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INTRODUCTION

GORDON LINDSAY CAMPBELL

THERE has been quite a surge in recent years in interest in animals in
antiquity, and this volume is intended to present a broad survey of attitudes
to animals in the classical world by some of the leading contemporary
scholars. Each chapter can stand alone as a starting point for investigation
into each topic, and each has a useful section on suggested reading for
further investigation, but the book may also be read as a whole as a
coherent commentary on the whole field of scholarship. The main pre-
existing volumes, the Berg Cultural History of Animals (Kalof, 2007), and
Pecus: Man and Animal in Antiquity (Santillo Frizell, 2004) are also very
well worth consulting, and may offer in some cases a more theoretical
approach than I offer here.

Before I started editing this volume my main interest was in literary and
philosophical animals in the ancient world, but, encouraged by the
anonymous readers for OUP and my editors, I have broadened out the book
to include the realities of animals in the ancient world, and this I hope has
provided a much broader and more balanced spread of chapter topics.

Animals are ‘good to think with’, and ancient treatments of animals,
whether in art, literature, or philosophy, often generate more questions than
answers. For example, the question ‘are we animals?’ can be answered in
many ways. Most ancient writers who try to answer this definitively say
that we are indeed animals, but animals with special attributes that enabled
us to separate ourselves from animalkind and develop the language, culture,
and technology that make us human. Other writers may agree that we are
animals, but warn that we are in danger of backsliding into a bestial state if
we fail to continue to practise the culture that originally made us human.
The Arcadians in particular are always in danger of turning into wolves if
they will insist on carrying on eating people (Hartog, 2001: 133–50). In art
and mythology, Centaurs ask a similar question about humans and animals;
a Centaur is part human and part horse, a hybrid animal that forms a unity,



but the line between horse and human is clearly to be seen. A Centaur is a
walking illustration of the impossibility of a human–animal hybrid and at
the same time a dire warning of what could happen if we were to transgress
the boundaries of human and divine law, as did Ixion when he tried to rape
Hera but only succeeded in raping a cloud, Nephele, who then gave birth to
Centaurus, the first Centaur. Seemingly driven by their transgressive
origins, the main job of Centaurs in myth is to undermine marriage, the
bedrock of Greek society, to attend weddings, get horribly drunk, and try to
carry off the bride. Heroes, such as Heracles and Theseus, then have to step
in, fight the Centaurs, and restore the sanctity of human marriage (see
especially Dubois, 1982).

If the Centaurs display the extremes of inhuman bestiality, there is also a
strong tradition in the ancient world of the superiority of animals to
humans. Democritus says that we are foolish to imagine that we are
superior to animals since they have been our teachers in many arts: the
spider in weaving, the swallow in house-building, and the swan in singing
(DK68 B154). Similarly Lucretius says that we should not think this world
was made for us; if it was made for anyone it was for the animals since they
are so much better adapted to it than we are (On the Nature of the Universe
5.195–234). This volume starts with some of the earliest examples of the
exploration of these questions, Aesop’s fables. According to Aesop, once
upon a time animals could speak and held assemblies in the woods. They
had language and political society, two things that are regularly thought to
be specifically human attributes according to many ancient sources. We are
intended to learn moral lessons from Aesop’s animal fables: to learn from
the animals.

Also crucially important in understanding ancient ideas about animals is
their treatment in art. Therefore one of the longest chapters in the book is
devoted to this subject. This is an extraordinarily rich field of enquiry and
worthy of many volumes of its own, but as with all the chapters in this
handbook it is intended as an introduction to the subject and supplies
valuable advice to aid the reader in further study. Comic, epic, and tragic
animals follow, giving strong insights into literary treatments of questions
of human, animal, and divine identities and interactions. Often attitudes to
and uses of animals in literature cast a powerful light on ancient society. In
comedy humans often take on animal characteristics, and sometimes, as in
the Birds, animals feature as characters in their own right rather than just in



animal choruses. In epic, animals may have a moral function, or serve to
illustrate the natures of the various heroes and other characters: Achilles is
associated with the lion, Odysseus with the eagle, and so on. In tragedy,
animal imagery is often used to illustrate deep human emotion, and to
explore the ‘middle ground’ between human and animal.

The realities of human–animal interaction are also well covered in this
volume. Animal husbandry, farming, animals and the market, insects,
domestication, the fauna of the ancient Mediterranean, fish and fishing,
among other topics, are studied in impressive depth and detail. I have
learned a very great deal from these chapters and hope to follow the leads
suggested by the authors and improve my knowledge of these aspects of
animals in the ancient world. On animal domestication, I have been
fascinated to learn that humans and animals ‘symbiotically domesticated
each other in separate regions, on three different continents (Africa, Asia,
Europe)’, people reaching Cyprus with their herds from the Levant about
9000 BC and the Aegean about 7000 BC. In animal husbandry, ‘the
technical sophistication and productivity of Graeco-Roman animal
husbandry has become increasingly clear’, and the quality of ancient
livestock would not be matched until Holland’s Golden Age or the
agricultural revolution in England. In the chapter on animals and the
market, we learn that ancient ideas of wealth and worth were dominated at
least from Homer onwards by ‘value economics’. That is, that wealth
properly should consist of land and animals, and all other forms of wealth
and wealth production, especially mercantilism, tended to be regarded as
‘improper’ and ‘grasping’. I am personally very attracted by these ideas.
The fauna of the ancient Mediterranean world is also well surveyed here,
and I am sure that the reader will be surprised by the presence of some
(now) exotic animals in ancient Greece and Italy, including porcupines in
Sicily and lions in northern Greece.

More abstract topics such as animal communication, the origin of
species, gastronomy and meat eating, and pets are also studied in breadth
and detail. The question of whether animals have language, or whether
humans exclusively possessed language as our defining characteristic in
antiquity is closely examined.

Meat eating in antiquity could be somewhat tricky since most meats were
the product of ‘luxurious pastures’, and usually had to be properly
sacrificed before being eaten. Tricky also, unlike other farm products, were



cows to barter or take down to the shops expecting change. In late antiquity
we hear that special dispensation could be given to the sick for eating
unsacrificed meat, given the paucity of sacrificed meat under Christian
persecution of ancient religious practices.

Defining what constituted pets can also be difficult. As the author of the
chapter on pets in this volume says, the range of possible pets is very broad:
‘Sheep dogs, hunting dogs, guard dogs; draught horses, cavalry horses,
circus horses; mice-catching weasels, cats, and snakes; even some domestic
livestock, including cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and chickens, among others,
may have been named or arguably cared for as “pets”, in addition to their
roles as “working” or “productive” animals.’

I hope my own chapter on the origin of life and of species will be of use
to those concerned not only with the ancient world but also with modern
theories and the later reception of ancient ideas. The chapter on animals in
warfare may well be an eye-opener for many readers, with the use of
scorpions and burning pigs as offensive weapons, among other abuses of
animals as weapons. It may be satisfying to read that Lucretius was correct
in claiming that such ‘weapons’ frequently rebounded upon those who sent
them, as will the chapters on animals and magic, and animals and
divination. These aspects of the use of animals are crucial to our
understanding of the ancient world. We are not separate from the animal
world, and the will of the gods or simply of nature can be determined
through the behaviour and health of animals. Otherwise, this close link can
be exploited to our advantage or to the disadvantage of others by other
humans whom we can curse using animal magic.

Animal sacrifice was crucially important in antiquity and is granted one
of the longest chapters in this book. Important questions are of whether we
can say we can have a proper society if we do not have shared animal
sacrifice, and of whether we can possibly consider ourselves humane if we
do sacrifice animals. Animals in late antiquity and Christianity, and part-
animal gods, carry on the theme of animals in religion. The author of the
chapter on part-animal gods argues that ‘The animal god, as an idea, is
dead; but its carcass continues to block the flow of scholarship on the
subject of theriomorphism in Greek religion. It has to be moved gently
aside, and the best way of doing this is by studying the remarkably
prevalent ancient practice of depicting gods in hybrid form, as partly



theriomorphic, partly anthropomorphic.’ This puts me firmly in my place, at
least, and I hope it will do the same to the reader as well.

Metamorphosis is another crucially important topic, closely related to
questions about the origins of species and ideas of what makes us and keeps
us human, and this topic is also granted one of the longest chapters in the
book. Clearly, in the ancient world there was often a fear hovering about the
possibility of losing human status. But would that really be a bad thing?
Perhaps we could be rescued from the evils of human life by becoming
animals once more. Gryllus preferred being a pig, after all. Wondrous
animals inhabit a similar conceptual landscape to metamorphic creatures,
although they tend to wander the outer regions of the world, especially to
the East. Wonder grows as ancient writers survey the East, and the norms of
nature start to break down as we meet dog-headed people and gold-mining
ants. Egyptian animals are closely related to the wondrous animals of the
East, but perhaps more real. Everything is distorted and back to front there,
and the interface between the mundane and sacred worlds could well be
moderated more between animals and the divine than the human and divine.

Moving more into reality for a few chapters, we survey public
exhibitions of animals in triumphs, wild beast shows, and horse and chariot
racing. It is difficult for us to understand the cruelty of wild beast shows,
and how they could be enjoyable to watch; perhaps this form of
entertainment provides the widest cultural gulf between us and antiquity.
Horse racing, on the other hand, is still extremely popular, and before we
get too pious about our moral superiority over the ancients, we have
recently learned what happens to racehorses that don’t make the grade.

