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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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suggested that we view the Assyrian economy as 
divided into three sectors: the palace, government 
and the private domains. Since then, a significant 
body of archaeological and epigraphic research on the 
former two sectors has filled this lacuna (e.g. Dalley & 
Postgate 1984; Gibson & Biggs 1987; Fales & Postgate 
1992, 1995; Morandi Bonacossi 1996; Nemet-Nejat 
1998; Zaccagnini 1999; Yamada 2000; Parker 2001; 
Renger 2001, 409; Kühne 2008; 2010a,b; Matney et al. 
2009; Fales 2010; Masetti-Rouault 2010; Faust 2011; 
Matney et al. 2011; Greenfield et al. 2013; Marom forth-
coming). In terms of the private sector, much less is 
known either from textual or archaeological sources 
about daily lives of commoners and management at 
level of the daily household although notable studies 
have addressed the topic (see Fales & Rigo 2014 for 
the feeding of citizens at army camps; also Gilboa & 
Sharon 2008; Matney et al. 2009; Kühne 2010b; Matney 
et al. 2011; Lipschits, Gadot & Oeming 2012; Schloen 
& Fink forthcoming). Specialist paleobotanical and 
zooarchaeological studies have, likewise, started to 
provide important new datasets for the assessment 
of commoners’ diets from a number of Neo-Assyrian 
contexts (e.g. for zooarchaeological studies see Wilken 
1999; Cavallo & Maliepaard 2002; Becker 2008; Lev-Tov 
2010; Berthon 2011; Greenfield et al. 2013; Greenfield 
2014; 2015; 2016; Greenfield & Rosenzweig 2016; 
Marom forthcoming; for palaeobotanical studies, see 
Rosenzweig in Matney et al. 2011). 

This chapter will present a case-study from mod-
ern-day Ziyaret Tepe, the Neo-Assyrian provincial 
capital of Tušhan, excavated by an international team 
from 1997 to 2014. Ziyaret Tepe is located on the right 
bank of the Tigris River in the Diyarbakır province 
of southeastern Turkey. Following the course of the 
river through the Upper Tigris River valley, Ziyaret 
Tepe is 14 km downstream (east) of the modern city 
of Bismil and 30 km upstream of the confluence of the 

In this chapter, we examine the archaeological and 
zooarchaeological evidence for the economy and daily 
diet of commoner households at the Neo-Assyrian city 
of Tušhan, modern-day Ziyaret Tepe. Specifically, we 
focus on the concept of the ‘status’ of different food 
sources with an underlying assumption that different 
segments of the urban population at Tušhan would 
have had access to different kinds and different quali-
ties of animal resources for daily consumption. We 
examine five excavated contexts at the site from which 
evidence for food production and consumption took 
place. The five different buildings range from a palace 
to a materially poor commoner residence.

Our analysis begins with two sets of assumptions. 
Based on the material culture recovered in each area, 
we assess the overall status of the household looking 
at the architecture, artifacts, features and non-faunal 
food resources. Likewise, we also predict the status 
value of different types of faunal sources, determin-
ing which animals would have carried elite status and 
which would have been considered commoners’ fare. 
This assessment is based on the quality of meat as a 
protein and calorie source, the use of wild species uti-
lized by the inhabitants, and our understanding of the 
role of the Assyrian imperial economy in controlling 
certain kinds of animal resources. We then test these 
two sets of assumptions by examining in detail the 
animal remains found in each location, correlating the 
expected status based on material culture against our 
assumptions of which food sources would have carried 
elite status, and which would have been considered 
commoners’ fare. 

Background

Over forty years ago, Nicholas Postgate acknowledged 
that ‘… no detailed work exists on the economy of 
the Assyrian Empire’ (Postgate 1979: 195–6) and he 
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across the high mound and lower city (Fig. 15.2). These 
included both elite locations (palace, temple archives, 
fortification walls and gates, and wealthy housing) as 
well as commoner houses.

In earlier publications, we examined the zoo-
archaeological and paleobotanical resources that 

Tigris with the Batman Su (Fig. 15.1). The ancient site 
is 32 ha in extent, with a 22 m high mound dominat-
ing its northern periphery. During the Neo-Assyrian 
period, the entire extent of the city appears to have 
been occupied. Over the course of eighteen field sea-
sons, we excavated in twenty-two different operations 

Figure 15.1. Location of Ziyaret Tepe.

Figure 15.2. 
Topographic plan  
of Ziyaret Tepe.
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archive in the lower town, located in a large public 
structure which Parpola believes may have been part 
of a treasury to the Temple of Ishtar of Nineveh (Par-
pola 2008, 21). Several other texts were found in the 
palace located on the eastern high mound. There were 
no cuneiform tablets found in commoner household 
contexts at Tušhan. 

