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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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anthropology, as many cuneiformists are cross-trained 
in archaeology as students. Anthropologists use a basic 
dichotomy in the way that they set up and understand 
issues around large-scale sheep management against 
large-scale cattle management (in general see Adams 
1981, 149–51; Redding 1981; Zeder 1988; 1991; 1994; for 
more recent work that uses this literature, see Widell 
2003; Rattenborg 2016). On one side is sheep herding, 
which involved mobility, distances, and peripheries, 
and was therefore not amenable to centralized control. 
People with control over sheep herds had an unusual 
degree of autonomy, and states and other authorities 
entered into what are in effect bilateral relationships 
with mobile pastoralists, not relationships of inflexible 
hierarchy and authority (Scott 1998; 2009). 

This contrasts with the management of cattle. 
Zeder gives a particularly good explanation of the 
difference (Zeder 1994, 9): 

Water and pasture preferences of cattle 
require that they be kept within prime areas 
for agricultural production, resulting in a 
greater potential for conflict between agri-
cultural and herding interests. Moreover, 
raising cattle for draft animals requires that 
a higher proportion of males live a good 
deal longer than is conducive to efficient 
management for edible resources. Large 
scale exploitation of cattle for both labour 
and food resources is, therefore, likely to 
have resulted in conflicts needing higher 
level arbitration. There is, in fact, documen-
tation dating to the pre-Sargonid period 
that [shows how] both names for cattle and 
management practices employed varied 
depending upon whether cattle were used 
as meat producers, as dairy animals, as draft 
animals, or as ‘war machines’.4

The study of domesticated animals in Mesopotamian 
history is flooded with abundance but limited by scope.1 
We have an incredible number of texts that deal with the 
management of animals – all told, tens of thousands of 
them. But they provide information that is patchy at best. 
We know much about some things, and nothing about 
others. What we do not know is often foundational and 
important. One can, for example, read an entire book 
on the Ur III organization of sheep and cattle (Stȩpień 
1996) and find very little about breeds or dairy. This is 
not the fault of the author. This is just something that the 
thousands of texts at his disposal largely fail to address. 

As part of a larger project on Mesopotamian cattle, 
I am revisiting some basic issues, one of which is Meso-
potamian animal terminology and classification. Here, 
I aim to show how influential anthropological work 
in ancient Near Eastern studies – seemingly mirrored 
by animal terminology in modern Western languages 
– influences our understanding of the classification of 
mature domesticated male bovines in Neo-Babylonian 
texts. Simply put, the anthropology links cattle termi-
nology to economic usefulness, which, for male cattle, 
makes castration the terminological point of departure. 
I will then show how, contrary to expectations, Meso-
potamian classification and terminology for male cattle 
do not center on castration; rather, they point to a much 
richer classificatory scheme. In the end, I speculate on 
ways that one might reconcile this evidence with the 
spirit of the anthropology.2

Anthropology and terminology

Given the patchy nature of the evidence, the initial 
questions we ask about the management of animals 
are particularly important, as we use answers to those 
questions to fill in the narrative when our texts fail 
to provide usable information.3 With that in mind, 
cuneiform studies tends to draw much inspiration from 
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An ox by any other name: castration, control,  
and male cattle terminology in the Neo-Babylonian period
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bovines in working herds of cattle fall into one of three 
groups: first, a majority of male bovines over a year 
or two old would be oxen (that is, castrated males); 
second, a few uncastrated males would be kept around 
for breeding purposes (bulls, maybe one bull for 35 
cows);7 third, it is possible that some males were cas-
trated at a young age, not with the intention of training 
them for traction, but for beef or as an emergency food 
resource (steer). Mature male bovines are famously 
unruly, territorial, and difficult to control, so it is highly 
unlikely that the many mature male cattle mentioned 
in cuneiform texts were left intact.8

