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Simple Summary: Many recent theorists argue that reliance on binary oppositions to structure
thought is a feature of the modern West, and therefore an inappropriate model for prehistory. While
the world is usually more complicated than dualistic models, I suggest their use is not limited to
modern Western cultures. Rather, we should determine whether they apply in each instance, and if
the terms are defined in the same way. Here, I examine whether inhabitants of the earlier Neolithic
in the Near East, the time of the first livestock herding, distinguished between wild and domestic
animals. Lacking written records, I analyze imagery and animal remains. Zooarchaeologists use
demographic profiles, size change, and other data to assess whether ancient people hunted or herded
animals. I add contextual analysis to identify special treatment of animal remains that indicates they
have ritual power, and choices in animal depictions. Three case studies each present windows into
how animals were valued, showing that wild and domestic animals were treated differently, and thus
a wild/domestic conceptual distinction existed. Moreover, differences between wild and domestic
animals, and regional differences in the roles of specific species, shaped how both wild and domestic
animals spread in the early days of agriculture.

Abstract: The categories of wild and domestic are one of the classic ways the nature/culture di-
chotomy manifests itself in human interactions with the environment. Some argue that this distinction
is not helpful and a projection of modern thought, and certainly the boundaries are complicated.
However, we should try to determine in each case whether it was meaningful to particular people in
the past. Here I explore whether wild and domestic were relevant concepts to the inhabitants of the
Neolithic Near East in their relations with animals around the time when livestock herding began.
Drawing on depictions of animals and the treatment of living animals and their remains, I examine
three case studies (Cyprus, Upper Mesopotamia, and Çatalhöyük in central Anatolia) to evaluate
whether emic distinctions between wild and domestic existed. I conclude that this was in fact a
crucial distinction that shaped economic choices as well as ritual activities. Differential treatment of
wild and domestic animals indicates that they were accorded different forms of personhood. The
particular nature of human relations with wild animals helped shape the spread of both wild and
domestic animals.

Keywords: zooarchaeology; domestication; human–animal relations

1. Introduction

Recent work grounded in relational or posthumanist theory rejects Cartesian dualisms
such as nature/culture or wild/domestic, and such binaries are often cast as a product of
modern Western thought [1–6]. There is much to be gained from such approaches; however,
the tendency to reject all binary categories as hindrances to understanding and products of
modern Western thought or a naturalistic ontology [7] itself creates a dualism between the
West and the rest that is no less problematic.

Here I will explore a particular dualism: wild/domestic. In our relationships with
other organisms, the nature/culture binary plays out principally through domestication.
Rather than assuming either that wild and domestic are universal categories for farmers, or
that only modern Western societies make this binary distinction, we should explore whether

Animals 2022, 12, 2335. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani12182335 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals

https://doi.org/10.3390/ani12182335
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7623-1364
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani12182335
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ani12182335?type=check_update&version=1


Animals 2022, 12, 2335 2 of 14

particular farming cultures distinguish conceptually between wild and domestic. Here I
will focus on animals around the time of livestock domestication, drawing on the evidence
of material remains of human–animal relations analyzed with the methods of archaeology
and zooarchaeology (the study of animal remains from archaeological sites). I will argue
that inhabitants of the Neolithic Near East did make this wild/domestic distinction, and
indeed it is very likely that most people who keep domestic animals do so. However, these
categories may not have the same meanings and implications in different societies and
circumstances. Moreover, in all cases there are some human–animal relations that do not
fall neatly into either category [8].

2. Domestication

Animal domestication is difficult to define with precision, and there is a long-running
debate within and beyond zooarchaeology over how best to define it [8–16]. For this
purpose, I will treat domestication as a relationship between humans and animals that
spans generations (not just the taming of individual animals) and where animals belong
to specific humans. I will focus on animals raised to serve human needs, rather than
companion animals.

What we might loosely call herding has many effects, including bringing animals
into the human sphere, engendering sustained relations between individual animals and
humans, creating a new kind of property, and changing the conditions of animal lives.
Husbandry practices vary, but always involve some degree of human control over animal
movement and reproduction, and the provision of protection and care [9,17–20]. Herding
alters the selective forces acting on animals in ways that change their bodies and their
behavior [21–25].