The Ziyaret Tepe texts deal with the administra-
tion of goods, legal records of loans, lists of workers 
and letters regarding military and trade matters (Fig. 
15.3). Six tablets (ZTT 1, 2/3, 10, 11, 23 and 24) were 
receipts for grain, including those for large quanti-
ties of grain received by the royal granaries. Seven 
hundred and sixty homers of grain were recorded in 
a single text. Likewise, seven tablets deal with grain 
distribution for consumption (ZTT 12–18) and one 
with the loan of grain (ZTT 4/5). These movements 
of grain took place on an institutional level, with the 
recipients being institutions at Tušhan, such as the 
royal harem or the akītu house (ZTT 12, ZTT 13), or 
bakers possibly employed at the temple (ZTT 14). 
Likewise, texts recording the distribution of materials 
to religious specialists (ZTT 25) and the collection of 
woven textiles from the palace (ZTT 33) also focus on 
the elite administrative functions.

were available to, and utilized by, inhabitants of 
Tušhan, focusing on the differences between the elite 
and commoner contexts at the site (Greenfield 2014; 
Greenfield & Rosenzweig 2016). Not surprisingly, the 
elite use-patterns for faunal and botanical resources 
conformed to a model characterizing an imperial 
economy: a standardized suite of cereal crops and 
herded domesticates which were centrally tended, 
collected, processed, and redistributed. The reliance 
of the imperial Assyrian economy on such staples is 
well-attested both archaeologically and in contem-
porary cuneiform texts. Likewise, the commoner 
households also relied heavily on this imperially 
driven economy, but as we shall discuss below, they 
also supplemented their household economies with 
animal resources which – while locally available – 
were apparently undesirable for elite consumption. 
This chapter explores more fully the evidence for this 
‘peasant household economy’ and diet uncovered 
during our excavations at Neo-Assyrian Tušhan.

Textual sources of evidence for peasant household 
economy and diet

An exceptionally broad epigraphic literature on the 
general economy of the Neo-Assyrian empire now 
exists and it is well beyond the scope of this present 
study to attempt anything more than a few broad 
statements about the research that has been under-
taken since Postgate’s challenge. Unsurprisingly, the 
bias of the cuneiform textual sources towards elite 
Assyrian concerns greatly limits their value in deter-
mining the daily dietary fare of commoners and this 
subject is rarely, if ever, the principal focus of the texts 
(Grayson 1993; Radner 1997; Yamada 2000; Galil 2007; 
Fales 2009–2010; van Buylaere 2010), although some 
information can be gleaned from private archives, e.g. 
those of Dūr-Katlimmu (Radner 2002) and Nimrud 
(Kinnier Wilson 1972). There is also limited informa-
tion on prebend provisioning, most of which is for 
earlier or later periods (Capitanio 2004; Milano 2004; 
Sasson 2004). These show established systems of meat 
provisioning in many Iron Age Near Eastern socie-
ties, but once again the information is mostly directed 
towards what the elites received. 

A small archive of tablets from Tušhan itself will 
serve to illustrate the variety and limitations of cunei-
form sources as they relate to commoner household 
economies and diets. During the course of excavations 
at Tušhan, we recovered thirty-three cuneiform texts 
or fragments (ZTT 1–33) dating to the Neo-Assyrian 
occupation of the site, c.  882–611 bc (Parpola 2008; 
MacGinnis & Matney 2009; MacGinnis 2012). The 
majority of these texts (n= 28) were found in a single 

Figure 15.3. Photograph of the obverse of cuneiform text 
ZTT 14, docket for receipt of grain by bakers, possibly 
employed by the temple.
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appropriate measure of abundance for this large 
sample since it quantifies each unarticulated fragment 
as a separate individual. It is particularly useful in 
urban settings and assemblages (Maltby 1979; Grayson 
1984; O’Connor 2000; Lyman 2008, 27–8, 214; Reitz & 
Wing 2008). All NISP counts for the combined and 
individual body portions are corrected in order to 
equalize skeletal representation of different species 
where the number of elements may differ. Wild taxa 
were separated from domestic on the basis of a com-
bination of metrics (von den Driesch 1976; cf. Walker 
1985) including thickness of bone and development 
of muscle insertion points (cf. Stampfli 1963; Green-
field 1986). 

Archaeological contexts
In this section, we will present a brief overview of 
the archaeological results from five operations at 
Ziyaret Tepe (Fig. 15.2); the reader is directed to our 
extensive preliminary publication series for details of 
the finds from each area (from Anatolica see Matney 
et al. 2002; Matney et al. 2003; Matney & Rainville 
2005; Matney et al. 2007; Matney et al. 2009; Matney 
et al. 2011; Matney et al. 2015; additional reports are 
found in Kazi Sonuçları Toplantısı). Of the five opera-
tions, only one (A/N) is located on the high mound; 
the other four are found within the broad lower city. 
Operation A/N was a major monumental structure 
on the eastern high mound that we have nicknamed 
‘the Bronze Palace’. Detailed discussion of the Bronze 
Palace has already been published and does not 
need to be repeated here (Matney et al. 2009, 38–51; 
Matney et al. 2011, 69–83; Matney et al. 2015, 127–32). 
The palace was a monumental mudbrick building 
with baked brick pavements, elaborate plaster wall 
paintings, a moveable hearth in the throne room, 
and five cremation burials filled with metalwork, 
especially bronze, precious and semi-precious stones, 
ivory and stone artifacts, and high-status ceramics. 
It is here that the Neo-Assyrian governor of Tušhan 
would have resided (see Roaf in Matney et al. 2002, 
49–51). Operation G recovered a large private resi-
dence with thick mudbrick walls, elaborate pebbled 
mosaic floors and surrounding rooms enclosing a 
floorplan of roughly 960 sq. m. While the building 
had been abandoned and revealed few high-status 
goods during excavation, its location adjacent to the 
temple treasury argues for its elite status (Matney et 
al. 2002, 69–70; Matney et al. 2003, 187–91; Matney 
& Rainville 2005, 27–31; Matney et al. 2009, 57–61).