Then we come to philosophical animals and the arguments and opinions
of the ancient schools of philosophy on the place of animals in the world.
This is a very valuable survey, as is the following chapter on vegetarianism
and animal entitlements. This has been the focus of considerable attention
in recent years, and readers way well find these studies illuminating.

The final three chapters return to perhaps more technical territory, with
the topics of ancient zoological knowledge, ancient fossil discoveries and
interpretations, and veterinary medicine. Readers may well be intrigued by
the chapter on fossils and their interpretation in the ancient world. If the
author is correct, then we may well have to reconsider how we approach
ancient ideas of mythical beasts. I have begun to see ancient fossil evidence
everywhere in ancient sources, anyway.



After five years of work, I am very glad that the volume is finally
completed. I hope it is a significant addition to the scholarship on animals
in the ancient world, and that readers will find it a useful tool and a guide
for further investigation. Nunc est bibendum.

Gordon Lindsay Campbell
National University of Ireland

Maynooth, 2014
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CHAPTER 1

AESOP AND ANIMAL FABLE

JEREMY B. LEFKOWITZ

INTRODUCTION
IT is a commonplace to assert that the anthropomorphic animals of fable
have nothing in common with real animals. Famous stories such as ‘The
Tortoise and the Hare’ (Perry 226), ‘The Fox and the Grapes’ (Perry 15),
and ‘The Ant and the Cricket’ (Perry 373), epitomize the fable’s tendency
to project human instincts and responses onto animal protagonists with little
concern for naturalism or genuine animal behaviour. But, in granting speech
to animals, fables not only endow animals with the quintessential faculty of
the human mind, they also draw attention to questions about what
differentiates human from animal by manipulating a standard marker of the
boundary between the two categories. Moreover, our notions of what the
ancient fable is and does have undergone radical revision over the past
several decades, making it increasingly difficult to characterize the genre’s
attitude towards animals in simple terms. After offering brief overviews of
sources and scholarly approaches to the Graeco-Latin fable, this chapter
will attempt to identify tensions in fable between the symbolic valence of
anthropomorphic animals and authentic concerns about real animals. By
drawing attention to some of the ways in which the fable engaged in
dialogue with the literary and cultural contexts from which it emerged, this
chapter aims to lay open numerous pathways for exploration of the fable’s
interaction with contemporaneous conceptions of and anxieties about
animals in the Classical world.



AESOP’S FABLES: SOURCES AND
APPROACHES

It is tempting to take the animal fable as a starting point for an investigation
of Greek and Roman ideas about animals. After all, despite the exclusively
textual nature of our evidence for the ancient fable, it is generally assumed
that written fables bear traces of an oral tradition that stretches back to the
very dawn of history. Before the occurrence of the earliest Greek animal
fables in the poems of Hesiod (Works and Days 202–12) and Archilochus
(frs. 172–81 West), and long before the earliest reference to the legendary
fabulist Aesop in the fifth century BC (Herodotus, Histories 2.134), the
genre had already enjoyed a long history in the Near East, from where, most
scholars agree, the fable migrated to Greece during the ‘orientalizing
revolution’ of the archaic period (Burkert, 1992; cf. Meuli, 1954; Nøjgaard,
1964: i.431–41; Perry, 1965: xi–xxxiv; Karadagli, 1981: 6–52; West, 1997:
319). The Greeks themselves considered the fable to be of great antiquity,
and in a number of instances Greek authors associate the fable with various
exotic figures (e.g., Conis the Cilician, Thouros the Sybarite, and Cybissus
the Libyan) and locales (e.g., Libya, Phrygia, Cilicia, Caria, Egypt) that had
reputations as sources of wisdom in the Greek imagination.

But there are good reasons to be cautious when calibrating the antiquity
of any Greek or Latin fable or when reflecting generally on the purity and
primordiality of the wisdom the tradition espouses. For one, all of the extant
fables to which we have access are found either in highly developed and
sophisticated literary contexts (e.g., in the works of authors such as
Aristophanes, Aristotle, Callimachus, Horace, Phaedrus, and Babrius) or in
late prose collections (our oldest substantial prose collection, the Collectio
Augustana, probably dates from the second or third century AD), in which
the narrative style and linguistic register suggest a deliberate and cultivated
air of simplicity (Perry, 1962: 343). The rhetorician Nicolaus recommends
an approach to fable composition that aptly describes what we encounter in
the extant prose collections that form the basis of what we have come to
know as ‘Aesop’s fables’:

The language (phrasis) should be very simple, straightforward, unassuming, and free of all
subtlety and periodic expression, so that the meaning is absolutely clear and the words do
not appear to be loftier in stature than the actors, especially when these are animals.



(Nicolaus, Progymnasmata 2.11)

The simple style of the fable—one of its trademarks—is often a studied
ruse, designed to strip away evidence of artistry in order to give the prosaic
narratives an air of archaism and authenticity (cf. Quintilian, Institutiones
Oratoriae 1.9.2–3). When one considers that the earliest prose collection
we know of is the lost ‘collection of Aesopic fables’ (Aisopeiōn logōn
sunagogē, Diogenes Laertius, Lives 5.80) compiled by Demetrius of
Phaleron in the fourth century BC, and when one acknowledges the
enormous gulf that lies between a collection such as the Collectio
Augustana and the sixth century BC, when Aesop was supposed to have
flourished as a logopoios (‘fable-maker’) (Herodotus, Histories 2.134), it
becomes clear that anyone wishing to develop an informed sense of the
antiquity or style of Aesopic fables will first need to come to terms with the
diverse goals and motivations of the various authors who wrote them down.

For Greek and Roman authors, the genre ‘fable’ and its legendary
founder ‘Aesop’ are not mutually distinct categories. Aesop left no writing
and no single fable can be securely ascribed to him, but he was so
prominent as a fable-teller that stories, anecdotes, proverbs, and other types
of narrative became associated with his name because they conform to
certain loosely defined stylistic prerequisites. Thus the tradition
appropriates massive amounts of material under the name ‘Aesop’ with
little or no concern for historicity. It is telling that even the earliest authors
to associate particular fables with Aesop in the fifth and fourth centuries
already use the adjective Aesopikos (Aristophanes, Wasps 1259) or refer to
stories in the style of Aesop (Plato, Phaedo 60b; cf. Phaedrus 3.29).

Sources
Our sources for the Greek and Latin fable fall into four categories of
evidence:

(1) Fables are told, either in whole or in part, in diverse genres of Greek
and Latin literature, prose and verse, in periods ranging from Archaic
Greece to Late Antiquity. Some of the most famous examples are: Hesiod
(Works and Days 202–12), Archilochus (fr. 172–81 West), Aeschylus
(Myrmidons fr. 139 Radt), Herodotus (Histories 1.141), Aristophanes
(Wasps 1401–5; 1427–32; 1435–40; Birds 471–5), Plato (Phaedo 60b–c;
Phaedrus 259 b–c), Aristotle (Rhetoric 1393b10–22; 1393b22–1394a1),



Ennius (Satires fr. 21–58 Vahlen), Horace (Satires 6.79–117), and Livy
(2.32.5–12). Beginning in the fifth century BC, fables embedded in other
genres are occasionally ascribed to Aesop with varying degrees of
specificity; sometimes a fable is ascribed to Aesop with reference to a
particular moment in the fabulist’s life when he may have told such a fable
(e.g., Aristophanes, Wasps 1441f.), while in other instances there is only
vague reference to a story told in the manner of Aesop (Plato, Phaedo 60c)
(West, 1984). Rarely does an author simply address a fable to the reader or
audience directly. Usually a scene of fable-telling is represented, in which a
character (or the narrator/poetic persona, e.g., in Hesiod and Horace) is
imagined to be telling a fable to a specific addressee(s) in a particular
situation for a specified reason.

(2) Fables are preserved in Greek and Latin fable collections, in prose
and verse, beginning with the lost collection of Demetrius of Phalerum
(c.350–280 BC), which Diogenes Laertius described as a ‘collection of
Aesopic stories’ (Aisōpeiōn logōn sunagogē, Diogenes Laertius, Lives
5.80), in the earliest notice of such a collection. Fragments of a fable
collection in Greek prose are preserved in Rylands Papyrus 493 (first
century AD; cf. Roberts 1938, III, 119f.), which may be a fragment of
Demetrius’s collection (Perry, 1965: xiv). Of our surviving prose
collections, it is generally agreed that the Collectio Augustana (231 fables,
known also as Recension I) is the ancestor of the collections known as
Recension Ia (143 fables), the Collectio Vindobonensis (130 fables,
Recension II), and the Collectio Accursiana (127 fables, Recension III).
There are also a number of brief collections linked to rhetorical instruction,
including a bilingual (Greek and Latin) collection ascribed to pseudo-
Dositheus (second century AD) and the Greek prose collection of
Aphthonius (fourth century AD). The verse fable books by Phaedrus (first
century AD), Babrius (early third century AD), and Avianus (late
fourth/early fifth century AD) have been most influential on the subsequent
tradition and have spawned prose paraphrases as well (e.g., the so-called
Bodleian paraphrase of Babrius and Romulus’s Aesopus Latinus, which
draws heavily, if not exclusively, on Phaedrian material). Generally, while
the authors of prose collections tend to remain anonymous (or blatantly
pseudonymous, as in the case of ‘Romulus’) and self-effacing, the authors
of verse collections are not only named but they even engage in
sophisticated reflections on authorship and, in the case of Phaedrus, literary



history. The relationships between the various major and minor collections
and the fate of the medieval manuscripts that form the basis of our modern
texts are complex problems, made in every instance more difficult by the
open, adaptable, and appropriative spirit of the fable tradition.