Hunters tend to view wild animals as their equals, often as persons with souls, e.g., [26–33].
Domestic animals, although they may be objects of pride and affection, are usually seen as
lesser beings, e.g., [34–36]. Moreover, while foragers engage in mutual relations of care with
wild animals, often feeling that the natural world and its representatives such as animal spirits
or spirit masters care for humans who behave properly, care flows primarily from humans to
domestic animals [18,34,35,37].

Ethnographically, the wild/domestic distinction has been important to some non-
Western societies, e.g., [38,39]. For instance, many New Guinea groups practice various
forms of loose pig husbandry such that domestic pigs interbreed with wild (actually feral)
ones and may spend much of their time roaming the bush on their own. Nevertheless,
these groups make a strong conceptual distinction between domestic pigs owned by people
and wild ones—even when the ‘domestic’ pigs were captured as infants from wild sows
and raised in the village. One or the other may be required for specific ceremonies, and
different rules apply [40].

3. Near Eastern Neolithic

The Near Eastern Neolithic has the earliest evidence of livestock domestication in the
world, and animal domestication has been studied extensively there [41]. This focused
research provides the resolution to address the nature of human–animal relations in early
herding societies in this region. I am examining here the key regions in the transition to
agriculture: the Fertile Crescent (Zagros, middle and upper Tigris and Euphrates basins
[Upper Mesopotamia], and the Levant), central Anatolia, and Cyprus during the Pre-
Pottery and Pottery Neolithic. There is, of course, variation across this area as well as
within regions in the nature and timing of this process. Crudely, the Pre-Pottery Neolithic
A (PPNA, ca. 9500–8500 calBC) is a time when plant cultivation was practiced widely in
the region. Evidence of livestock herding appears in the PPNB (ca. 8500–6500 calBC). This
is Levantine terminology and timing that I will extend to the rest of the region, although
the adoption of pottery, and therefore the start of the Pottery Neolithic (PN) is earlier in
some other parts of the Near East.
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I will not discuss the process of animal domestication here, but rather focus on attitudes
toward wild and domestic animals as it developed and spread. Suffice it to say that
there is evidence for herding sheep by 8500 calBC in the Upper Mesopotamia region of
southeast Turkey and northern Syria [42–44]; perhaps also goats around the same time in
this area [43,44] but certainly by 8000 calBC in the Zagros foothills [45]; cattle perhaps as
early as 8500 calBC in Upper Mesopotamia [46] but clearly shortly after 8000 calBC [47];
and pigs by ca. 7500 calBC in Upper Mesopotamia but with a gradual process beginning
several centuries earlier [44,48–50].

4. Case Studies

Assessing prehistoric concepts such as wildness and domestication is challenging, and
requires rich contextual information as well as thorough zooarchaeological analyses [51]. I
will therefore focus on a few case studies where circumstances reveal decisions made by
ancient people that illuminate their thinking about animal categories (Figure 1).
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4.1. Cyprus

Cyprus presents a fascinating window into Neolithic human–animal relations. Colo-
nized by humans in the early Holocene, the terrestrial island fauna was extremely depau-
perate, so these Neolithic sailors ferried over animals to populate the island. We do not
know much about the boats used, but it must have been challenging to bring live animals,
especially wild ones [52]. Modeling shows that it would take more than a single breeding
pair to establish a species, so this was a concerted effort [53]. Most importantly, aside
from likely stowaways such as mice and shrews, these animals were necessarily brought
deliberately and so must have been considered essential.