Operation K was excavated in the southernmost 
region of the site adjacent to the lower town city wall. 
Here our excavations recovered the partial remains of 
six domestic rooms and a large courtyard over an area 

In short, the Tušhan tablets explicate the minu-
tiae of a standardized, redistributive economy of the 
imperial city, particularly amongst its elites, includ-
ing the collection and distribution of barley, metal 
and textiles, while the quotidian life of commoners 
is only referenced tangentially. An understanding of 
how peasant household economies worked in terms 
of the daily management of the land, water, plant and 
animal resources, and the production of daily meals 
requires us to turn to archaeology, material culture, 
and the physical remains that comprise the primary 
dataset for commoner activities. Lacking specific 
written expositions on the household economies of 
commoners within the cities, towns and villages across 
the empire, we cannot rely on cuneiform texts alone.

Zooarchaeological data on commoner households 
from Tušhan

Like most modern archaeological excavations, the 
Ziyaret Tepe archaeological project routinely con-
ducted systematic sampling and collection of animal 
bones as a vital source of information on the imperial 
economy, agricultural, and management practices. 
The details of our zooarchaeological sample collec-
tion, processing, and analytical protocols was the 
subject of a doctoral dissertation (Greenfield 2014); 
the reader is directed to this work for a discussion 
of our methodology. Broadly, a sample of primary 
contexts – floors, streets, surfaces, pits, hearths and 
other features, as well as a layer of earth directly 
above the floors (our ‘suprafloor’) – were dry sieved. 
An extensive program of flotation using a Shiraf-style 
flotation tank was also undertaken for recovery of 
paleobotanical remains and smaller animal bone 
fragments. Animal bones were ubiquitous during 
the excavations and were present in nearly all Neo-
Assyrian contexts excavated at the site.

The combined faunal assemblage from all the 
primary Assyrian contexts excavated at Ziyaret Tepe 
was 10,643 (NISP) specimens, a sample of which is 
analysed below. Each specimen was identified to the 
species, or a higher taxonomic category, and element 
(individual bone within the body) when possible. 
Mammalian size categories (i.e., small, medium 
and large) were used for generalized designations 
when a more specific identification was not possible. 
Categories of identification included taxon, state of 
domestication, element, part and face of element, age, 
sex, fracture patterns, butchering, cultural modifica-
tion, etc., for each complete element when possible.

The technique chosen for the quantification 
of the data was Number of Identified Specimens 
(NISP; see Grayson 1984). This technique is the most 
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levels. One of those burials (M-134), an adult male, 
was well-apportioned with rich grave goods including 
two cylinder seals, stone and iron pendants, blades, 
earrings, rings, fibulae and nearly 50 beads, including 
some of carnelian and faience (Matney forthcoming). 
The grave stands in contrast to the material remains 
found elsewhere in the Operation M residence (Mat-
ney & Rainville 2005, 31–5; Greenfield et al. 2013; 
Wicke & Greenfield 2013; Matney et al. 2015, 132–5). 

Finally, Operation U was excavated in 2011 over 
an area of 100 sq. m including parts of five rooms of 
a well-built mudbrick structure to the east of a cob-
bled street (Matney et al. 2015, 145–6, figs. 14–15). 
Interior floors were mostly made of compacted mud 

of roughly 200 sq. m that appears to be a commoner 
household based on the artefactual and architectural 
evidence (Fig. 15.4). We recovered domestic ovens, 
a well and domestic material, suggesting that food 
preparation and processing took place here (Matney 
& Rainville 2005, 31–5; Greenfield et al. 2013; Wicke 
& Greenfield 2013; Matney et al. 2015, 132–5). 

Also in the lower town, Operation M was exca-
vated over a more limited area of 50 sq. m representing 
parts of three rooms of a mudbrick structure and an 
exterior cobbled surface (Matney et al. 2015, 139–40, 
fig. 9). The floors of the building were made of com-
pacted mud and were generally clean of finds. This 
area produced two intramural graves below the floor 

Figure 15.4. Plan of the Late Assyrian architectural remains from Operation K in its later level of occupation.
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Model building: assumptions about the status  
of food sources

In this section, we present a model for examining 
‘status’ based on the zooarchaeological evidence from 
Neo-Assyrian Tušhan. Differential access to food 
resources is considered to be a function of status in 
early states and empires. It is commonly assumed that 
individuals with elite status would have access to better 
quality meats than others within a community (Reitz 
1987; Zeder 1991; Grant 2002; Lapham 2004; deFrance 
2009; Greenfield 2014; 2015). Consequently, the faunal 
material recovered from elite and commoner buildings 
is expected to be different in kind and number. For the 
purpose of addressing the issue of status, a predictive 
model for the distribution of faunal remains in elite 
and commoner residences at Tušhan was developed in 
Table 15.1 (see also Greenfield 2014 and 2015). In this 
article, we apply the model to the excavated evidence 
from the five buildings at Tušhan described above.