(3) The anonymous Life of Aesop, which was probably at one point in its
history an introductory text attached to a collection such as that of
Demetrius, is a source of several fables embedded in its narrative; but it is
of primary importance for the picture it provides of the legendary founder
of the genre. This fictionalized biography is usually dated to the second
century AD, though various elements of its narrative were known in one
form or another as early as the fifth century BC (Perry, 1936: 1–26; Nagy,
1979: 280–90, 300–316; West, 1984; Holzberg, 2002; Kurke, 2003; cf.
Adrados, 1999: 271–85, who argues for an earlier date). There seem to have
been rival traditions in antiquity on the matters of Aesop’s origins and life
as a fabulist. On the one hand, the historical record places him firmly on
Samos in the sixth century BC (Herodotus, Histories 2.134; Aristotle,
Constitution of the Samians [fr. 573 Rose]), where he gained notoriety as a
fable-teller (logopoios), and may even have defended a politician on trial
for embezzlement (Aristotle, Rhetoric 2.20). On the other hand, beginning
in the fifth century BC, there is a more legendary tradition that has Aesop
associated with major sites and figures of his day, including not only
Aesop’s infamous execution at the hands of the Delphians (Herodotus,
Histories 2.134; Aristophanes, Wasps 1443–8) and subsequent return to life
(Plato Comicus, fr. 70 KA), but also affiliations with Solon (Alexis, fr. 9
KA), Periander (Plutarch, Banquet of the Seven Sages), and Croesus
(Plutarch, Life of Solon 28). The Life of Aesop, which is usually dated to the
first or second century AD (Kurke, 2010: 5–6), draws primarily upon this
latter body of Aesopic lore, as well as borrowing motifs and episodes from
the Aramaic Story of Ahikar (cf. Life of Aesop, chs. 101–23), and numerous
other sources (cf. Wiechers, 1961; La Penna, 1962; Jedrkiewicz, 1989), to
create a novel account of the fabulist’s life. The text history is troubled,
although Perry’s edition of Vita G has become something of a standard, as it
is thought to be the oldest and fullest extant version (Perry, 1952; cf.
Papathomopoulos, 1991; Ferrari, 1997).

(4) Allusions and intertexts. Despite persistent, romantic notions that
fables bear direct traces of man’s earliest observations of the animal world,
or that they enshrine the world view of a period in which man lived closer



to nature, most scholars in recent years have downplayed fable’s putative
temporal priority and emphasized instead the fable’s interconnectedness
with other related traditions and literary genres (cf. Dijk, 1997; Adrados,
1999; Kurke, 2010). The heterogeneous category of ‘fable’ shares many
features with related types of figurative and indirect speech acts in which
animals often appear, including riddle, portent, simile, metaphor, allegory,
and especially proverb. Allusions to fables tend to appear in genres in
which animals already figure prominently, including such diverse traditions
as Attic comedy, natural history, and mock epic. But traces of fable motifs
may be found in any number of media. Influence can be expected to be (to
some degree) reciprocal in allusions to fables, with an individual fable
functioning as the seed of this or that image in some instances and in turn
bearing the traces of its deployment in a particular context in others.

Approaches to Animal Fable
The animal fable occupies a privileged position in the history of the genre;
animals play a role in roughly 75% of fables in the Collectio Augustana,
65% of Phaedrus, and 80% of Babrius. But in every period of the fable’s
history one also encounters numerous and diverse narratives considered to
be ‘fables’ that make no mention of animals, including stories featuring
plants, gods, personifications (e.g., Religio, Phaedrus 4.11; Tempus,
Phaedrus 5.8; Alēthiē, Babrius 126), and humans, both generic and pseudo-
historical (cf. Phaedrian fables featuring Socrates, Simonides, and Pompey).
A misleading ancient opinion with a good deal of currency had it that
‘Aesopic’ fables are defined by their use of animal characters, while fables
that feature humans are called either ‘Sybaritic’ or ‘Libyan’; but the original
source of this opinion, a scholiast’s comment at Aristophanes Wasps 1259,
seems to draw the distinction only from lines of that play (the source of the
only two ‘Sybaritic’ fables known to us), which in fact does not reflect so
neat a division (Dijk, 1997: 108). Despite the undeniable popularity of
talking animals in the tradition, the adjective ‘Aesopic’, from its earliest
description of a story in Aristophanic comedy until the present day, is used
to refer to a manner of telling stories rather than to any particular type of
content.

A story or anecdote may come to be recognized as a ‘fable’ for any
number of reasons, among which the most prominent are: (1) it is explicitly



referred to as an ainos, muthos, or logos, in Greek, or apologus, fabula, or
fabella, in Latin (cf. Dijk, 1997: 79–111); (2) it is ascribed to Aesop (cf.
West, 1984) or collected under Aesop’s name (Perry, 1952); (3) it contains
certain formulae and/or conventional narrative elements that are strongly
associated with the tradition, such as, for example, specific introductory and
closing formulae (Fraenkel, 1920; Karadagli, 1981), a tripartite narrative
structure (Nøjgaard, 1964), and/or an explicit announcement of the story’s
message or ‘moral’ (Perry, 1940). The latter is frequently posited as the
defining characteristic of the fable, but in fact many other indirect modes of
communication may occasionally involve the drawing out of a moralizing
message, including forms technically distinct from fable, such as the chreia
and the historical exemplum.

Traditionally, studies of the Graeco-Latin fable have been characterized
by a range of structuralist and definitional projects. The predominant
concerns of twentieth-century fable scholarship were: studies of the formal
features and content of the fable influenced by the work of Andre Jolles and
Vladimir Propp (see especially Nøjgaard, 1964); folkloric investigations
into the origins of the motifs, characters, and the geographic sources of the
fable (see especially Halliday, 1927; Meuli, 1954; Josifovic, 1974); and
traditional Quellenforschung (e.g., Chambry, 1925–6; Hausrath, 1940–56).
While the seemingly intractable problems of defining the genre and
identifying the boundaries between fable and various other forms (proverb,
exemplum, parable, chreia, etc.) continue to occupy scholars, over the past
several decades a major shift in perspective has developed, which is
reflected in the growing number of studies by classicists on the ancient
fable and the figure of Aesop. Whereas most modern approaches to fable
have been marked by an interest in various kinds of structures and origins,
recent studies show an overriding interest in contextualizing the Aesopic
fable in one way or another. In addition to major overviews such as Dijk’s
Ainoi, Muthoi, Logoi: Fables in Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic Greek
Literature (1997), the massive three-volume History of the Graeco-Latin
Fable by Adrados (1999), Holzberg’s The Ancient Fable: An Introduction
(2002), and Kurke’s Aesopic Conversations: Popular Tradition, Cultural
Dialogue, and the Invention of Greek Prose (2010), several other recent
books and articles have attempted in various ways to situate Aesop and the
fable within the broader contexts of Greek and Roman literary, social, or
cultural histories (e.g., Nagy, 1979, 1991; Winkler, 1985; Jedrkiewicz,



1989; Holzberg, 1992; Hopkins, 1993; Bloomer, 1997; Henderson, 2001;
Kurke, 2003). There have also been a few related and noteworthy efforts to
position the Greek fable within the broader context of interactions between
Archaic Greece and the traditions of the Near East (especially Burkert
(1992: 120–4) and West (1997: 495)).

This is not to say that any clear scholarly consensus has emerged on the
history of the fable, nor that contemporary scholars have lost interest in
issues relating to source and textual history. But there has been an
undeniable movement away from asking historical questions for their own
sake towards the formulation of historicizing questions—rather than
seeking to reconstruct the real fable as it originally existed or seeking to
describe the essential features of the fable, recent studies are united by an
interest in studying the presence of fables in specific contexts and in tracing
the evolution of the Aesopic tradition within broader historical and literary
developments.

A ‘Monstrous and Chaotic’ Literary Genre
In their movement away from structuralist, formalist, and folkloristic
approaches, towards more context-specific perspectives, these recent
studies reach back (explicitly, in some cases) to the work of Ben Edwin
Perry. In his monumental Aesopica (1952)—a text that, more than any other
single criterion, has come to define what counts as ‘Aesopic’—and in a
number of influential mid-century publications (Perry 1940, 1962, 1965),
Perry insisted that the fable was better understood as a kind of rhetorical
device than a literary genre, and he emphasized the fundamental importance
of acknowledging the fable’s links to its diverse literary contexts. Perry
resisted reductionist efforts to define the fable; for Perry, there is simply no
such thing as a real Aesopic fable: ‘Fable is as fable does’ (Perry, 1959:
66). Instead, there is the vast and eclectic sum-total of whatever diverse,
chronologically distinct authors decided for themselves constituted
‘Aesopica’. As he wrote in the preface to his Aesopica (Preface, x):

The range of what may rightly be called Aesopic, both by tradition and by kind, is so vast
and so repetitious as not to be worth including, even if it were possible, within the compass
of a single, necessarily monstrous and chaotic volume. A fable invented by an eighteenth-
century writer, or by one today, may be just as truly ‘Aesopic’ in all essential respects as
any of those which were made up or adapted from popular lore in antiquity after the time of
Aesop, which is to say any of the fables extant in ancient collections.



Although ancient and modern observers have frequently become
interested in the origins, definitions, and boundaries of the fable, in practice,
as Perry emphasized, the Aesopic fable is an appropriative, adaptable,
flexible, ‘monstrous and chaotic’ literary category. As Perry’s book
demonstrates, the Aesopic fable is less an independent literary genre than
an accumulation of material deployed in other genres.