During the Pleistocene, Cyprus and other Mediterranean islands possessed endemic
faunas that had developed in isolation from humans and other terrestrial predators. On
Cyprus, this included pygmy elephants and hippopotami. As on the other islands, these
became extinct by the end of the Pleistocene. There is debate whether the first human
visitors in the Epipaleolithic, right at the Pleistocene/Holocene boundary (ca. 10,000 calBC)
encountered the pygmy hippopotami and perhaps hastened their demise, although recent
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research suggests they were already extinct [54–56]. If they were extinct, there would
have been virtually no terrestrial mammalian animals. These first visitors appear to have
stocked the island with wild boar, much as later sailors have done on many of the world’s
remote islands to provide a meat supply for future journeys, e.g., [57]. While poor in native
terrestrial mammals, Cyprus has rich marine resources and abundant bird life, especially
during migration when it is an important stopover for birds crossing the Mediterranean.
These resources are probably what drew subsequent visitors through the PPNA, who also
hunted the wild boar. These naturalized boars were then locally domesticated in the early
PPNB [58].

Actual settlement, as opposed to brief visits, occurred in the later PPNA and acceler-
ated at the beginning of the PPNB, notably at Shillourokambos [59–61]. The late PPNA
settlers at Klimonas relied heavily on the previously introduced boar and seem to have
brought only domestic dogs and morphologically wild but commensal cats [61]. By the
early PPNB at Shillourokambos and contemporary sites, though, the inhabitants embarked
on a much more ambitious program of animal introductions. These animals include some
we tend to think of as domestic (cattle, sheep, goats) and some we think of as wild (fallow
deer, fox); they also started to raise pigs rather than hunt them. At this point we see only
the murky beginnings of herding on the mainland, and all the animals transported were
morphologically wild [62]. As a further twist, the domestic dogs introduced in the PPNA
survive only as a feral population in the early PPNB, occasionally hunted and eaten [63].

On the one hand, this blurs the line between wild and domestic, for these proto-
Cypriots apparently captured and transported wild animals in some quantities—a form of
wildlife management that verges on herding. On the other hand, once they got to Cyprus,
they appear to have herded some species (the ones we would expect, although pigs/boar,
the first animals transported, were apparently hunted at first), while they set others loose
to establish wild populations that they then hunted, judging from the mortality profiles.

Apparently the wild and domestic species played distinct but culturally necessary
roles. At Shillourokambos, butchering and cooking traces show the foxes were skinned
and then eaten [63]. Fox hides may have been required for costumes in certain ceremonies,
see [64], or perhaps living foxes were essential wild companions, playing a trickster role
similar to the coyote in the American West—fox remains are surprisingly common at Near
Eastern Epipaleolithic and Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites [65–68]. Foxes or fox parts appear in
human burials in these same periods [69–71], and they are frequently depicted in PPNA
Upper Mesopotamia [72–74].

Boar and especially deer hunting may have been a crucial way of performing mas-
culinity or demonstrating maturity. Jean-Denis Vigne and Jean Guilaine [63] suggest that a
perceived distinction between wild and domestic was not established until the late PPNB,
but I would argue that the contrasting treatment of fallow deer as opposed to cattle, sheep,
and goats indicates an earlier distinction.

4.2. PPNA Upper Mesopotamia

A striking feature of the PPN throughout the Near East, and particularly in Upper
Mesopotamia, is that during the time that people were committing to cultivation and herding,
the imagery they produced, much of it in what might be considered sacred contexts, is not
of fertility and pastoral scenes but rather wild and often dangerous animals [72,75–78]. The
carvings at PPNA Göbekli Tepe are particularly spectacular and well-known, but similar
imagery occurs in different media elsewhere [73,79,80]. Animals were depicted in earlier
periods, but with much less emphasis on threatening teeth and claws, or venomous creatures
such as snakes, scorpions, and spiders.

At this point, plant cultivation was well established in this area [81], and early ex-
periments with herding seem likely, since it is evident in the zooarchaeological record
in the early PPNB [41], confirmed by the evidence from Cyprus. I will not explore here
the reasons that Neolithic people responded to the beginnings of domestication with a
celebration of the wild, but simply note that bringing plants and animals into the human
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sphere created wildness [15]. Prior to domestication, humans were interested in other
species and interacted with them, but they would not form a single category of the Wild.
I suggest that this category was constructed, with associations of danger and death, in
response to the development of a multispecies domestic sphere.