With a few exceptions, the literature gives the 
impression of an orderly enough set of terminology 
for Mesopotamian cattle.9 Reading just beyond the 
surface, though, one immediately finds issues.10 To 
give one example, the sign GU4 (alpu), without further 
qualification, is used in first millennium texts for: 

•  Often: basic ‘lexical’ meaning (mature domesti-
cated male bovine: e.g., TCL 13, 182; UCP 9/1, I, 
70; BIN 1, 68) 

•  Often: male cattle, undifferentiated by age (e.g, 
BRM 1, 91; UCP 9/1, II, 28; YOS 7, 182)

•  Less often: male calves (for sacrifice: e.g., YOS 
17, 50; YBC 4160; BIN 1, 1)

•  Less often: synonym for ‘cattle’ (sex/age undif-
ferentiated: e.g., YOS 19, 121; YBC 11899, BM 
114587)

•  But most often the writing is simply ambiguous, 
and context gives no hints. 

There are issues here that go beyond classification. Sign 
selection could mask words in a way that we are not 
aware.11 Even then, in English words like ‘cow’ and 
‘bull’ are used promiscuously; one might reference 
a herd of cows when in reality the herd (as is typi-
cal) contains cows, calves, steer, and a few bulls. We 
should grant Mesopotamians the same leeway. But 
the examples here do span all text types. It is not as 
though one finds these issues only at the colloquial 
level (in, say, letters), and then technical people used 
more precise terminology. This ambiguity is endemic 
to institutional accounting texts, where labeling and 
precision presumably mattered most.

The point here is that, for administrators, cattle 
management really did not employ a distinct set of 
terminology that classifies animals by economic use-
fulness, and certainly not by a usefulness centered on 
castration. For whatever reason (see below), written 
administration tolerated levels of fluidity and ambigu-
ity in terminology that mask what many classification 
schemes deem foundational. Modern lexicographers, 
searching through the huge mass of tablets, might find 

Since cattle do not roam, they live effectively with and 
in society. This dynamic then effects every other one. 
For example, given their value and proximity, cattle 
are often regarded with high degrees of affinity and 
familiarity (see, among many others, Lincoln 1980; 
Carlson 2001; McInerney 2010, 28–32). Moreover, cattle 
are highly resource intensive; not only do they need 
vast spaces for grazing, they also require extensive 
stores of fodder to make it through times of limited 
pasture. This puts cattle in direct competition with 
humans for access to proximate resources. One can 
grow for grain for consumption, or turn that grain 
over to cattle to try to obtain dairy, meat, hides, and 
more cattle. These are annual decisions that people 
make with their fields, and they are of immediate 
consequence. Cattle are not just food resources, but 
humans can also put cattle to work: to pull the plow 
or cart, thresh grain, and so on. 

Zeder argues, then, that because training for 
traction allows some male cattle to live longer than 
male sheep (most of which are eaten young), issues 
around cattle should involve a sorting out and clas-
sifying process dictated by economic usefulness (i.e. 
‘as meat producers, as dairy animals, as draft animals, 
or as “war machines”’). And indeed, classifications of 
cattle by economic usefulness are common. For male 
bovines that are not calves, western languages have 
as common terms: 

•  Intact adult male, set for reproduction: English 
‘bull’ and ‘bull calf’, German, ‘Bulle’ and ‘Stier’, 
French ‘taureau’ and ‘taurillon’ 

•  Castrated adult male, trained, used for traction: 
English ‘ox’, German ‘Ochse’, French ‘boeuf’.

•  Young castrated adult male, kept alive for beef 
or to be trained as an ox: English ‘steer’, German, 
‘junger Ochse’, French ‘bouvillion’.

Castration marks the classificatory point of departure 
in these; non-castrated animals fall into one category, 
castrated ones into others. Thus, we need not push too 
far into Borges’ discussion of the Celestial Emporium of 
Benevolent Knowledge to make the point that classifi-
cation is at least in part social construction.5 There is 
nothing ‘natural’ about an ox or steer. The difference 
between a castrated and non-castrated animal, which 
is central to cattle classification schemes in western 
languages, is one of deliberate human manipulation.6 

Cattle castration and Babylonian terminology

Was castration central to Babylonian classification? 
There can be little doubt that castrated bovines were 
around in ancient Babylonia. Typically, mature male 
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holds true for the Eanna as well, but I do not have the 
same metrics. 