Nothing to Do with the Zoo?
Despite recent efforts to situate the Aesopic fable in Greek and Roman
literary and cultural histories, scholarship on the fable remains somewhat
indifferent to animals. While it continues to be taken for granted that fables
have nothing to teach us about real animals, the emphases in recent
scholarship on the genre’s diversity and its dialogue with other forms of
cultural expression can be taken as starting points for a re-evaluation of the
conventional view that fable has nothing to do with animals qua animals.
We may now ask a number of questions. Does the anthropomorphism of
fables preclude the possibility that they may shed light on ancient views of
the animal world? To what extent was Aesopic fable in dialogue with
mainstream currents in Greek and Roman thinking about animals? How
will acknowledgement of the eclecticism and diversity of the category of
‘Aesopica’ influence our assessment of the fable’s interest in zoology?
Instead of attempting encyclopedic coverage of these problems, in what
follows I offer a series of snapshots of moments where tensions arise
between the fable’s commitment to anthropomorphism and its rootedness in
a wider discourse about the boundaries between humans and the rest of the
animal world.

BOUNDARIES BETWEEN HUMAN AND
ANIMAL IN EARLY GREEK FABLE-TELLING
Let us begin by turning directly to Hesiod’s fable of the hawk and
nightingale, the earliest animal fable in Greek literature:

And here’s a fable for kings, who’ll not need it explained:
It’s what the hawk said high in the clouds
As he carried off a speckle-throated nightingale
Skewered on his talons. She complained something pitiful,



And he made this high and mighty speech to her:
‘No sense in your crying. You’re in the grip of real strength now,
And you’ll go where I take you, songbird or not.
I’ll make a meal of you if I want, or I might let you go.
Only a fool struggles against his superiors.
He not only gets beat, but humiliated as well.’
Thus spoke the hawk, the windlord, his long wings beating.
But you, Perses, you listen to Justice
And don’t cultivate Violence.

(Hesiod, Works and Days 202–13, tr. Lombardo)

The deceptive simplicity of Hesiod’s fable obscures a number of
interpretive problems. For one, it is not clear whether Hesiod is directing
the message of the fable to the kings ‘who’ll not need it explained’
(phroneousi kai autois), to whom the fable is initially addressed (202), or if
it is aimed at his brother, Perses, who is named at line 213 and who is the
primary addressee in the rest of the poem. Second, it is not at all obvious
that there is a message to this particular fable: if Hesiod proceeds to advise
Perses to ‘listen to Justice’ (su d’ akoue Dikēs) and not to ‘cultivate
Violence’ (mēd’ hubrin ophelle), then why is the hawk—and its profoundly
harsh and unjust world view—given the last word at lines 207–11? Third, if
we presume that the fable is a kind of allegory corresponding to the
immediate context (i.e., the situation in which the narrator/Hesiod, Perses,
and the kings find themselves), then how does the symbolism operate? Is it
the case, as suggested in the scholia, that Hesiod = nightingale (aoidos =
aēdōn) and the kings = hawk? Or is it perhaps nightingale = Perses
(Hubbard, 1995) or hawk = Zeus (Nelson, 1997)? Finally, given the absence
of a number of conventional features normally associated with fable,
including especially a setting of the stage (Daly, 1961a), and given the
focus of the narrative on ‘what the hawk said’ (203), which makes the
whole thing seem more like a chreia (a pithy and ‘useful’ anecdote referring
to what someone once did or said on a specific occasion), is it even correct
to call this passage a ‘fable’?

It is worth noting that this last problem dissipates if, following the lead of
our ancient sources, we embrace the appropriative nature of the ancient
fable tradition. Indeed, Hesiod’s fable was frequently held to be exemplary
of the genre in ancient testimonies and Hesiod was mentioned as a pre-
Aesopic fabulist in a number of ancient texts (cf. Dijk, 1997: 127).
Although no ‘Hawk and Nightingale’ fables have been identified in Near
Eastern sources—despite extensive evidence of Near Eastern influence in



the rest of the Hesiodic corpus (West, 1997)—at least two versions, no
doubt influenced by Hesiod, appear in later Greek and Latin prose
compilations under the name of ‘Aesop’ (Perry 4 and 567). Moreover,
Hesiod seems to go out of his way to label this story a ‘fable’ (202).
Hesiod’s word for ‘fable’ here is ainos, a term that remained attached to
animal fable throughout antiquity (cf. Quintilian, Institutiones Oratoriae
5.11.19–21 and Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 3), but that is in fact found
in only a small number of literary fables (e.g., Hesiod, Works and Days 202,
Archililochus fr. 174 W and fr. 185 West; Callimachus fr. 194 Pfeiffer).
Nonetheless, the term’s significance for the history of the genre cannot be
overstated (Fraenkel, 1920). It is particularly useful to consider the term
ainos within the context of a network of other related words including the
verb ainittesthai (‘to hint at’, ‘to say allegorically’) (Nagy, 1979; cf. Rosen,
1984). Thus ainos terms were also used to designate ‘proverb’ (e.g.,
Callimachus fr. 178.9 Pfeiffer)—because of the oblique way in which
proverbial phrases refer to the contexts in which they are deployed—as well
as a number of other types of symbolic or metaphorical speech acts,
including ‘riddle’ (ainigma < ainittesthai) (cf. Struck, 2004). The function
of fables, in turn, was occasionally described by forms of the verb
ainittesthai (cf. Sophocles, Ajax 1158 and Aristophanes, Peace 46) and,
according to Theon (first century AD), a fable could be called an ainigma:
‘Nowadays some people even refer to fables as ainigmata’ (nūn mentoi kai
ta ainigmata ainous tines kalousi; Theon, Progymnasmata 3). In this
context, we are inclined to see the translation of ainos as ‘fable’ in Hesiod
as valid but perhaps insufficient. Packed into the sense of ainos are (1) the
presence of multiple levels of meaning and (2) a discernible ulterior motive
on the part of the speaker (cf. Homer, Odyssey 14.508; Archilochus fr. 174
West; Callimachus fr. 194.6 Pfeiffer).

But the presence of multiple audiences (the kings and Perses) in lines
202–13 and the packing of multiple levels of meaning into the ainos make
the function of animal imagery and symbolism extremely difficult for us to
decode, especially if we expect a neat correspondence between animal
protagonists and the ‘real’ human characters of the Works and Days. Is
Hesiod simultaneously attempting to persuade the kings to give ‘sound’
judgments and trying to convince Perses that he is doomed if he continues
socializing with the kings? Perhaps. Or it is the case that Hesiod, as
nightingale, must give up seeking to change the behaviour of the kings, as



hawk, and turn his attention instead to saving Perses? That scholars should
have found a number of persuasive and incompatible ways of working out
the identifications of the two birds is itself evidence that we may be dealing
with an intractable problem. If we are open to viewing animal fables as
engaged with larger currents in ancient discourse on animals in general,
then we can bracket the symbolic correspondences as just one (perhaps
irresolvable) dimension of Hesiod’s ainos. Indeed, the most persuasive
readings of Hesiod’s ainos (cf. Daly, 1961a; West, 1978; Heath, 1985;
Lamberton, 1988) have abandoned any neat solution to the problems posed
by its symbolic function and have drawn attention instead to a passage that
appears some 60 lines later:

Perses, you take all this to heart. Listen
To what’s right, and forget about violence.
The son of Kronos has laid down the law for humans.
Fish and beasts and birds of prey feed on
Each other, since there’s no justice among them.
But to men he gave justice, and that works out
All to the good.

(Hesiod, Works and Days 274–80, tr. Lombardo)

The gap between this passage and the fable is, admittedly, a cause for
concern; but the passages that intervene fall into two, roughly equal
sections (213–47, addressed to Perses, and 248–73, addressed to the kings),
in which Hesiod remains doggedly focused on the dangers of violence
(hubris) and the urgent need for justice (dikē). The implications of this
passage on any interpretation of the earlier ainos and the hawk’s triumphant
celebration of the principle of ‘might is right’ are undeniable. The hawk’s
apparent amoral application is reversed by the distinction that is
subsequently drawn between the bestial and the human order (Heath, 1985:
249). Zeus has required that humans conduct their relationships by dikē, not
—like animals—by biē. Thus it is possible to read this passage as a
retrospective rejection of the earlier animal fable tout court, and a recasting
of the talking, anthropomorphic animals as, simply, animals.

In a way, Hesiod is implying that fable-telling is a waste of time. Or, put
another way, by using talking animals merely to show that real animals
behave in ways that are not appropriate for humans, Hesiod undercuts the
central conceit of animal fable. But there are two further points that draw
attention to the potential for viewing Hesiod’s ainos as a model for the ways



in which animal fables may engage with wider discourses about animals in
the Greek world. Firstly, the basis for Hesiod’s rejection of animal fable is
the denial of justice to animals, which remains a central tenet of
conceptions of the differences between humans and animals throughout
antiquity. For example, Plato’s Protagoras (320c–322d) has the sophist
Protagoras tell a story about how Zeus gave justice to men to save them
from one another—Protagoras’s myth emphasizes that the gift was not
granted to animals, since the need for justice only arose once men had
decided to live in close quarters with each other in cities—for the very
reason of excluding animals (Sorabji, 1993: 117). Urbanization, on the one
hand, protects humans from wild animals; justice, on the other, protects
humans from each other. According to this model, any violation of justice
can potentially be cast as a disavowal of one’s essential humanity—and a
downward sliding towards animal behaviour.