4.3. Çatalhöyük

Çatalhöyük is a large tell site on the Konya Plain in central Anatolia; the Neolithic East
Mound was continuously occupied from 7100–6000 calBC. First excavated in the 1960s by
James Mellaart [82–86], Ian Hodder directed renewed work there from 1993–2017 [87–101].
This discussion is based on results excavated by the Hodder project through 2008. The
mound is composed of layers of closely-packed mudbrick houses. In contrast to Upper
Mesopotamia, there are no public buildings; ritual as well as mundane activities occurred
in and around the houses, and likely on the perimeter of the site.

Domestic sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs were available to the east when the settlement
was founded but were adopted selectively. Dogs, sheep, and goats were mainly domestic
from the earliest levels; the remaining species (principally cattle, equids, and a few boar
and deer) are all wild, except that some domestic cattle appear in the later levels of the
site [102–104].

Corresponding wild and domestic forms are treated differently in every case. The
fairly scant wolf remains at the site are almost entirely skull (in fact mandibles and teeth)
and feet, suggesting that wolves mainly came to the site as skins. The only remains from
elsewhere in the body are all from the forelimb (although they are spread through the
sequence): four ulnae and a humerus. One ulna is worked into a heavy point, while
another had been set into an interior wall and used as a hook, perhaps for a demolished
installation such as a bucranium. Two articulated paws occur in special deposits associated
with rebuilding a series of superimposed houses; the adjoining midden deposits also have a
high proportion of the site’s wolf remains. This kind of limited representation can indicate
a taboo, where wolves could be killed but not eaten, and selected body parts were brought
back for special purposes [105,106].

Dogs, on the other hand, are relatively common and remains come from throughout
the body. They were occasionally eaten but usually not. Their presence is also attested
by gnawed and digested bones, although the distribution of gnawed bones shows that
dogs were not allowed in the houses [107]. Dogs were not buried but rather disposed of in
middens or abandoned houses. Possibly those placed in houses after their use were meant
to protect the inhabitants (people were buried below house floors, and in one case a puppy
was placed on top of a platform with human burials below) or the house built above. The
only worked dog bones are a set of 25 tooth beads strung along with one badger tooth bead
and several stone beads on an anklet worn by a ten-year-old child buried in Building 44,
one of the houses with a wolf paw deposit [108,109]. Thus, dogs were restricted in their
movements, and perhaps subject to a different kind of taboo that prohibited eating them
under ordinary circumstances but gave less power to their remains. However, they may
have been valued as guardians in both life and death [110].

Domestic goats and especially sheep provided most of the meat for ordinary meals
throughout the sequence. In the later periods, they are also found in feasting remains,
especially those associated with the closing of houses, whereas earlier feasts mainly fea-
tured wild cattle and equids [111]. Horns or frontlets of male wild goats and sheep were
sometimes built into house features, such as the wild rams in an earlier phase of a bench in
Building 52 [112], later fitted with wild cattle horns; or those placed with care in abandoned
houses. Horns of domestic sheep and goats sometimes occur in the deposits of feasting
remains, but otherwise do not get special treatment [102–104,113]. The astragali of domestic
sheep and goats, and to a much lesser extent of other ruminants including wild sheep
and goats, are collected in the later periods into caches, some of them worked to varying
degrees, for use as knucklebones in child’s play, gambling, or divination.
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The only real animal burial (as opposed to parts of animals in human burials or
disposal of dog remains) is a female lamb buried with an adult male human [114]. There is,
however, a sense of ambivalence about the inclusion of the lamb. It was separated from
the man by a mat that ran under the lamb and over the man, so that they did not actually
touch. Someone held the lamb’s feet straight up while the grave was filled, presumably to
keep them from falling across the man. In the Near Eastern Neolithic in general, burials
of complete animals are usually domestic and often young [114]. Although the mourners
seem hesitant about whether the lamb belonged in the grave, and treated it as though it
posed a danger of contamination, it probably was a personal possession like other grave
goods at the site, marking the lamb as property. In sum, domestic sheep and goats were
used in a number of ways, but do not seem to carry the kind of spiritual power that adheres
to their wild counterparts.