The most colourful context for the word is The 
Kettledrum Ritual (TU 44 [AO 6479]), lines 1–6 

When y[ou] want [to cover] the kettledrum 
(proceed as follows). A knowledgeable 
expert will carefully inspect a šuklulu black 
bull, whose horns and hooves are intact, 
from its head to the tip of its tail; if its body 
is black as pitch, it will be taken for the rites 
and rituals. If it is spotted with seven white 
tufts (which look) like stars, (or if) it has 
been struck with a stick (or) touched with 
a whip, it will not be taken for the rites and 
rituals. [Translation from Linssen (2004)]16

As Tarasewicz & Zawadzki (2018, 33) and others note, 
the translation ‘most precious, perfect one’ or ‘with-
out defect’ seems to be the best meaning of šuklulu in 
this context. Non-castrated is likely assumed in this 
understanding, but it was only part of what was a much 
richer concept of identification based on ritual purity. 

By focusing entirely on intactness to define 
šuklulu, Landsberger then took any word that seemed 
to exist in opposition to šuklulu to mean ‘castrated’. The 
two most common of these words are GU4.NINDÁ 
and tapṭīru, about which Tarasewicz & Zawadzki (2018, 
29–35) draw two relevant conclusions in their recent 
study. First is that the writings GU4.NINDÁ and tapṭīru 
were more or less interchangeable; the fact that one can 
replace the other suggests that, whatever the differ-
ences between them, they were insignificant. Second, 
interestingly, they argue that what distinguished a 
GU4.NINDÁ/tapṭīru from a šuklulu was not the age of 
the animal (as all had assumed up to that point), but 
just the fact that a GU4.NINDÁ/tapṭīru was simply 
less ritually valuable than a šuklulu.17 This had been 
noted in passing by others, but often in a way that just 
created more confusion around classification and age 
issues (in fact, as Tarasewicz & Zawadzki note, GU4.
NINDÁ/tapṭīrus trend a bit older than šuklulus, which 
is the opposite of earlier assumptions). 

Tarasewicz & Zawadzki (2018, 35–6) take the 
meaning of tapṭīru as ‘gelded’, adding that these ani-
mals were ‘freshly gelded’ because they could move 
into the broader group of GU4.NINDÁ (the presum-
ably long-gelded) if they were not sacrificed. I think the 
sequence they propose makes sense, but I take issue 
with the assumption about castration. I assume they 
follow Landsberger, who gives an etymological transla-
tion for tapṭīru as ‘(who was subjected to) a removal’, 
which is exceedingly (almost comically) generous to 
the idea that castration drives classification. Perhaps 

apt classificatory terms used from time to time, but 
Mesopotamian bureaucrats did not employ them in a 
way that had immediate accounting and administra-
tive resonance. To put it another way, we might find a 
word that broadly parallels our understanding of ‘steer’ 
as an aside in a tablet or two, but that word did not 
necessarily have day-to-day administrative currency. 

An ox by any other name

Taking this a step further, with one rare exception, I am 
not convinced that the Babylonians used a classificatory 
term for an ‘ox’ – a castrated bovine trained for traction. 
They could attach qualifiers to various uses of GU4; 
for example, we have the GU4 GIŠ.APIN, the ‘cattle of 
the plow’ (cf. Heimpel 1995), or some GU4s appear in 
texts that also mention plows or plowmen (e.g, NBC 
4840; NBC 4649; Moore, Mich. Coll. 35; PTS 2800).12 In 
these cases the texts are likely referencing oxen, but 
these are rare, and even then it is not always certain. 
The differences here are academic, but Babylonians 
did use cows for the plow (Janković 2013),13 and there 
are examples in cattle cultures worldwide where they 
train actual bulls to the plow (Halstead 2014). It does 
not then necessarily follow that any mention of a GU4 
in association with a plow was an actual ox, however 
likely that may be. 