The second point is this: Hesiod’s recasting of anthropomorphic animal
speech as futile is in fact paralleled in the action of the hawk towards the
nightingale. On the one hand, the fable presents a kind of animal speech—
the nightingale’s song—which is anthropomorphic (she sings, like a poet)
but completely ignored by the hawk; then there is the hawk’s retort, which
is utterly clear and audible, and which itself redescribes the nightingale’s
words as mere ‘screeching’ (lelēkas). Thus we can observe that the idea of
animal speech was already problematized in the fable, where the
nightingale attempted to communicate in human terms, but the hawk did
not listen—her anthropomorphic utterances are thrown back at her as
irrelevant animal noises in the fable itself. Thus the central conceit of the
animal fable—namely, that there was indeed a time when animals could
speak as men do—is already challenged before Hesiod’s explicit
articulation of the same idea. Speech, of course, is inextricably bound up
with Greek ideas about the differences between human and animal.
Aristotle famously denied that animals have the power of speech (logos)
(Aristotle, Politics 1.2, 1253a9–18), although he allowed that some animals
do make meaningful sounds (e.g., phone, semantikos psophos, semainein)
(Aristotle, De Animalibus 2.8, 420b9–421a6; Politics 1.2, 1253a10–14).
Aristotle’s insistence that animals do not have words (onomata) was
grounded in the belief that words involve a convention (suntheke)
(Aristotle, De Interpretatione 2, 16a26–9) (cf. Sorabji, 1993: 81). Thus, as
in the denial of justice to animals, Hesiod’s denial of meaningful speech to



animals anticipates philosophical inquiries about what it means to be
human, what differentiates words from sounds, and where exactly the
boundaries between animal and human lie.

ANIMALS IN FABLE BOOKS
Using a fable as an exemplum in a larger context always involved applying
the traditional narrative to a specific setting. Thus Hesiod addresses the
fable of the hawk and the nightingale to the kings and to Perses, as
Archilochus addresses the fable of the fox and the monkey to ‘Kerkydes’
(frs. 185–7 West) and the fable of the fox and the eagle to ‘Father
Lycambes’ (frs. 172–4 West). This is also true of all of the fables told in the
Life of Aesop, in which Aesop is represented as reacting to particular
situations, never as simply telling fables for their own sake. When fables
are used as exempla, the fable-teller always, to some degree, implicates his
addressee(s) in the traditional narrative: the message to be drawn from the
fable is thus often preceded by a formulaic expression such as ‘You, too,
ought to listen…’ (su d’ akoue; Works and Days 212) or ‘Thus, you, too…’
(houtō de kai su…; Aristophanes, Wasps 1432). In later collections of
fables, these formulaic expressions evolved into the introductions to
promythia and epimythia (ho logos dēloi, ‘The Fable shows…’; pros tois,
‘For the type of people who…’) (cf. Perry, 1940). Thus collected fables are
told without any context whatsoever. If we are to search for traces of
tensions between the anthropomorphic animals of fable and anxieties about
real animals, then these must be found in the fables themselves. In this
section, I argue that, rather than simply symbolizing this or that human
behaviour, animal fables also draw attention to the animal part of the
functional analogism of fable, which signifies that the animals have been
only partially analogized to human beings, behaving in some ways like
humans but retaining the outward appearance and eating habits of animals
(cf. Hansen, 1998: 260). On the one hand, in granting animals the power of
speech, fables become fantastic, obvious fictions; on the other hand, by
drawing attention to the limits of animal speech and emphasizing the ways
in which animals tend to devour one another from time to time, fables also
depend on implicit assumptions about how real animals behave in the real
world.



Futility of Animal Speech
We begin with two wolf fables that appear near each other in the Augustana
collection, which was organized alphabetically according to the name of the
primary character (thus lykos kai arēn is numbered 155 in Perry and lykos
kai probaton is Perry 159). In the first (Perry 155), a wolf attempts to find a
compelling reason (met’ eulogou aitias) to eat a lamb he has encountered
while drinking in a river. He accuses the lamb of muddying the water and
preventing him from getting a drink, to which the lamb replies that he was
merely touching the water with his lips and that, since he is downstream
from the wolf, he cannot possibly be disturbing his water. The wolf, failing
in this attempt at reasoning (apotuchōn tautēs tēs aitias), claims that the
lamb insulted the wolf’s own father last year, before the fable concludes as
follows:

When the lamb replied that he was not even one year old, the wolf said to him, ‘Even if
you are so full of good excuses, does that mean I should not devour you?’

This fable dramatizes talking animals failing to communicate with one
another. Our attention is drawn to the wolf’s search for a just cause to
devour the lamb and to the lamb’s readiness to defend itself with words; but
the only message one can draw from the fable is that words and just causes
are irrelevant. Thus the epimythium reads: ‘The fable shows that even just
arguments (dikaia apologia) have no power (oude…ischuei) over those
who are set on doing wrong.’

Perry 159 also stages a wolf encountering a sheep, but this time the wolf
is described as ‘having eaten his full’ (trophēs kekoresmenos) at the time of
the meeting. The wolf tells the sheep that he will let him go if he can make
three truthful statements (treis logous alētheis), which the sheep
accomplishes swiftly: he wishes he never met a wolf; he wishes the wolf he
did meet was blind; and he wishes all wolves would die for their unjust and
relentless war against the sheep. The wolf, we are told, accepted the
truthfulness of these statements and let the sheep go. The author of the
Augustana attaches an epimythium that expresses the opposite view of the
earlier one: ‘The fable shows that the truth (alētheia) often has force
(ischuei) even with enemies.’

Each of these fables presents us with a familiar bogeyman (‘might is
right’) and familiar stereotypes: the wolf is the ultimate predator, violent



and insatiable, while the lamb is the very model of innocence, as well as a
keen and clear-eyed truth-teller (cf. Maximus of Tyre, Orations 19). But
neither the character of these animals nor the ethical perspective of the
Aesopic tradition can explain the blatant contradiction between these two
fables. The authoritative tone of the epimythia appeals to custom and
putatively shared experience, but clearly the Augustana offers no stable
conception of the strength of truth or justice in the face of hostility (cf.
Zafiropoulos, 2001). The only real difference between the two fables is the
change in the wolf’s appetite: when his primary motivation as a predator
has been removed (trophēs kekoresmenos), the wolf is able to hear the
sheep’s words. This suggests that animal speech is effective only when
animal instincts have been taken out of the equation.

In a similar fable, ‘The Cat and the Rooster’ (Perry 16), a cat ruthlessly
devours a bird after first attempting and failing to justify his behaviour:

A cat had caught a rooster and was looking for a plausible reason for eating him. First he
accused the rooster of being a nuisance to men, because he crowed at night (nuktōr
kekragota) and wouldn’t let them sleep. The rooster said that he did this for their own
good, for he was arousing them to go about their accustomed tasks. Again the cat said, ‘But
you are also a confirmed transgressor against nature (asebēs eis tēn physin) in mating with
your sisters and your mother.’ When the rooster also said that he did this for the good of his
masters since got the hens to lay many eggs for them, the cat was nonplussed
(diaporētheis) and said, ‘Am I to forgo eating you just because you always have some
plausible excuse?’

We encounter again the paradoxical situation in which animals are
miraculously able to speak but nonetheless unable to converse with one
another. After both the cat and the rooster fail to persuade one another with
words, the cat explicitly rejects the rooster’s powers of speech as futile.
Moreover, it is worth noting that the cat’s particular complaints have to do
with the rooster’s behaviour as a rooster! That is, it is the rooster’s animal
voice (nuktōr kekragota) and mating habits that the cat attempts to use as a
justification for killing him, not some pre-packaged ‘type’ of behaviour the
rooster represents.

The futility of animal speech and the related tension between symbolic
and real animals also surfaces in fables in which humans and animals
interact with one another directly. In Perry 11 (cf. Herodotus, Histories
1.141), for example, a fisherman tries playing the flute in order to get fish to
jump spontaneously out of the water. When the fish do not comply, the
fisherman uses his net instead; after the fish are dumped onto the shore and



begin their frantic wriggling, the fisherman rebukes them for not dancing
(ouk ōrcheisthe) while he played his music (ēuloun). Similar is Perry 233
(rec. Ia), in which a man purchases a swan—described as a most melodious
creature (eumelestaton…zōon)—in order to hear it sing (adein), but is
disappointed to discover that it finally sings only when it sings its own dirge
(thrēnountos heauton) before it is about to die. In both fables, humans are
disappointed by their failure to elicit desired non-verbal, human-like
communication (music, dance, mournful song) from animals, and in both
fables the animals end up dead. Stories like these highlight instead the
difficulties of human–animal intercourse, drawing attention to the folly of
anthropomorphizing and the potentially disastrous results of confusing
animal and human behaviour.

The give and take between the fantastic and the real depiction of animals
gives rise to a tension that is more or less discernible in all animal fables. In
a most influential study of the ancient fable, Morten Nøjgaard (1964) has
described the fable’s management of this tension as l’allegorie mécanique
(‘mechanical allegory’). According to Nøjgaard, fables endow characters
with some impossible quality (a talking animal, a visible god, the
personification of some belief, etc.), which is only the functional expression
of the fact that the characters are to be taken allegorically; by bringing to
the fore the fictitious nature of the story, the fable establishes that the only
possibility of giving it meaning remains the interpretation (Nøjgaard, 1964:
I. 63). But the fantastic element must be balanced by an internally logical
narrative and by an overall plausibility in order that the fable-teller may
persuade the addressee that the situation of the fable is somehow analogous
to the one in which they find themselves. Thus, following Nøjgaard, we can
observe that the fabulous depiction of animals is controlled by an appeal to
common sense: the animals of fable must simultaneously serve their
function as mécaniquement allegoriques and conform in one way or another
to popular expectations of their traits and behaviours.