Inherent within this model is a series of assump-
tions about what constitutes low and high-status food 
sources in the Neo-Assyrian city. We start from the 
premise that neither domestic nor wild foods are exclu-
sive to a status group at the site. In a provincial capital 
of the empire such at Tušhan, it is highly likely that all 
inhabitants shared to some degree in the distribution 
of state-controlled foodstuffs, including grains such 
as those discussed in the cuneiform texts from Ziyaret 
Tepe above, and large animal herds controlled by the 
palace and temple. The large majority (>90 per cent) 
of zooarchaeological remains from the Neo-Assyrian 
period were from domesticated species, as discussed 
below. Thus, the presence of domesticated species in 
the diet alone is insufficient to determine status.

One indicator of status in ancient complex socie-
ties are the cuts of meat that were procured, prepared, 
and consumed (Grant 2002; Capitanio 2004; Parpola 

while one of the rooms had a compressed grey clay 
floor containing masses of charcoal, ceramics, broken 
mudbricks and animal bones. Of particular interest 
here was a substantial corpus of zooarchaeological 
remains found on a street surface. The street was 
covered in animal bones that had themselves been 
overlain by a thick band of heavy brown clay as a 
foundation prior to the construction of a later street. 
The mass of animal bones on the street may be indica-
tive of animal processing and/or public consumption 
outside of private dwellings. The architecture of the 
Operation U building appears more substantial than 
that of Operation K or M, and its location as a clearly 
free-standing structure (Matney et al. 2011, 94, figs. 
18–19; Matney et al. 2015, 143–7) both suggest an elite 
residence. However, the lack of luxury items found 
within our excavation does not preclude viewing 
the Operation U building as representing a ‘middle 
ground’ status between the rich buildings of A/N and 
G and the poorer buildings of K and M. In sum, we 
posit a three-tiered social hierarchy at Neo-Assyrian 
Tušhan based on a combination of the building’s 
location within the city plan, the size and quality of 
the architectural construction, and the presence and 
abundance of expensive materials or items of high 
craftsmanship. Buildings A/N and G are elite, building 
K is commoner, and buildings U and M are interme-
diate based solely on archaeological criteria. Below 
we evaluate this scheme through a detailed analysis 
of the zooarchaeological remains found at the site.

Note that below we refer to the buildings under 
evaluation simply by letter designations (A/N, G, K, 
M and U); the reader is reminded that these letters 
are, more accurately, understood as the designation 
for operations, always multi-phase, and often multi-
period. Their use here is as shorthand for the primary 
Neo-Assyrian building found in each operation simply 
for clarity of exposition.

Table 15.1. Model of expectations for typical patterns of faunal distributions within elite and commoner residences.

Elite residence Commoner residence

High status species – large wild and domestic species, exotic wild 
species

High frequency of small, low status wild and domestic animals

High frequency of heavy meat-bearing elements from domestic 
and wild animals (good cuts)

High frequency of low meat bearing elements (poor cuts)

Younger aged animals of all species Older aged individuals of domestic species and wild (if wild is 
distributed centrally), or younger wild species if hunted

Evidence of conspicuous consumption with significant numbers 
of exotic species and/or, feasting including display of exotics for 
show, not only for consumption

Utilitarian use of carcasses (all elements used and/or consumed); 
low frequency/no evidence of conspicuous consumption 
associated with status

High frequency of exotic animals Low frequency/no evidence of exotic animals

Expensive domestic animals (cattle) Cheap domestic animals (pig)

Expensive body parts of all animals Expensive body parts of cheap domestic animals
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landscape further afield, requiring greater resources to 
capture. Figure 15.5 and Table 15.3 provide the status 
rank and rationale used in this chapter for the wild 
animals found at Neo-Assyrian Tušhan.

Above we have established a clear set of guide-
lines for assessing the dietary status of the inhabitants 
of the five buildings under consideration at Ziyaret 
Tepe. By analysing the distribution and frequency of 
the cuts of domestic animals, as well as the distribu-
tion and frequency of the wild animals available to the 
inhabitants of Tušhan, we can determine whether the 
status of the animals consumed by the inhabitants of 
the five buildings fits with our reconstruction based 
on archaeological and other forms of material culture.

