malgora et al. 2012, 354). The delicate bandages and 
the general lack of traumata suggest that it is a pet 
mummy, as these types of animal mummies rarely 
show forms of traumata and additionally were more 
delicately wrapped than simple votive mummies 
(Malek 1993; Ikram 2006; Fitzenreiter 2008; McKnight 
2014; Nicholson 2016; Lange-Athinodorou 2018).

DeMello suggests that the human-animal border 
in ancient Egyptian society existed but was not ‘abso-
lute’, and further notes that cats were treated similarly 
to humans, in that they were mummified (DeMello 

afterlife (Engels 2011; Fitzenreiter 2003; Ikram 2005; 
Lorenz 2013; Lange-Athinodorou 2018).

The largest category in terms of number of mum-
mies found belongs to the cat as votive mummy. Ikram 
(2005) defines the votive mummy to be ‘generally 
identified as an offering consisting of a specific mum-
mified animal that was dedicated to its corresponding 
divinity so that the donor’s prayers would be addressed 
to the god throughout eternity’ (Ikram 2005, 9; Lange-
Athinodorou 2018, 13). One such divinity prayed to was 
the cat goddess Bastet (Malek 1993; Lange-Athinodorou 
2018, 14). Both, Ikram (2005) and Malek (1993), have 
stated that the animal was bred, killed, mummified 
and then sold to pilgrims to be a votive offering. In 
addition, Ikram (2005) further considers that the votive 
mummies were rather treated like objects: ‘The votive 
mummies acted much in the same way as the candles 
purchased and burned in churches, except they were 
long lasting’ (Ikram 2005, 9). This phenomenon became 
more and more popular during the Late Period and, 
according to Kessler, also became commercialized at 
this time (Fitzenreiter 2003; Kessler 2003, 51; Lange-
Athinodorou 2018, 16).

Evidence from studies on animal mummies 
shows that the animals which were classed as votive 
offerings were treated much more harshly during 
their lives. According to Kessler (2003) a large num-
ber of animals were bred in temples specifically for 
the purpose of being used as votive offerings. This 
phenomenon increased throughout the Late Period 
(Malek 1993; Fitzenreiter 2003; Kessler 2003; Lange-
Athinodorou 2018). The evidence from the animal 
mummies shows that these animals were brutally 
killed at a very young age (Fitzenreiter 2003; Ikram 
2005; Lange-Athinodorou 2018).

Recent studies such as those from the Universi-
ties of Manchester, Zagreb and Trento, are shedding 
light on animal mummies through scientific analysis 
(Spencer 2007; McKnight 2014). Cat mummies have 
been analysed using modern techniques such as Multi-
Slice Computer tomography, CT-Scans, MRT-Scans 
and X-Rays (Zivie & Lichtenberg 2005; Spencer 2007; 
Nicholson 2016; Lange-Athinodorou 2018). Such tech-
niques offer a non-invasive examination, which avoids 
damage to the often-fragile mummies (Petaros et al. 
2015). The results have revealed massive traumata in 
the majority of animal mummies found. The fact that 
most of the trauma was found in the spine disks of the 
neck led the team to conclude that the animals suffered 
a violent death. Analysis of teeth and bones showed 
most of the cats to have been between six months and 
two years old although younger cats were also iden-
tified (Malek 1993; Engels 2001; Zivie & Lichtenberg 
2005; Fitzenreiter 2008; Lorenz 2013; McKnight 2014; 
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were named is arguably evidence that a higher esteem 
was given to particular animals. Indeed, it is believed 
that dogs were one of the most preferred pets of the 
Egyptian family (Rice 2006; Bohms 2013). Evidence 
shows that dogs were given human names or names 
based on their typical character traits, for example 
m3’tj, meaning ‘the reliable’, or ‘d3wtt’ meaning ‘good-
for-nothing’ (Zahradnik 2009, 351; Listemann 2010, 
62; Bohms 2013). Names for dogs have been found 
from the First Dynasty onwards until the Late Period 
(Zahradnik 2009). As shown in the next paragraph, 
evidence of naming is to be found on the stele of King 
Wahankh Intef II (Houlihan 1996; Störk 1998; Rice 2006; 
Zahradnik 2009). As stated in the introduction, giving 
a pet a name allows better communication since it is 
easier to address the animal directly (DeMello 2012; 
Krüger & Steinbrecher 2015). It is interesting to note 
that this practice occurred in ancient Egyptian society: 
the fact that they were naming some dogs suggests 
that these animals were considered important and 
part of the family.

Another indication of the nature of human-canine 
relationships in ancient Egypt is found in how the pet 
names were recorded. Some pet dogs are mentioned 
by name on funerary stelae and grave paintings 
(Zahradnik 2009; Listemann 2010; Bohms 2013). The 
Egyptians attached much importance to stelae as they 
were part of the personality cult in ancient Egypt 
(Martin 1986). As the Egyptians ordered funerary 
stelae for themselves before death, it is notable that 
some pet owners commissioned the illustration of 
their dogs on objects of such importance. An impres-
sive example of this phenomenon is the funerary stele 
of King Wahankh Intef II (Egyptian Museum Cairo, 
CG20512), which shows an image of Intef surrounded 
by five of his dogs (cf. Rice 2006, fig. 62). One of Intef’s 
dogs, Behkai, is pictured at his feet, indicating that this 
was probably his favourite pet (Houlihan 1996; Rice 
2006). The name of Behkai, of Libyan origin meaning 
‘gazelle’, is recorded on the stele as are those of the 
other dogs. The other inscriptions are Abaquer (‘the 
hound’), Phetes (‘the black one’), Tegra (meaning 
‘kettle’) and Tekenru (Houlihan 1996; Störk 1998; Rice 
2006; Zahradnik 2009). It is suggested that these five 
dogs, grouped around their owner, were accorded an 
extraordinary honour to be pictured and mentioned 
by name on the stele for all eternity. The honour 
accorded to pets among the elite in ancient Egypt 
adds weight to the suggestion that emotional bonds 
existed between them, and therefore implies a positive 
human-dog relationship in this context.