The question of which word may or may not mean 
‘ox’ runs deep in cuneiformist lexicography. To my 
knowledge, Landsberger (1960) first attempted to sift 
through the first millennium evidence in MSL VIII/I, 
and he was clearly irked by the lack of an obvious term 
for castrated animal.14 He runs through a process of 
deduction, some steps based in etymology, some in 
odd folk-logic,15 to produce a complex chart of ‘euphe-
mistic’ and ‘non-euphemistic’ words for castration, 
subdivided into men and animals. Although little in 
that chart remains valid, three terms made their way 
into subsequent literature. 

Landsberger translates šuklulu as ‘uncastrated’, 
which, as Van Driel (1995) and Tarasewicz & Zawadzki 
(2018, 21–2) have pointed out, is problematic. Derived 
from the Š-stem verb šuklulu ‘to finish, bring to comple-
tion’, this word is a fairly common descriptor of male 
cattle in Ebabbar texts; it is less common in Eanna 
texts, which use other writings (such as KÙ, tamīmu) 
almost certainly for the same phenomenon. Other 
than applying it only to male cattle, administrative 
texts shed almost no light on the meaning of the word. 
Tarasewicz & Zawadzki (2018, 28–9) recently make the 
case that, at Sippar, the vast majority of animals with 
this label trend very young (they are less than a year 
old), and were reserved for the highest-level gods. I see 
no reason to doubt that the spirit of this observation 
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Janković 2013). The Ebabbar of Sippar seems to have 
operated at a smaller, if still significant, level (Da Riva 
2002; Jursa 2010; Tarasewicz & Zawadzki 2018). Unlike 
with sheep, though, the temples did not sacrifice all 
that many cattle; we lack numerical precision, but it 
is certain that cattle sacrifice had nowhere near the 
sacrificial visibility, cultural impact, and bureaucratic 
underpinning that sheep did.21 What the temples did 
need in bulk was oxen to work their vast holdings of 
arable land.22 So even for the temple, ritual purity adds 
a level of non-economic complexity in an area where 
one might expect streamlining and efficiency.23

There are other issues at play here as well. Quoted 
at length, van Driel says the following about cattle 
terminology: 

The administrative texts from both Sippar 
and Uruk use in the main a standardized, in 
some respects local, terminology written in 
logograms, the Akkadian reading of which 
is often problematic. Even if the Akkadian 
word is known its exact meaning is not 
always obvious. It is more than likely that 
the written administrative terminology is 
only a bleak reflection of the vocabulary in 
common use. The terminology is not the 
same in the various departments of the same 
administration and in Sippar the differences 
seem to be more marked than in Uruk. The 
relation between written administrative 
terminology and the spoken word is lam-
entably weak … spoken language will have 
been far richer.

He is certainly correct, and this hints at the larger issue 
that began this chapter: why do anthropological expec-
tations and textual realities in Mesopotamia match 
up poorly here? We find neither the terminological 
intimacy that one expects from pastoral societies, nor 
do we find a strict sorting by economic usefulness that 
one expects from a literate, bureaucratic, hierarchical 
society like ancient Mesopotamia. 

The anthropology of course uses airtight logic in 
assuming that proximity and a kind of competition 
over local resources should be the things that dictated 
the relationships between Mesopotamians and their 
cattle. The issue, then, is whether the anthropology is 
ultimately correct, and the problem is in the way that 
accounting documentation works in Mesopotamia; or 
ultimately that it is misguided, and that anonymity and 
generalness gave shape to the relationships between 
southern Mesopotamians and their cattle. 