Datasets: faunal consumption and disposal 
patterns

In order to observe patterns of domesticate and wild 
consumption, specimens from primary contexts were 
analysed to elucidate the spatial distribution of ani-
mal remains in both elite and commoner contexts. 
The total assemblage had a NISP of 7,518 specimens 
from buildings A/N, G, K, M and U. Included in this 
number were all species from primary contexts even 
when a designation of wild or domestic could not be 
assigned to each taxon. Figure 15.6 and Table 15.4 
show the distribution of those individuals that could 
be definitively assigned to the general categories of 
‘domestic’ or ‘wild’. All unidentified specimens were 
removed in order to provide a more accurate picture of 
disposal patterns. Basic disposal patterns are evident: 
there is a relatively similar pattern of disposal for 
domestic and wild animals within and between each 
of the buildings. Within each building, the frequency 
of taxa ranges from 82 per cent domestic/18 per cent 
wild in Operation U to 96 per cent domestic/4 per 
cent wild in Operation G. As noted above, the large 
majority of animal remains represent domestic spe-
cies (>90 per cent).

At Neo-Assyrian Tušhan, the high percentage 
of domesticates being consumed is not surprising 

2004; Curet & Pestle 2010; Frame & Waerzeggers 
2011; Greenfield 2015). The analysis of body portions 
of animals thus provides information regarding spe-
cies taboos, preferences, and wealth displays such as 
conspicuous consumption. The presence of significant 
quantities of meat-bearing elements or body portions 
in a household can often suggest a higher status, at 
least for some of the inhabitants of a building. The 
distribution of body portions across a site can inform 
us about both consumption behaviour and differential 
access to preferred body portions. Elite diets, in general, 
are based on a preference for highly desired high-fat 
meat. In most cultures, this includes the fat-bearing 
elements (i.e., the proximal end of limbs). It is assumed 
that the commoners in a society generally had access 
to the less meaty body portions (i.e., the distal ends of 
limbs, crania, and portions of the thorax). For ease of 
analysis in this study, portions of animals are grouped 
into highly desired, heavy meat-bearing portions (good 
cuts); less desired, less meat heavy portions (bad cuts) 
and low desired portions with little or no meat (ugly 
cuts) as seen in Table 15.2. 

A second indicator of status is access to desired 
species of animal. Determining the ‘status’ ascribed 
to an animal species is difficult as food is as much an 
unwritten cultural preference as it is a cold economic or 
biological fact. The choice to consume – or to refuse to 
consume – any species is an exceedingly complex issue. 
Animals that fell under the jurisdiction of the palace 
and the temple, such as sheep and goats, were made 
available in part through complicated redistribution 
processes. In terms of the wild animals consumed at the 
site, part of the value of animals as food sources comes 
from their location in the surrounding landscape. 
Common wild animals that were in close or direct 
proximity to Tušhan like turtles, birds and waterfowl 
(seasonally), hares, fish and possibly dogs probably 
had low status value assigned to them. Species such 
as gazelles (Gazella gazella), red deer (Cervus elaphus), 
roe deer (Capreolus capreolus), fallow deer (Dama dama), 
boar (Sus scrofa fer.), wild goat (Capra sp.) and wild 
cattle (Bos primigenius) would have been present in the 

Table 15.2. Utility index of combined body portions and associated element categories for high, medium and low valued meat.

Quality and value of body portion Body portion Elements included

High (‘good cuts’) Anterior-Proximal (upper front limb) scapula, humerus

Posterior-Proximal (upper hind limb) pelvis, femur, patella

Medium (‘bad cuts’) Anterior-Distal (lower front limb) radius, ulna

Posterior-Distal (lower back limb) tibia, fibula

Thorax vertebrae, sternum, clavicle, hyoid, ribs

Low (‘ugly cuts’) Cranial mandible, maxilla

Distal metapodials, phalanges, sesamoids, carpals, tarsals
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2011; Greenfield-Jongsma & Greenfield 2014). It is 
clear that the domestic:wild ratio is not important in 
discriminating between high and low status dietary 
practices as variation between all contexts is low.

In Figure 15.7 and Table 15.5 we break down the 
distribution and frequency of domesticates by build-
ing. The overall pattern shows that the distribution 

considering the heavy dependence on cattle, sheep, 
goat, and domestic pig for subsistence in this region 
for millennia, and the lack of significant change in 
the husbandry and species exploitation strategies 
over this timeframe (Zeder 1988; 1991; 1998; 2003; 
Wapnish & Hesse 1991; Hesse 1995; Wattenmaker 
1998; Wilken 1999; Gilbert 2002; Bar-Oz 2004; Berthon 

Figure 15.5. Histograms of relative percentage frequencies of wild taxa within corrected wild populations in relation  
to implied status across Operations M, G U, K and A/N (NISP 135). Only identified taxa are included.

Table 15.3. Relative percentage frequencies of wild taxa within corrected wild populations in relation to implied status across Operations M, G, U, K 
and A/N (NISP 135). Only identified taxa are included.