Wild cattle, or aurochsen, and especially wild bulls, carried strong symbolic value at
Çatalhöyük, although they were always a minority of the assemblage [75,115–123]. Indeed,
it is interesting that they are not more frequent, since their very large size indicates that the
Konya Plain provided prime habitat [103]. The early Holocene Konya Plain was a mosaic
of steppe and wetlands, with the aurochsen probably primarily inhabiting the steppe
areas [124]. The aurochs habitat was close enough to Çatalhöyük that hunters brought
all body parts back to the settlement. While their larger size means that aurochsen made
a substantial contribution to the diet, they were not treated as a staple meat source. The
prestige of the hunt and the social benefits of sharing out the meat may have been more
important than the calories.

Cattle are a key component of feasting deposits, with males over-represented in these
and other special contexts [103]. Cattle parts are frequently found in what I have termed
commemorative deposits: idiosyncratic selections of items buried beneath house floors
that appear to represent specific events [125]. These commemorative deposits were buried
on the south and west sides of houses, while human burials are generally on the north
and east, implying a certain complementarity. If humans were buried in houses so that
ancestors, in the broad sense, could protect and benefit the inhabitants, it implies that these
material talismans of ceremonies also had protective and beneficial power, and perhaps
even that cattle were regarded as a kind of ancestor, possibly invoking a mythic past when
humans and cattle were not distinct [118].

Wild bull horns were incorporated into houses in both visible and invisible ways [121].
As well as the hidden commemorative deposits, horns were sometimes concealed in walls.
They were also set into benches, on pillars, and in clay heads. These displays likely served
as trophies that attested to past hunts and feasts, but given the concealed horn deposits,
they probably also enhanced the power of the house [122]. The only domestic cattle horn
treated in a similar fashion is a single bull horn set into an internal wall, without a clay head.
This is a different treatment from the other displayed horns, which are always frontlets. It
was likely a hook for another installation or item, and in fact is in the same house as the
wolf ulna hook.

Clearly aurochsen played a major role in the social and religious lives of the inhabitants
of Çatalhöyük, and to a lesser degree of the Neolithic Near East in general. Other sites also
have aurochs heads and horns placed in buildings, as well as cattle imagery, but not in the
quantities we see at Çatalhöyük. Jacques Cauvin [126] argued, largely reading back from
Çatalhöyük, that a bull god entered the pantheon in the PPNB of the Near East, joining the
goddess who had emerged earlier. I am more inclined to see bulls as powerful spirit beings
than gods, but in any case, most agree that they had religious significance.

The founders of Çatalhöyük could have brought domestic cattle as well as sheep and
goats, or captured and herded local aurochsen, but they did not. Benjamin Arbuckle’s
recent meta-analysis of faunal data from Neolithic Anatolia shows that, in fact, domestic
cattle skipped over Central Anatolia (not only Çatalhöyük) and were herded to the west
for about 500 years before they were adopted in Central Anatolia [127–130]. They reached
the Lake District to the west of Çatalhöyük by 7000 calBC, only shortly after Çatalhöyük
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was settled. Thus, the lack of domestic cattle at Çatalhöyük and other Central Anatolian
sites was a deliberate choice, a refusal to treat cattle like domestic sheep and goats. I argue
that the intensity and importance of the relationship of humans with wild cattle persons,
integral to the protection and prosperity of house and household, perhaps felt as kin, was so
great and so spiritually central that it was unthinkable to render other cattle into property,
or to care for them like perpetual children [118]. At Çatalhöyük, the aurochsen cared for
the people. The distinction between wild and domestic cattle was stark for them, and the
relations of herding were offensive in a way that was not true for sheep and goats.