Additional evidence that there was a developed 
human-dog relationship in ancient Egypt is the use of 
dog collars and leashes from the Predynastic Period 

2012, 35). Arguably the Egyptians believed the animal 
had the chance to enter the afterlife in a similar way 
to humans. The evidence from the treatment of holy-
animal mummies and pet mummies would support 
this assertion. In this case, the cats were treated in a 
similar way to humans without distinction between 
animal and human in terms of post mortem bodily 
treatment.

Human–canine relationships in ancient Egypt:  
the dog as companion animal

The Egyptian experience of the human-
canine relationship is particularly apt as 
it is by far the most ancient of which we 
have a documented record and the earliest 
in which the dog was consciously brought 
into membership of the human family in a 
settled context. (Rice 2006, 11)

It has been established that the dog in ancient Egypt 
could be a companion animal, as a several thousand-
year co-evolution of dog and human, explained in 
more detail by Haraway (2003). A large number of 
iconographic sources illustrate the close relationship 
of the Egyptian elite with their pet dogs (Germond 
2001; Zahradnik 2009; Listemann 2010; Bohms 2013). 
The dog is mostly depicted in private graves and was 
generally illustrated in a standing or running position 
by its owner´s side or sitting or lying under its owner´s 
seat (Zahradnik 2009; Listemann 2010). Furthermore, 
the dogs are shown running free (cf. Listemann 2010, 
tablet XXX, 6–7) or led on leashes (cf. Zahradnik 2009, 
fig. 133). The range of illustrations showing dogs as 
companion animals together with their owner, espe-
cially those in private graves, suggests that pet dogs 
were highly appreciated in Egyptian elite society 
(Zahradnik 2009; Listemann 2010). A good example of 
the appreciation of a pet dog is the richly ornamented 
coffin of the official Khui (Egyptian Museum Cairo, 
JE36445) which has an illustration of Khui together 
with his dog, Iupu [mnjw-pw], which is kept on a leash 
(cf. Listemann 2010, tablet XXVI, 4). According to Rice 
(2006, 68), ‘he [Iupu] and Khui typify the Egyptian 
and his dog, walking together for all eternity in the 
Islands of the Blest’. From a HAS point of view, it can 
be argued that Iupu, as companion animal, had a ‘social 
place’ (DeMello 2012, 155) in Khui’s life and played 
an important emotional role to him.

Further evidence of the close relationship 
between dogs and humans in ancient Egypt is shown 
by the fact that humans named their dogs. In ancient 
Egypt, giving names to pets was not as usual as it is 
nowadays (Bohms 2013). Therefore, the fact that they 
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Conclusion

The analysis of cat mummies shows notable variations 
in the treatment of cats in ancient Egypt. In turn, the 
relationships between humans and cats have been 
shown to vary according to the circumstances and 
category of cat considered. In particular, significant 
divergence was found between the treatment of cats 
being bred for use as votive mummies and those whose 
function was to be a temple holy animal or pet. 

From the available evidence, it seems reasonable 
to conclude that the cats used as votive offerings were 
treated more severely than those which functioned 
as holy animals or pets. The human-cat distance rela-
tionship in terms of emotions and values was likely 
closer for the pets and holy animals than for the votive 
offering animals.

The variety of iconographic sources showing dogs 
in action has established that dogs played an impor-
tant role in ancient Egypt. Furthermore, these sources 
provide an insight into the animal agency which might 
have been attributed to these canids. The evidence also 
shows that dogs as pets were companion, friend and 
part of the family. Similarly to the evidence regarding 
cats, companion dogs were shown to have a closer 
relationship with humans and to have been treated 
better than was the case for other categories of dogs, 
particularly those used as votive mummies.

Future research in this area could develop knowl-
edge about the relationships between humans and 
animals in the situations described. Although the 
studies described in this chapter have significantly 
helped our understanding of this area, there is still the 
need for more detailed analysis. As Petaros et al. state: 
‘Although mummy studies are being extensively pub-
lished in international literature, there has been little 
discussion on forensic radiological species identifica-
tion and analysis of mummified nonhuman remains’ 
(2015, 55). The concept of animal agency in particular is 
still under-researched. It is hoped that further research 
in this area would provide further details about cats 
and dogs as subject within the era of ancient Egypt. 
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Fierce lions, angry mice and fat-tailed sheep
Animals have always been an integral part of human existence. In the ancient Near East, this is evident in  
the record of excavated assemblages of faunal remains, iconography and – for the later historical periods – 
texts. Animals have predominantly been examined as part of consumption and economy, and while these  
are important aspects of society in the ancient Near East, the relationships between humans and animals  
were extremely varied and complex. 

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

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