Status Taxa A/N K U G M 

High

Aves 29.63% 0.00% 0.00% 14.29% 0.00%

Cervus elaphus 9.88% 4.76% 28.57% 14.29% 0.00%

Bos primigenius 1.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Dama dama sp. 1.23% 9.52% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Pisces 2.47% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Medium

Capreolus capreolus 12.35% 14.29% 14.29% 0.00% 16.67%

Gazella gazella 11.11% 19.05% 28.57% 42.86% 66.67%

Sus scrofa fer. 4.94% 0.00% 21.43% 0.00% 0.00%

Bos sp. 3.70% 9.52% 7.14% 0.00% 0.00%

Sus scrofa sp. 2.47% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Capra ibex 1.23% 0.00% 0.00% 14.29% 0.00%

Low
Lepus sp. 12.35% 33.33% 0.00% 14.29% 8.33%

Rodentia 0.00% 4.76% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

non food (high) – 
conspicuous consumption

Reptilia (turtle shell) 2.47% 4.76% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Panthera leo 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 8.33%

non-food (low) Amphibia (frog) 4.94% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
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frequency in A/N but only by a small margin from 
K which is a commoner residence. In addition to the 
expected domesticated species, there is evidence of 
domesticated chicken (Gallus gallus) in A/N that is not 
present in any other building. 

In the following sections, we will turn first to an 
analysis of distribution and frequencies of different cuts 
or portions of domesticated animals. As noted earlier, 
we assume that higher status residences would have 
access to better cuts of meat from domestic animals. 
Due to space constraints, we will limit our discussion of 

and frequency of domestic species is fairly uniform 
across the site. Percentages of the main dietary staples: 
sheep/goats, cattle, and pigs vary somewhat but are 
ubiquitous at all households. Only U shows a signifi-
cant variant in a higher than expected frequency of 
pigs at the expense of sheep/goats. The distribution 
of domestic species appears to be a poor indicator of 
status when simple bone counts by species are ana-
lysed. When we turn to the elite buildings A/N and 
G there does not appear to be drastic changes from 
the other buildings; sheep/goats have the highest 

Figure 15.6. Relative frequencies of domestic and wild taxa from individual buildings. This figure shows us that more 
wild animals were being consumed in contexts K, M and U, than in the contexts A/N and G.

Table 15.4. Relative percentage frequency of domestic versus wild taxa from within buildings A/N, G, K, M and U.

State of 
domestication A/N G K M U

  NISP % NISP % NISP % NISP % NISP %

Domestic 884 93.05% 211 96.35% 252 90.97% 79 84.95% 83 82.18%

Wild 66 6.95% 8 3.65% 25 9.03% 14 15.05% 18 17.82%

Total 950 100.00% 219 100.00% 277 100.00% 93 100.00% 101 100.00%
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that within the category of wild animal sources, some 
would have been considered of high status based on 
the distance and difficulty in procuring them, as well 
as cultural preferences.

domesticated body parts to sheep/goats (Ovis/Capra), as 
these are the most plentiful zooarchaeological remains 
at the site. Second, we will look at the distribution and 
frequencies of wild animals. In this case, we assume 

Table 15.5. Relative frequency distributions for domestic taxa. Unidentified specimens, small and large ungulates were not calculated in these 
taxonomic distributions.

  A/N G K M U

Domestic Taxa 
(NISP=1484)

% within 
operation

% within 
operation

% within 
operation

% within 
operation

% within 
operation

Gallus gallus sp. 0.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Bos taurus 15.17% 16.19% 14.29% 17.14% 13.41%

Canis familiaris 1.95% 1.43% 1.98% 7.14% 3.66%

Capra hircus 7.70% 14.29% 6.35% 11.43% 10.98%

Equus asinus 0.34% 0.48% 0.79% 4.29% 4.88%

Equus caballus 1.15% 0.00% 0.79% 0.00% 7.32%

Equus sp. 0.23% 0.48% 0.00% 0.00% 1.22%

Ovis aries 8.74% 7.14% 12.70% 14.29% 13.41%

Ovis aries/Capra hircus 51.15% 44.29% 48.41% 37.14% 20.73%

Sus scrofa dom. 13.10% 15.71% 14.68% 8.57% 24.39%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Figure 15.7. Stacked histogram of the combined domestic taxonomic frequencies for each Operation. Data are based  
on frequencies from within each individual building. Note that domestic Aves (Gallus gallus) was less than 1 per cent 
(.23 per cent n=2) in Operation A/N and not visible in the stacked histogram.
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valued commodity (Costin & Earle 1989; Grant 2002; 
deFrance 2009; Greenfield 2014). 