However, eventually Central Anatolians, including the residents of Çatalhöyük, did
accept domestic cattle. At Çatalhöyük, this happens at a time of many changes at the
site [131,132]. These include more independence of houses in production, and more
marking of individuals seen, for instance, in a proliferation of types and amounts of
adornment, and in the movement of motifs from large objects built into houses (reliefs,
bucrania) to small portable objects (stamp seals, pottery decoration). Feasting intensifies
and diversifies, and may become more competitive [111]. Perhaps domestic cattle were
adopted to supplement aurochsen in these feasts, and sheep and goats were also included.
Bone tool types in the earlier levels were shared with sites to the east, while in the later
levels they are shared with sites to the west [133]. Harvey Whitehouse and Ian Hodder [134]
argue that religious practice shifted from infrequent, dramatic ceremonies in the early levels
to frequent, less dramatic rituals in the later levels. These religious and ideological changes
apparently reduced the spiritual power of aurochsen, although they did not eliminate it as
cattle remains still appear in special deposits and in fact some of the most dramatic cattle
depictions come from the later levels [123].

These changes were contested. The inception of these changes and the appearance
of the first domestic cattle were marked by an intensification of wild cattle displays, as
if to assert the power of the aurochs against the challenge of cattle herding [104]. Where
previously special deposits might contain one or two horns or scapulae, now they often
occur in much larger quantities (as many as eight scapulae or 22 horns). The horns set
in benches and pillars are largely a feature of these transitional levels as well (Figure 2).
Many houses were burned at the end of their life cycle at this time, and not before or after.
The burning appears to be a deliberate and dramatic way of closing the houses rather
than accidental fires or the result of warfare [131,135,136]. As noted, when domestic cattle
were adopted they were used in feasts but not in displays (with the possible exception
of the single horn set in the wall of Building 1). Moreover, the addition of cattle herding
did not increase the numbers of cattle at the site. Rather, the total number of cattle, wild
and domestic, remained about the same, while there was a sharp increase in domestic
sheep [104].

Arbuckle’s analysis also showed that domestic pigs similarly skipped over Central
Anatolia to spread to the Lake District at the same time as domestic cattle, although they
were a bit slower than cattle in reaching northwest Anatolia [127,129]. They were also much
slower to be adopted in Central Anatolia, where they do not appear until the Chalcolithic
(ca. 4500 calBC). I suggest there was a different dynamic at work here, but again there was
a distinction in the treatment of wild and domestic forms. Wild boar were less common
than one would expect at Çatalhöyük, given that the marshy habitat surrounding the site
in the early Holocene should have favored them. They were much more prevalent at the
earlier Boncuklu site 10 km away [137]. Wild boar remains from throughout the body
were found in areas on the edge of the Çatalhöyük settlement, and boar were somewhat
commoner there. On site, they are heavily biased to heads. This pattern suggests a partial
taboo, where some categories of people could kill and eat boar, but they did so off-site or
on the periphery, bringing only select pieces into the settlement to prevent contact with
categories of people to whom boar were taboo [105,106].



Animals 2022, 12, 2335 8 of 14Animals 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  8  of  14 
 

 

Figure 2. Aurochs horns on pillars on northeast platform in burnt Building 77 (photo by Jason Quin‐

lan, Çatalhöyük Research Project). 

Arbuckle’s analysis also showed that domestic pigs similarly skipped over Central 

Anatolia to spread to the Lake District at the same time as domestic cattle, although they 

were a bit slower  than cattle  in reaching northwest Anatolia  [127,129]. They were also 

much slower to be adopted in Central Anatolia, where they do not appear until the Chal‐

colithic (ca. 4500 calBC). I suggest there was a different dynamic at work here, but again 

there was a distinction in the treatment of wild and domestic forms. Wild boar were less 

common than one would expect at Çatalhöyük, given that the marshy habitat surround‐

ing the site in the early Holocene should have favored them. They were much more prev‐

alent at the earlier Boncuklu site 10 km away [137]. Wild boar remains from throughout 

the body were found in areas on the edge of the Çatalhöyük settlement, and boar were 

somewhat commoner there. On site, they are heavily biased to heads. This pattern sug‐

gests a partial taboo, where some categories of people could kill and eat boar, but they did 

so off‐site or on the periphery, bringing only select pieces into the settlement to prevent 

contact with categories of people to whom boar were taboo [105,106]. 