Animal Stereotypes and the Impossibility of
Change
At this point it is worth reflecting on the theme of character and stereotype
as it surfaces explicitly in a number of collected fables. Babrius’s
description of the fox in one of his longer fables (103 lines!), on the lion,



fox, and stag (Babrius 95), incorporates the theme of knowledge of animal
stereotypes into the plot of the story. While the lion is sick and cannot hunt
for himself, he asks his friend the fox to catch a stag with the fox’s famous
‘honey-tongued words’ (logoisi thēreutheisa sois meliglōssois; 95.9). The
fox, who holds an incomparably privileged position among fable animals,
comes across a stag in the woods and delivers a long speech, beginning
with the following lines:

‘The lion is my neighbor, as you know’, said he. ‘But now he’s very ill and close to death,
and so he has been thinking much of late concerning who should rule the beasts when he is
gone. ‘The boar,’ he says, ‘is a senseless creature, the bear too sluggish, the leopard too
prone to anger, the tiger a braggart who always keeps to himself.’ The stag, he reckons, is
worthiest of all to rule. ‘He has a proud appearance; he lives many years; his horns are
fearful to all creeping things and are like the trees with their branches, not such as are the
horns of bulls.’ Why need I say more?’

(95.13–23, tr. Perry)

The fox uses knowledge of animal stereotypes in this speech to persuade
the stag of his suitability to rule over the beasts; in so doing, the fox also
appeals to the stag’s vanity, itself that creature’s stereotypical trait.
Moreover, the punchline of the fable will eventually turn on the reader’s
ability to discern the difference between the fox’s manipulation of the
image of the stag and the other common association of stags and deer with
stupidity. While hungrily observing the lion devour the stag, the fox
snatches away the stag’s heart and eats it without the lion’s awareness;
when the lion asks what happened to the heart (kardiē), which is by
convention the seat of intelligence—the fox simply explains what everyone
knows: the stag has no heart (95.101). Thus knowledge of the stereotypical
traits of fable animals becomes a theme of the fable, not only because it is
an important dimension of the fox’s cleverness, but also since both the fox
and the reader occupy privileged positions as masters of the Aesopic zoo.

In fact, the fable tradition frequently expresses the view that everyone—
human and animal—has an essential, unchangeable nature, and that it is
dangerous to attempt to transcend the limitations of one’s character or to try
to improve one’s natural circumstances. This view is expressed particularly
clearly in the inter-species fable of the weasel bride (Barbius 32):

Once a weasel fell in love with a handsome young man, and Cypris, the mother of Desire,
revered goddess, gave her the privilege of changing her form (morphēn ameipsai) and of
becoming a woman, one so beautiful that any man would yearn to possess her. When the
young man of her choice saw her he, too, was overcome by desire and planned to marry



her. When the main part of the dinner was over a mouse ran by. Up sprang the bride from
her richly strewn couch and began to chase it. That was the end of the wedding banquet.
Love (Erōs), after playing his game with skill and merriment, departed. Nature was too
much for him (tē phusei gar ēttēthē).

The weasel’s failure to change her natural instincts in accordance with
her improved appearance (morphēn ameipsai) is also figured as Love’s
inability to overcome nature (phusis), as if to emphasize nature’s supreme
power. A rivalry between nature (phusis) and divinity surfaces again in the
epimythium to a related fable (Perry 107) about Zeus’s promotion of the fox
to the position of king of animals: the fox is made king on the basis of his
intelligence and cunning (to suneton tōn phrenōn kai to poikilon)—the most
prominent dimensions of his character—but Zeus also wants to test whether
the changed fox is still marked by another of its characteristics, his cupidity
(tēn glischrotēta). When the fox is unable to resist chasing a beetle (sent by
Zeus) that flies past the royal litter, he is described as jumping at it in an
undignified way (akosmōs) and is subsequently demoted to his old station
(eis tēn archaian taxin). Thus there is a consistent trope that insists that
character cannot be changed (even by divine intervention) and that nature
has set strict limits on behaviour as well as social mobility. Many fables
suggest that there are dangerous consequences when one tries to transgress
the natural boundaries of one’s character and circumstances by mimicking
or appropriating other behaviours (e.g., in Perry 83, 91, 97, 125, 187–8,
203, 233).

Finally, it should be noted that the animals of fable books frequently act
out of character, often with unexpected results. In Perry 146, the brave lion
is startled by a mouse, in Perry 150 he requires the help of one, and in Perry
157 the crafty wolf is unable to trick the (usually) gullible goat. Successful
change is explicitly celebrated in Phaedrus App. 31, when the wasp—a
mule in a former life—tells the butterfly, ‘Look not to what we once were,
but to what we are now’ (non qui fuerimus, sed qui nunc simus, vide).

ANIMAL FABLE AND NATURAL HISTORY
The fable tradition occasionally eschews symbolism and anthropomorphism
entirely, revealing a deep and abiding interest in animal behaviour and in
material that could be described as natural history. On the one hand, there
are numerous aetiologies offering explanations of particular animal traits



and characteristics (e.g., Perry 25, 65, 82, 152, 218); some of these are
turned into lessons in keeping with other fabulous warnings against
changing one’s nature, such as the camel whose cropped ears are the result
of a misguided request for horns (Perry 117). Indeed, some of the earliest
fables ascribed to Aesop are aetiological (Aristophanes, Birds 471–5; Plato,
Phaedo 60bff.; Callimachus, Iamb 2). On the other hand, several fables
simply describe a particular animal behaviour (rather than positing any
explanation), which is in turn moralized in one way or another in an
epimythium. Occasionally such fables report behaviours found also in
science writers. For example, Aristotle’s Parts of Animals 4.2 corroborates
the camel’s lack of a gall bladder (cf. Perry 220), and Parts of Animals 551a
alludes to the idea that after death a spirit or psychē may take shape as a
butterfly (cf. Phaedrus, App. 31). Some of these expand a single behaviour
into a kind of story, such as the fable of the beaver who castrates himself to
preserve his life (Phaedrus, App. 31) and the halcyon who builds its nest too
close to the sea (Perry 25). In these stories the word legetai (‘it is said’)
appears in place of a more traditional incipit (e.g., pote, ‘Once upon a
time’), which marks a difference between anecdotal accounts of animal
behaviour and legendary tales of fantastic animals.

Fable and Science in Dialogue
In August 2009, two animal behaviourists published results of a study
showing that crows were capable of deliberately using stones to raise the
water level of a jug. The scientists framed the abstract of their article with
references to an ancient fable:

In Aesop’s fable ‘The Crow and the Pitcher’, a thirsty crow uses stones to raise the level of
water in a pitcher and quench its thirst. A number of corvids have been found to use tools
in the wild…and New Caledonian crows appear to understand the functional properties of
tools and solve complex physical problems via causal and analogical reasoning…We
presented four captive rooks with a problem analogous to Aesop’s fable: raising the level of
water so that a floating worm moved into reach. All four subjects solved the problem with
an appreciation of precisely how many stones were needed.

(Bird and Emery, 2009: 1410)

The authors do not claim that Aesop’s fables may be a source of valid
and demonstrable scientific truths in other instances; but their casual
framing of this experiment as ‘Aesopic’ in fact participates in a very old



dialogue between fable and science. As Geoffrey Lloyd has demonstrated,
some of Aristotle’s beliefs and assumptions in his approach to animal
categorization (e.g., in History of Animals and Parts of Animals) have their
roots in ‘folklore’, especially animal fable (Lloyd, 1983: 20). The dialogue
between folklore and science has left traces in a wide range of areas,
including animal names that have their roots in descriptive kenning and the
Aristotelian notion that animals can be differentiated from one another on
the basis of their particular character (ēthos). A closer look at the history of
this crow fable in particular can shed light on the surprisingly fluid
boundaries between fable and natural science.

To begin with, there is nothing incorrect about calling this story one of
‘Aesop’s Fables’. The fable is included as number 293 in the fable book of
Roger L’Estrange (1693), perhaps the most influential anglophone Aesop
ever produced (Patterson, 1991; Lewis, 1996). But it is not ascribed to
Aesop in any direct way before late antiquity, as it is found in neither the
Collectio Augustana nor the verse collections of Phaedrus and Babrius. By
the time the crow fable does appear in Greek and Latin sources—in the
Hermeneumata of pseudo-Dositheus, in a prose paraphrase of Babrius, and
in Avianus—closely related anecdotes seem already to have circulated (in
one form or another) rather widely in other genres (cf. Plutarch, Moralia
967 A; Pliny, Natural History 10.125; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals
2.48). The subtle but significant differences between the versions of ‘The
Crow and the Pitcher’ as told by the natural scientist Aelian
(Characteristics of Animals 2.48) and the verse fabulist Avianus (27) reveal
the ways in which their divergent narrative techniques and emphases do
more to set the two genres apart than any profound differences in
orientation towards the animal world:

A thirsty crow (sitiens cornix) noticed a huge jar and saw that at the very bottom there was
a little bit of water. For a long time the crow tried to spill the water out so that it would run
over the ground and allow her to satisfy her tremendous thirst. After exerting herself for
some time in vain, the crow grew frustrated and applied all her cunning with unexpected
ingenuity: as she tossed little stones into the jar, the water rose of its own accord until she
was able to take a drink. This fable shows us that thoughtfulness is superior to brute
strength, since this is the way that the crow was able to carry her task to its conclusion.