I think there are two potential ways to address 
this, and it does not have to be either/or: one could 

aspects of the root would allow for this definition (a 
‘detached one’ or some such), but it needs to be stressed 
that no other cognates of the word carry that nuance,18 
nor do words for castrated animals usually reference 
the act itself (as Landsberger himself notes elsewhere).19 
The cognates of tapṭīru seem rather to carry a meaning 
mostly of ‘released’ or ‘segregated’, often applied to 
cattle in the sense of ‘unyoked’ or ‘unhitched’.

Without more information, I think tapṭīru-males 
are simply non-šuklulu males; they are not ritually 
perfect (but still ritually permitted), so they are admin-
istratively set aside for other purposes. Some may be 
sacrificed to lesser gods, some put to the plow, and 
some raised for beef. Again, castration may have played 
a role in this, but it was not central to the classification. 

Finally, the descriptor ummânu certainly refers 
to bovines trained to the plow (See Jursa 1995; van 
Driel 1995; Janković 2013). It is uncommon in insti-
tutional texts, although standard in Murashu and 
other late-Babylonian private contracts (Stolper 1985; 
1994). The CAD U/W lists ummânu as its own entry, 
as an ‘adult, mature ox’, without a cognate referent. 
AhW and CDA take the word as related to ummaniātu, 
‘specialist, scholar, trainee’. The word was productive, 
as it could refer to females (CAD *ummānatu ‘adult 
cow, heifer’). None of these understandings have to 
do with castration. 

Terminology and ritual purity

The key here is that in Mesopotamian classifications 
the animal does not move from one classification to 
another by virtue of being castrated, as it does in mod-
ern Western classifications. Rather, the classifications 
are mostly bound to a tapestry of ritual purity; if noth-
ing else, they relate the animal back to abstract human 
judgements (ritually pure/less-than-pure; trained/
untrained) rather than physical alterations or easily 
discernible characteristics. Perhaps terms like šuklulu, 
tapṭīru, and puhālu work by a process of elimination; 
any older male not explicitly given one of these labels 
in a context where specificity matters is assumed to 
be an ox, and may occasionally be called an ummânu.

Viewed one way, these issues over terminology 
seem to be specific to the Babylonian temple. One 
assumes a typical Babylonian family, or even a state 
cowherd, would not have to worry about ritual purity 
when deciding whether to slaughter a calf for beef, use 
it to stud, or train it as an ox.20 Even if so, the major 
temples dealt with cattle at something like an industrial 
level for the ancient world. The Eanna, for example, 
wrote contracts involving hundreds of heads of cattle, 
and administered a cattle population of probably a 
few thousand at any given time (on the contracts, see 
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top-down authority had a direct role in the sorting and 
evaluation process. Decided by masters and policed 
by authorities, the assessment of ritual requirements 
was explicitly in the assessor’s purview.

In other words, I would argue that the anthropo-
logical approach is correct, but misdirected. We really 
do not see the heavy hand of the state (or higher-level 
arbitration) here, dictating relationships, terminol-
ogy, and usefulness. Instead, we see local authority 
manifesting itself in a complex set of ways, leaning 
into spheres where its interests and abilities can have 
influence, and stepping back from areas where it could 
not effectively exert control. This ultimately leaves 
its imprint on the terminology, which then clusters 
around the interests of that authority to the detriment 
of other – perhaps more familiar to us – ways of clas-
sifying the animals. 

Notes

1 Of particular importance and interest are: San Nicolò 
1948, 1949, 1951, 1954, 1956; Englund 1990; Gehlken 
1990; Nissen, Damerow et al. 1993; Van Driel 1993; 1995; 
Steinkeller 1994; Englund 1995a,b; Heimpel 1995; Stol 
1995; Stȩpień 1996; the essays in Collins 2002; Englund 
2003; the essays in Lion 2006; Zawadzki 2006; Röllig 
2008; Tsouparopoulou 2013a,b; the essays in Breniquet 
& Michel 2014; Kozuh 2014; Boivin 2016; Richardson 
2018; Tarasewicz & Zawadzki 2018.