Each building has a somewhat unique pattern 
of consumption of sheep/goat body parts; these can 
be summarized as follows. K shows the Ovis/Capra 
body portion distribution heavily favors the bad meat 
portions with over half of its assemblage frequency 
coming from this category. The consumption profile 
for the combined Ovis/Capra taxon is different than 
in the other buildings in many ways. The inhabitants 
of K were consuming just over a quarter of its total 
from good, heavy meat-bearing body portions – (i.e. 
Anterior-Proximal elements) and bad/ugly meat 
weight portions (Cranial and Anterior-Distal) total-
ing roughly three-quarters of the assemblage which 
makes the consumption pattern representative of a 

Body portions of domesticated sheep/goat (Ovis/
Capra) and status

One key factor in determining the status of the 
consumer households at Neo-Assyrian Tušhan is 
the distribution and frequency of the body por-
tions consumed within each of the buildings. Our 
data show that while the overall proportion of the 
domesticates was somewhat homogeneous across 
all buildings, each had a unique distribution and 
frequency of body portion consumption which is at 
variance with the others (Fig. 15.8 and Table 15.6). 
This suggests that after the animals were butchered, 
the distribution of portions was controlled and used 
to assert status, prestige and one’s social standing 
within the community based on access to a costly or 

Table 15.6. Percentage frequencies of body portion categories of good, bad and ugly for Ovis/Capra. 

Ovis/Capra  A/N % G% U% M% K%

Cuts

Good 50.91% 55.21% 65.95% 29.41% 27.53%

Bad 36.06% 40.54% 25.97% 29.41% 62.58%

Ugly 13.03% 4.26% 8.09% 41.18% 9.88%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Figure 15.8. Stacked bar graph of portions for Ovis/Capra by building operations (A/N, G, U, M and K).

Percentage frequency of body portion cuts by status category for Ovis/Capra (n=1057 )
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present. The latter are absent altogether in M and U, 
while hares are found in a low percentage (8 per cent) 
in M and are unrepresented in U. The observation that 
over 42 per cent of the animal species in K are from the 
lowest status category is in stark contrast with all the 
other buildings under consideration here. In terms of 
the consumption of low status food sources in A/N, 
the only significant species to fall into this category 
is hare with a surprisingly high frequency of 12 per 
cent. While there is a small frequency for amphibians 
(frog) and reptiles (tortoise), it can be assumed these 
were not necessarily consumed. Fish on the other hand 
could in fact be considered a high-status food aside 
from the close proximity to the river. It is interesting 
to note that G has only hare as evidence of any low-
status food resource and at a slightly higher frequency 
than found in A/N. Again, this is a surprise and not 
expected from an elite diet. 

In terms of the moderate status species, Gazella 
gazella (gazelle) forms a significant percentage of the 
diets of the inhabitants of K, M and U, but this species 
represents by far the highest frequency in building M 
with 67 per cent of the wild population, compared to 
G with 43 per cent, U with 29 per cent and K with 19 
per cent. Capreolus capreolus (roe deer), another species 
of moderate status, is present in buildings K, M and U 
with a frequency range between 14 and 17 per cent with 
slightly lower values in A/N; roe deer is notably absent 
from G. Capra ibex (wild goat) is moderately frequent in 
G with 14 per cent from the building followed by just 
over 1 per cent in A/N. It is possible that this species 
was a more desired moderate status animal in that it 
would have been located at a further distance from 
Ziyaret Tepe than either roe deer and gazelle and, thus, 
possibly scarcer and only accessible to the elite class.

Finally, the distribution of high-status markers 
is also uneven. In U, Cervus elaphus (red deer) is the 
dominant wild species at 29 per cent while K has a 
frequency under 5 per cent and M has no evidence of 
red deer. Both A/N and G have between a 10–15 per 
cent frequency for this animal in their assemblages. 
Significant also is the presence of two wild species 
that are regarded as higher status: Panthera leo (lion) 
and Sus scrofa fer. (wild boar). The former is certainly 
regarded as an elite animal within the Assyrian world, 
and evidence of lions at Tušhan is very rare. M has 
evidence (8 per cent) of the wild remains as lion. Wild 
boar were hunted animals that are not necessarily 
found in proximity to the city but would have been 
available in the swampy areas near the river. It takes 
time and considerable risk to locate and acquire wild 
boar, and yet this species is less than 5 per cent of the 
assemblage from A/N and is not present in G. Perhaps 
boar in this case has been replaced by Cervus elaphus 

very low status commoner diet. M has a consump-
tion profile for the combined Ovis/Capra taxon that 
indicates the equal presence of the good and bad 
body portions and an almost doubled frequency of 
ugly body portions. While all of the portions appear 
to be utilized to a large extent, there is a clear con-
sumption pattern geared towards the worst (and 
cheapest) body parts of the animal. This consumption 
pattern is similar to K and different than A/N and 
U where high-status body portions of Ovis/Capra 
prevail. They are consuming a higher frequency of a 
low status body portions followed by less frequent 
but high-status body portions. U has an Ovis/Capra 
consumption profile that shows a clear preference 
(i.e. largest frequency) for good cuts associated with 
high status (heavy meat bearing body portions: 
anterior-proximal, posterior-proximal and anterior-
distal) consumption patterns. Of the three domestic 
taxa from this building (cattle, sheep/goat and pig) 
it is the Ovis/Capra (sheep/goat) in particular which 
shows the strongest example of body portions as a 
status marker. When we look to the other clearly 
defined elite buildings, A/N and G, there are some 
surprises in their consumption patterns. G maintains 
the second highest frequency of good body portions 
within the building which is to be expected, however 
there is a significant presence of bad cuts and when 
combined with the very low percentage of ugly cuts 
(expected), the bad cuts nearly reach 50 per cent of the 
consumption pattern. A/N, like G and U maintains a 
high frequency of high status (good) body portions 
in the diet, followed by bad and ugly portions at 
somewhat higher percentages than expected. 