(Avianus 27, tr. Gibbs)

The crows (korakes) of Libya, when (hotan) thirsty men draw water, fill their vessels, and
place them on the roof in order that the fresh air may keep the water from spoiling, these
crows, I say, help themselves to drink by bending over and inserting their beaks into the



vessels as far as they will go. And when (hotan) the water is too low they gather pebbles in
their mouths and claws and drop them into the earthenware vessel. The pebbles are borne
down by their weight and sink, while the water, because of their pressure, rises. So the
crows manage to drink by a most ingenious contrivance (eumēchanōs): they understand by
some mysterious instinct (phusei tini aporrētō) that one space will not contain two bodies.

(Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 2.48)

In Avianus, the initial verb (adspexerat) is in a past tense (‘A thirsty crow
noticed…’); the story remains set in a non-specific but assuredly past time
and emphasizes the drama of one, singular bird (cornix) and its long process
(diu) of experimentation leading up to its discovery. By means of applying
all of its cunning (omnes dolos) and demonstrating its ‘novel ingenuity’
(nova calliditate), the crow realizes that by tossing little stones into the jar it
can raise the water level and access the water. The unique act of a single
clever bird in Avianus can be contrasted with the more generalized tone of
Aelian, whose plural korakes are placed in a specific geographical locale
(Libya). In Aelian’s account, the subjunctive verbs of the temporal clauses
introduced by hotan place emphasis on the typicality and repetitive nature
of the crows’ behaviour, stressing the regularity of the crows’ fascinating
behaviour. After telling this tale, Aelian simply moves on to another
interesting story about crows, whereas the one bird in Avianus who once
discovered a brilliant solution to a problem is presented as something to be
emulated, a demonstration of what a folklorist would describe as the motif
of ‘Wisdom Taught by Necessity’, catalogued as J101 in the Thompson
Motif-Index of Folk Literature, 1955. It is interesting to note the way in
which both stories conclude with an author’s comment on the birds’
surprising cleverness, but only in Avianus is cleverness linked to a
moralizing epitmythium. It is also worth noting that neither story involves
talking animals, but both describe the birds’ mental capacities in
anthropomorphic terms of ‘cunning’ (omnes…dolos) and ‘ingenious
contrivance’ (eumēchanōs).

But the tone of the dialogue between fable and science can become
contentious. Aristotle is occasionally critical of the fable’s attempts at
scientific observation. At Parts of Animals 3.2, he is critical of a fable (cf.
Babrius 59 and Perry 100) in which Momus claims that the bull’s horns
ought to have been put on his shoulders to increase the strength of thrust.
Aristotle points out the placement of horns on the bull’s head give it the
widest possible range and that, if they were placed anywhere else, they
would inhibit a full range of motion. In a similar spirit, Aristotle introduces



Aesopic natural history at Meteorologica 2.3, 356b13–15 (although no
animals are mentioned), only to mark Aesopica’s difference from his own
project. Aristotle seems in both cases to go out of his way to mark Aesopic
fable as a poor imitation of science, in opposition to the genuine form of
inquiry in which he is engaged (cf. Dijk, 1997: 354). Finally, we find
another disavowal of Aesopic material as foreign to the project of science at
Pliny, Natural History 10.32: ‘A story is told (narratur) about the mournful
song of swans at their death—a false (falso) story as I judge on the strength
of a certain number of experiences (ut arbitror aliquot experimentis).’ Here
the fictitious and anecdotal fable (narratur…falso) is explicitly opposed to
scientific method (aliquot experimentis).

SOCIOPOLITICAL ANIMALS IN THE
AESOPIC TRADITION

Finally, we turn to the social status of the genre, particularly the idea that
fable was linked to the lower classes in antiquity and affiliated with slaves.
This is one area of scholarship where reflections on the fable’s links to
ancient attitudes towards animals do occasionally surface. Opinions on
these issues, however, are sharply divided, with some arguing that the
Aesopic fable is a genuine form of social criticism expressing the viewpoint
of the oppressed (Crusius, 1913; La Penna, 1962; Meuli, 1954; de Ste
Croix, 1981: 444–5; Rothwell, 1996), and others insisting that no single,
consistent sociopolitical perspective characterizes the diversity of content
and application of the ancient fable (cf. Jedrkiewicz, 1989: 395–413;
Zafiropoulos, 2001; Holzberg, 2002: 16–17). Animals tend to become
relevant to sociopolitical matters when one draws attention to the potential
for parallels between the fable’s granting of a voice to voiceless animals
and its putative empowerment of members of society who are similarly
muted.

The locus classicus for the idea that the fable expresses the point of view
of the oppressed is a passage from the prologue to the third book of
Phaedrus’s fable collection:

Now, I will explain briefly why the genre of fable
Was invented. The slave, liable to punishment at all times,
Transferred his personal thoughts into fables,
Since he did not dare to say openly what he wished to say,



And eluded censure under the guise of joking with made-up stories.

(Phaedrus 3. Prol. 33–7)

Phaedrus, who is identified as a ‘freedman of Augustus’ (Augusti
libertus) in the title of our principal manuscript (Currie, 1984; cf. Champlin,
2005 on historical issues), does not explicitly link the idea that fable was
invented as a kind of secretive slave language to the way in which the
fictional world of fable grants a voice to normally voiceless animals.
Nonetheless, a number of recent studies have shown Phaedrus’s animal
fables to be a valuable repository of ideas relating to the experience and
outlook of slaves and freedmen in Rome (cf. Bloomer, 1997; Henderson,
2001).

But the reader who approaches the fictionalized animals of Phaedrus’s
fables as if they were speakers of the unspeakable ‘personal thoughts’
(effectus proprios) of Roman slaves faces a number of significant
challenges. The fables themselves do not offer anything resembling a
condemnation of slavery nor even consistent praise of freedom. In fact, one
Phaedrian fable—which seems a deliberate echo of the above quotation—
tells of a runaway slave (servus profugiens, Phaedrus, App. 20.1) who
encounters Aesop (Aesopo occurit; 2) and decides to entrust his personal
complaints to the fabulist (tuto querela quia apud te deponitur; 5). After
listening to the long, pitiable list of indignities from which the slave is
attempting to flee, Aesop persuades the runaway slave to give up his plans
of escape with the following words: ‘If you must endure such troubles even
without having done anything wrong, just think what is going to happen to
you now that you are actually guilty of something!’ (17–19). In fact,
numerous examples could be put forward in defence of the claim that
Phaedrus’s fables advocate complaisance and warn against rebellion. But
rather than searching through the explicit messages of the individual fables
for evidence of Phaedrus’s personal point of view on issues of slavery and
freedom, the most stimulating recent studies have drawn attention to the
ways in which the topic of slavery in Phaedrian fables relates to the
development of the fabulist’s complex poetic persona (Champlin, 2005) and
his interest in anxieties relating to social position in Imperial Rome
(Bloomer, 1997; Henderson, 2001).

The Life of Aesop also stages the emergence of fable from the world of
slavery. In addition to being a valuable source on ancient slavery in its own
right (Hopkins, 1993), the Life of Aesop also emphasizes a number of



thematic connections between Aesop’s status as a slave and the animal
fables for which he became famous. For example, the text begins by
describing Aesop as both hideously ugly and mute, both of which suggest
connections to the animal world (cf. Marin, 1989; Lissarague, 2000). These
suggestions are made more explicit when Aesop is granted the power of
speech by the goddess Isis (Life of Aesop, ch. 7); some characters in the Life
of Aesop hear Aesop speak and question whether he is indeed human (e.g.,
Life of Aesop, chs. 14, 26), and throughout the text Aesop is compared to a
number of animals: a baboon (kunokephalon; Life of Aesop, chs. 11, 30), a
mule (ktēnos; Life of Aesop, chs. 18–19), a frog (batrachos; Life of Aesop,
ch. 87), a hedgehog (hus trochazon; Life of Aesop, ch. 87), and a monkey
(pithēkōn; Life of Aesop, ch. 87). Aesop’s beastly appearance is also
characterized as a ‘portent’ (sēmeion), a ‘monstrosity’ (teras), and a ‘riddle’
(ainigma), which is itself in need of interpretation (Life of Aesop, ch. 87),
prompting the reader to view his body as similar to the genre of animal
fable (Lefkowitz, 2008).

In the climactic episode of the Life of Aesop (Life of Aesop, chs. 124–42)
the fabulist is put to death in Delphi. Scholars have detected traces of
ancient pharmakos ritual in the Delphi passages (Wiechers, 1961; Nagy,
1979) as well as numerous echoes of Socrates’ execution by the Athenians
(Shauer and Merkle, 1992). The juxtaposition of the trickster-slave fabulist
and the elite cult site, and the corrupt way in which the lowly Aesop is
framed and killed—and thus silenced—by the powerful Delphians, serve as
the archetypal example of how Aesopica can draw attention to central
ideological tensions within the cultures of the Classical world (Winkler,
1985; Kurke, 2010). While Aesop’s use of mocking animal fables against
the Delphians has been viewed as a paradigmatic act of fable-telling as
sociopolitical resistance, it is worth noting that it is not just by way of his
stories that Aesop is linked to animals in the vita tradition. In addition to the
fables embedded in the narrative, animals surface outside of the fables
proper, including (in addition to descriptions of Aesop’s body) Aesop’s
naming of animals in his first words (Life of Aesop, ch. 8), his physical
proximity to animals (Life of Aesop, ch. 6), his use of animals in the
agonistic Xanthus episodes (e.g., Life of Aesop, chs. 44–6; 47–8; 51–5; 59;
77–8), and the ways in which his body (qua slave body) is treated explicitly
as if it were less than human throughout the narrative (cf. especially Life of
Aesop, ch. 77), putting the Life of Aesop in dialogue with ancient discourse



on the nebulous boundaries between animals and slaves (on the association
of slaves with animals, see Bradley, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2000; and Dubois,
2003).