2 This chapter primarily draws from the records of the 
Eanna temple of the southern Mesopotamian city of 
Uruk and the Ebabbar temple of central-Babylonian 
Sippar. For both of these we have San Nicolò’s and van 
Driel’s initial forays into the evidence. For the Eanna, I 
use the published material as well as about 400 relevant 
unpublished texts at Yale, Princeton and the British 
Museum. For the Ebabbar, we have the recent work of 
Zawadzki 2006, and Tarasewicz & Zawadzki 2018. 

3 This is especially true in lexicography, see Veldhuis 
(1997) for some critical remarks. 

4 This later point references Kientz & Lambert (1963).
5 This famous text begins ‘[in] a certain Chinese encyclope-

dia entitled The Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge 
. . . it is written that animals are divided into (a) those that 
belong to the Emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that 
are trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f ) fabulous 
ones, (g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this 
classification, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, 
(j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn with a very fine 
camel’s hair brush, (l) others, (m) those that have just 
broken a flower vase, (n) those that resemble flies at a 
distance’, referenced in DeMello (2012, 10–11).

6 Compare, by contrast, the classification schemes dis-
cussed in McInerney (2010, 31–2)

7 Bulls are clearly identified in inventory texts as puhālus 
(Van Driel 1995), yet not all puhālus were stud-bulls, 
as they also take on the descriptors discussed below 
(šuklulu, etc). 

argue that, living among the animals, it is actually 
surprising that Mesopotamians do not employ a very 
rich set of terminology to describe them. This would 
indicate that maybe we need to rethink the conceptual 
framework altogether, or that some of the anthropo-
logical assumptions about early Mesopotamia will 
not hold for later Mesopotamia, and we have to start 
thinking about administrative historical change.24 On 
the other hand, Van Driel hints at a counterintuitive 
way to think about this in the quote above: that most 
things actually ran on interpersonal relationships 
and local knowledge, and that hence the accounting, 
many steps removed from that process and largely 
unconcerned with the particulars of it, only needed 
a limited set terminology to function at a satisfactory 
level. That is, the day-to-day terminology might reflect 
more the demands of the accounting system than it 
reflects praxis. Accounting could afford to be general 
because individuals negotiated the particulars extra-
textually and face-to-face. 

The latter, while disappointing for lexicography, 
does allow us to take new approaches. For example, 
I think we can speculate with some confidence on 
why institutional accounting, understood in this way, 
would focus on details like ritual purity yet fail to 
mark standard differentiations between bulls and oxen. 
Deciding what young male calf would become an ox 
is something that requires very local, very intimate, 
very culturally specific knowledge and abilities. It is a 
process that seeks characteristics in young male calves 
that are deemed predictive of a docile yet strong older 
animal, and early judgements might prove to be incor-
rect. It is a trial-and-error process that takes time to 
show results – a promising young ox might turn into a 
steer (and then beef) after a bad week behind the plow. 
This process, playing out over years, certainly involved 
castration at some point, but is not something that an 
upper-level administrator could actually manage to any 
useful degree of effectiveness. It is local and intimate, 
whereas his interests are distant and calculating. So, 
the accounting terminology is general and ambiguous 
here because it reflects the actual level of authoritative 
control over this aspect of cattle raising.

On the other hand, the decisions about whether 
or not an animal could be consumed in ritual sacrifice 
were based on particular external physical characteris-
tics. As shown in the quote above for the Kettledrum 
ritual, the requirements were numerous and pedan-
tic, yet also explicit. As such, they lent themselves 
to authority – both in dictating the terms, and then 
in assessing and confirming whether animals met 
those terms. So, the accounting terminology here is 
precise and useful because it also reflects a sphere of 
real control over this aspect of cattle raising, where 
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soldier; paṭru (adj): opened, unhitched, unfastened; piṭru 
= loose; puṭāru = (a qualification of bulls) ; puṭṭuru = loose 
weave, redeemed; tapṭirtu = release, pacification.