The distribution of wild resources

A second key factor in determining status through die-
tary practices is the distribution and frequency of wild 
animals in the domestic households of Neo-Assyrian 
Tušhan. As noted above, our working assumption is 
that different wild species held differentially perceived 
values for the inhabitants as food sources. The rela-
tive frequency distributions for wild taxa are shown 
in Figure 15.9 and Table 15.7. 

Importantly, the distributions and frequencies of 
wild species is quite varied. Unlike the domesticates, 
there is no standardized pattern of disposal for the wild 
species. Rather, each building has a unique variety and 
frequencies of wild animals.

In looking at those species that we consider to be 
low-status food sources, such as reptiles and Lepus sp. 
(hare), we see that they form a very high percentage of 
the animal remains in K where hares are the dominant 
food source at 33 per cent and where reptiles are also 
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Table 15.7. Relative frequency distributions for wild taxa in commoner buildings (Operations K, M and U) and elite buildings (A/N and G1). 
Unidentified specimens, small and ungulates were not calculated in these taxonomic distributions. Red is elite status and green is lower status animals.

Taxa (NISP 135)
A/N% of wild 
(NISP 81)

G% of wild  
(NISP 7)

K% of wild  
(NISP 21)

M% of wild  
(NISP 12)

U% of wild  
(NISP 14)

Amphibia 4.94% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Aves 29.63% 14.29% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Bos primigenius 1.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Bos sp. 3.70% 0.00% 9.52% 0.00% 7.14%

Capra ibex 1.23% 14.29% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Capreolus capreolus 12.35% 0.00% 14.29% 16.67% 14.29%

Cervus elaphus 9.88% 14.29% 4.76% 0.00% 28.57%

Dama dama sp. 1.23% 0.00% 9.52% 0.00% 0.00%

Gazella gazella 11.11% 42.86% 19.05% 66.67% 28.57%

Lepus sp. 12.35% 14.29% 33.33% 8.33% 0.00%

Panthera leo 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 8.33% 0.00%

Rodentia 0.00% 0.00% 4.76% 0.00% 0.00%

Sus scrofa fer. 4.94% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 21.43%

Sus scrofa sp. 2.47% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Pisces sp. 2.47% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Reptilia 2.47% 0.00% 4.76% 0.00% 0.00%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Figure 15.9. Relative percentage frequencies of wild taxa within corrected wild populations of each building  
(NISP 135). Only identified taxa are included.
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terms of high-status marker wild animals with build-
ings A/N and G. Not surprisingly A/N has the highest 
frequency of high-status animals which include species 
for consumption and those for display (i.e. conspicu-
ous consumption). G is most similar to U in that they 
have equal amounts of high-status specimens but it 
is G that actually has a combination of both medium 
and low status animals when it was expected that this 
would be the profile rather for U since it is assumed 
to be of lower status than G. 

Discussion: elite and commoner diets

As in other cities within the Assyrian empire, there 
is a clear distinction in terms of status between the 
elites and commoners. One venue for status display at 
Tušhan was through food, particularly animal prod-
ucts. In this discussion of the diets of the commoners 
at Neo-Assyrian Tušhan, some general patterns were 
observed. First, we demonstrated that in terms of 
the consumption of domesticated animals across the 
site, all households had similar access to the same 
principal species. However, we also showed that 
there was a disproportionate distribution of certain 

as the highest status animal marker in these two elite 
buildings. U has boar present in its corpus with a sig-
nificant frequency (22 per cent) while K and M do not 
have any evidence for wild boar. Fish are present, as 
mentioned above, only in A/N and could be considered 
an elite marker in Assyrian society. Evidence of fish 
remains being used as sacrifices to Mesopotamian gods 
is certainly evident to the south in the Assyrian heart-
land and beyond. Additionally, only wild birds (Aves 
sp.) were found within elite contexts (A/N and G) and 
are thought to be more of a conspicuous consumption 
species used for augury (see Greenfield 2014). There 
was a high presence especially in A/N with over one-
quarter of the assemblage represented by wild birds 
and a moderate 14 per cent within G.

In sum, while the NISP of these wild species is 
small, it is clear consumption practices differed mark-
edly between the inhabitants of K, M and U and that 
it would be unwise to lump all three of these areas 
together as commoner (Fig. 15.10). K clearly has the 
lowest-status diet while U, with half of its wild animal 
resources represented by two higher-status markers 
(red deer and wild boar) appears to represent a differ-
ent subsistence strategy. It is U that is most similar in 

Figure 15.10. Stacked histogram of percentage frequencies of good, bad, and ugly wild species within each Operation 
(buildings A/N, G, U, M and K). Totals do not add up to 100 per cent because reptile, amphibia and lion specimens were 
taken out of the equation due to the assumption that they were not for regular consumption and hence did not have  
an implied status as food. 
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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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