Boar remains, mainly from the head and primarily mandibles, are found in special 

deposits and set into architecture, but in much smaller quantities than cattle [123]. Boar 

are depicted at Çatalhöyük and elsewhere [78,123]. These treatments, as well as the taboo, 

mark them as spiritually powerful animals, but they do not seem to have held the same 

kind of kinship relation to humans that cattle did. Domestic pigs may have been similar 

enough to invoke the taboo but lacked the symbolic cachet of wild boar. 

4.4. Elsewhere in the Fertile Crescent 

I have focused on three relatively restricted case studies that illustrate, in differing 

ways, conceptual distinctions between wild and domestic animals. Finds elsewhere in the 

greater Fertile Crescent region also attest to these distinctions. 

In the Levant, aurochsen were often the featured food at feasts [138,139]. Aurochs 

remains, especially skulls and horns, were placed in buildings as foundation, closing, or 

Figure 2. Aurochs horns on pillars on northeast platform in burnt Building 77 (photo by Jason
Quinlan, Çatalhöyük Research Project).

Boar remains, mainly from the head and primarily mandibles, are found in special
deposits and set into architecture, but in much smaller quantities than cattle [123]. Boar
are depicted at Çatalhöyük and elsewhere [78,123]. These treatments, as well as the taboo,
mark them as spiritually powerful animals, but they do not seem to have held the same
kind of kinship relation to humans that cattle did. Domestic pigs may have been similar
enough to invoke the taboo but lacked the symbolic cachet of wild boar.

4.4. Elsewhere in the Fertile Crescent

I have focused on three relatively restricted case studies that illustrate, in differing
ways, conceptual distinctions between wild and domestic animals. Finds elsewhere in the
greater Fertile Crescent region also attest to these distinctions.

In the Levant, aurochsen were often the featured food at feasts [138,139]. Aurochs
remains, especially skulls and horns, were placed in buildings as foundation, closing, or
other special deposits, or were arranged in pits [140–142]. At PPNC Beisamoun, a wild
boar skull was placed in a human grave, and an intact wild boar was apparently buried on
its own [140]. It appears that as domestic livestock began to be herded, aurochsen played
less of a role in feasting while the body parts of these and other wild animals were more
often deployed in special deposits [138,139].

At the other end of the Fertile Crescent in the Zagros region, aurochsen seem to carry
less spiritual power, with wild boar and caprines along with large raptors dominating
special deposits. At Asiab, at least 19 wild boar skulls, a bear skull, and red deer antler were
carefully arranged in a pit [143]. At Sheik-e Abad, wild goat and wild sheep skulls were
likewise arranged along with a large bird bone on a room floor [144,145]. The combination
of wild goats and raptors recurs at Zawi Chemi Shanidar [146,147], while at Ganj Dareh
two sheep skulls were mounted vertically on a wall [148,149].
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5. Conclusions

In this brief review of early domesticates and their wild counterparts in the Neolithic
Near East, it is apparent that while the roles of both wild and domestic animals vary by
taxon (and in fact by sex in at least some cases, and no doubt in other ways), in every case
wild and domestic forms are treated and surely regarded differently. Indeed, the early
settlers of Cyprus distinguished between wild and domestic animals even as they secured
supplies of both to populate the island. As well as establishing their herds, they needed
some animals to be there, but to be wild. On the other hand, the nature of human relations
with specific wild animals impeded the adoption of some domesticates in central Anatolia
and may have shaped the spread of herding elsewhere. Regional variation in which wild
species held special spiritual power or symbolic cachet are also apparent. Indeed, there are
local differences at a finer geographic scale and even from site to site, as well as through
time, that are too complex to follow here but surely reflect belief and ritual practice in
each community.

Domestic animals were useful but received very little attention in the Neolithic sym-
bolic sphere; the same was true of plant agriculture even as it created profound social
changes. Perhaps in active resistance to the new practices of cultivation and herding, or at
any rate in contrast to them, the people of the earlier Neolithic instead intensified their ritual
relations with wild animals. Hunting may have become more performative as it became
less essential to subsistence. Domestication created not only new kinds of relationships
with animals and the land, but also a new category of the Wild, set off from the Domestic
of field and herd as well as settlement. The line between nature and culture was drawn
more strongly.
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