19 See note 16 above, where he finds direct reference to 
castration to be a ‘tabooed’ phenomenon.

20 It is a shame that we do not have those archives, as it 
would be interesting to know how one sphere affected 
the other. Decisions on whether to raise a male calf to 
stud, for beef, or for the plow are deeply cultural [see, 
for example, Ochsenschlager (2004) and Halstead (2014)] 
and will often involve factors that would surprise those 
who study cattle in modern, scientific ways. I would 
not be surprised to find temple or religious terminol-
ogy about animals deeply permeated into colloquial 
Babylonian classification schemes. 

21 There is little done on cattle sacrifice at the Eanna (the 
unpublished YBC 3927 will provide an anchor to further 
study). See for now Beaulieu 2003.

22 On this, see Jursa 2010; Janković 2013 – on the value 
of cattle in later texts, see Stolper 1985; 2005. Dairy, as 
always, remains largely undocumented, but Waerzeg-
gers (2010) remains particularly valuable on this. 

23 Indeed, temples did streamline in other ways. Very few 
texts describe cattle with the sort of intimacy one usually 
finds in pastoral societies. A few texts describe cattle with 
a brand in a particular place (AnOr 8 38, BM 114648), one 
describes a cow with a colour (NCBT 645:1), but even 
texts that mention stolen animals – individual animals 
in distinct situations – use generic descriptions. This is 
different from, say, archives from Minoan Crete, where 
cattle terminology betrays a real intimate knowledge of 
the animals: spots, personalities, and so on, which paral-
lels the anthropology on pastoral societies (McInerney 
2010, 28–32).

24 It is clear that over an extremely longue durée, language 
and relationships toward nature evolve and change, see, 
for example, Wiggerman (2011, 665) and Richardson 
(2018). One example: we do not have evidence for cat-
tle naming (Farber 1982; Lion 1996) in first millennium 
sources. 

Abbreviations

Cuneiform texts, journals, and publication series are 
cited with the system of abbreviations of the Assyrian 
Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University 
of Chicago (CAD), reproduced (with other abbrevia-
tions) at cdli.ox.ac.uk. 
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nium evidence, but Stȩpień (1996) and Stol (1995) seem 
to have the same complications for earlier periods.

11 Cf. the debate of how to read GU4.NINDÁ, which may 
have changed over time, Tarasewicz & Zawadzki (2018, 
29–35).

12 The two NBC texts are published in Janković (2013).
13 Note that the one certain reference we have to the training 

of a bovine to the plow specifically references a female 
animal, in Stolper (1990).

14 For example, to bolster his point that castration must 
have happened in Mesopotamia he cites: ‘prehistory’, 
Homer, the Old Testament, and the Talamud. He then 
concludes ‘it should also be pointed out that a civiliza-
tion so well acquainted with the castration of men would 
hardly have been totally ignorant of the advantages of 
this practice with regard to domestic animals’. (Lands-
berger 1960, 69). Maekawa (1979) finds the logic of the 
lattermost persuasive, using that along with a process 
of elimination to argue that AMAR-KUD must mean 
‘young castrated cattle’ in Early Dynastic and some 
Ur III texts. My (admittedly incomplete) survey of the 
literature since this publication suggests that its conclu-
sions are not widely accepted (see, for example, Bauer 
1989–90, 82; Stol 1995, 201–2). 

15 For example, in order to explain how the Babylonian 
word ellu (‘pure’) might mean ‘castrated’, Landsberger 
1960 says (with parentheses in the original) ‘the concept 
that sexual contact makes men unclean is widespread 
… even though “clean” (= chaste, celibate) could be a 
good word for the tabooed word “castrate,” we have to 
admit that there is a lack of parallels and an incongruity 
between the meaning of ellu postulated by us and its 
well attested meaning as “cultically clean”’ (Landsberger 
1960, 74).

16 Also see the observations in Parpola (2007, 272–3).
17 I am unable to distinguish if this holds true at Uruk, but 

have no reason to challenge it. 
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