SUGGESTED READING

The best starting point is Holzberg’s succinct overview (2002), which is
judicious, insightful, and accessible to non-specialists. Dijk (1997) provides
a valuable overview of ancient theory of the fable and a thorough account
of the ways in which Greek authors connected fables to the larger contexts
of their works. More complex and tendentious efforts to explain the fable’s
origins and place in cultural history are Adrados (1999), which is dense and
difficult, and Kurke (2010), which breaks new ground in putting Aesopica
in direct dialogue with core texts and ideas of Greek literature—neither
study, however, has much interest in animals qua animals. Essential
collections of evidence can be found in Chambry (1925–6), Hausrath
(1940–56), and Perry (1952). For English translations of primary sources,
the combination of Perry’s Loeb edition of Babrius and Phaedrus (1965),
the collection of Aesop’s fables by Gibbs (2002), and Daly’s translation of
the Life of Aesop (1961; reprinted in Hansen, 1998), will provide a full and
accurate picture of the tradition.
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CHAPTER 2

ANIMALS IN CLASSICAL ART

ALASTAIR HARDEN

INTRODUCTION: THE PLACE OF THE
ANIMAL IN CLASSICAL ART HISTORY

THE anthropocentric outlook of Classical archaeology looms large in the
scholarship in a way that is difficult to counteract in a short chapter. Animals
frequently go unrecorded in publications and museum captions, and although
one handbook states that ‘Greek artists were hardly less observant of the
animal kingdom than they were of man’ (Boardman, 1978: 167), pictures
that feature animals occupy only a fraction of that book’s illustrations.
Rarely are individual species indexed in publications. The art of the ancient
Mediterranean is replete with images of animals, and much Classical art
features animals prominently, but there are very few modern scholarly works
that seek to analyse the semiotics of the depicted animal. The traditional
histories of Classical art (like most Western art histories) centre on visual
presentations of the human form, and the sophisticated ways in which human
subjects interact. This focus has led to such pronounced anthropocentrism in
major publications that, for example, the so-called ‘animal style’ (Fig. 2.1, a
long-standing tradition of centuries, often nuanced, elaborate, and highly
decorative) is often treated in scholarship as a sort of creative straitjacket or
lingering catarrh (Cook, 1972: 42–3, ‘a plague of panthers’), an Eastern
infiltration that the artists were trying to ‘rise above’ or ‘shake off’
(Boardman, 1975: 14, 20) in order to get to the more readily legible
mythological and human scenes that began to flourish in the sixth century
BC. Some scholars have sought deeper meaning in such decorative animal
elements (e.g., Hölscher, 1972; Isler, 1984; Markoe, 1989; von Hofsten,
2007: 49–55) but thorough synoptic treatments are generally lacking (see



‘Suggested Reading’). Though undoubtedly the animal style was at times
used as convenient space-filler (particularly the increasingly elongated
panthers of later Corinthian vase-painting, see Boardman, 1998: 181–2), it is
often the case that through form, variety, and juxtaposition the animal style
can display a level of artistic engagement far beyond the banal and examples
are often sufficiently diverse and inventive to warrant serious attention. As
one observer noted, their agents ‘do more than prowl, territorialize, menace,
and enliven. With this pot, you import a load of Greek thought…especially
exotica and above all creatures of the imagination introduce their otherness,
to fire meaning—and open up worlds of fear’ (Henderson, 1994: 102).



FIGURE 2.1 Animal styles on pottery in the Ure Museum of Greek Art and Archaeology, University
of Reading. Intact vases, clockwise from left: Middle Corinthian stamnos-pyxis attributed to the
Geladakis painter, c.600–575 BC, inv.no. 39.9.6; Euboean hydria, c.550 BC, inv.no.51.1.2;
Etruscan/‘Pontic’ neck-amphora attributed near the Tityos painter, c.550 BC, inv.no. 47.6.1; Boeotian
skyphos near Rhitsona Class F, c.550–500 BC, inv.no. 27.4.11; Athenian droop cup, c.550–525 BC,
inv.no. 31.6.1. Fragments, clockwise from left: Athenian little master band cup fragment, c.550 BC,
inv.no. 51.4.7; Camiran ‘wild goat’ oinochoe fragment, c.600–575 BC, inv.no.26.2.43; Apulian red-
figure amphora fragment, c.375–350 BC, inv.no.22.3.32.

Photo: author, reproduced with permission.

At various times throughout the Classical period animal form and
behaviour, and depiction of wildness, was as important as human behaviour
to artists and craftsmen. Animal imagery constitutes a significant proportion
of the decoration on small personal items such as jewellery, seal-stones, and
pins, and certain animals became instantly recognizable symbols of poleis on
coins: Athens’s owl and the eagle of Akragas, referring to those cities’
patron deities Athena and Zeus; Phokis’s punning seal (phōkē) and many
more. The animal is a major feature of religious iconographies ranging from
the Minoan bull-goddess and Classical Dionysus to Mithras, Orpheus, and



early Christian art. Public art of Classical Greece and Rome presented
divisions between ‘them and us’ in anthropic ways which are well-known,
but also used animals and animal imagery in more subtle schemes of power
display; private art of all periods illuminates the place of animals in the
popular imagination and can be set alongside the literary record to give a
detailed history of how a given culture regarded animals. Even to speak of
‘animals’ in art is to understate. Animal imagery goes beyond depictions of
living (or dying) animals: the snake-fringed scaly aegis of Athena, the
Dionysian panther skin or the lion skin of Heracles, the bodies of
metamorphic and hybrid deities, monsters, and the royal insignias of the
Hellenistic kings and Roman emperors. Animals are used by artists not only
in straightforward narrative senses but also to lend tone, contrast, dynamics,
or wildness in order to heighten power or deepen pathos, to invite the viewer
to think beyond the dimensions of their own experience, or to project an
image of a world in which a human ruler—or a god—is in total control of
everything.

Discussing ‘Animals in Classical Art’ demands attention to three
questions. The first is archaeological, concerning animal imagery within the
visual culture of the ancient Mediterranean: an enormous topic with an
abundance of evidence, mainly in small objects, jewellery, gems, figurines,
and attachments of which an adequate account cannot possibly be given
here. The diversity and quantity of evidence and its potential for revealing
social, ethical, cultural, and political sentiments make animal imagery fertile
ground for detailed research, and in the present chapter many geographical
areas and media have not been given due attention. The peripheries of the
‘Classical’ world, including mainland Europe and Britain as well as
Levantine areas and beyond use animal imagery in differing, unique, and
very interesting ways across the centuries. Similarly, coinage and gems have
not been treated as thoroughly as they might, as their abundance and use of
animal imagery is too diverse for a succinct account; and dolphins, fish, and
especially snakes require much closer attention than they here receive. The
second question is art-historical, and concerns the place of the animal in
‘Art’, those objects and shadows of objects around which the modern
histories of art have been written and that are the best served by modern
scholarship; animals have a prominent place in the canon of Classical art.
The third question is historiographical, and concerns the reception of
specifically animal (as opposed to human) imagery within histories of art, as



well as the use of art in the histories of animals. Many magna opera of
Classical art feature animals, which receive varying degrees of recognition
in major publications. The following sections cannot fully address these
three areas and are rather limited by space, but aim to synthesize the issues
and to refocalize the history of Classical art through depictions of animals,
both observed and imaginary, loosely disentangling the divisions between
‘decorative’, ‘symbolic’, and ‘narrative’ in deference to the wealth of
potential interpretations that may be attached to the described pieces.

THE PRE-CLASSICAL MEDITERRANEAN
Cycladic, Minoan, and Mycenaean art contain such rich continua of visual
material that only the most cursory overview may be attempted here (see
Morgan (1995) for fuller treatment of the Bronze Age Aegean). Cycladic art,
best known for the production of human figurines, had limited but specific
accommodation for animal elements. An Early Cycladic II pyxis gives to a
pig the same distinctive stylistic treatment that Cycladic art serves to human
subjects (Fig. 2.2), one of a group of figure-vases in the shape of animals
such as sheep and pigs (Getz-Gentle, 1996: 136–7). These images of
domestic animals sit comfortably with the faunal assemblages of Cycladic
archaeology, largely consisting of sheep and goats with a significant porcine
presence: the objects are images of the animals of everyday life, not
creatures of the imagination, plausibly relating the attitudes of a pastoral
society to its animals. One commentator suggests that a sheep figurine could
have been designed to store sheep’s milk (Getz-Gentle, 1996: 138). Fish are
often found in Cycladic art, particularly on clay ‘frying pan’ vessels
common to Early Cycladic II. One example has a central solar disc
surrounded by schematic waves and outline fish (Broodbank, 2000: fig. 81),
and a large class of ‘frying pans’ feature depictions of a boat with a fish at its
prow (cf. Preziosi and Hitchcock, 1999: 55) of obvious significance to a
seafaring island culture.



FIGURE 2.2 Early Cycladic II pyxis in the form of a pig.
Illustration by Martha Breen Bredemeyer for Pat Getz-Preziosi, Early Cycladic Art in North American

Collections (Richmond, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 1987), 70. © Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.

Cycladic art has also yielded a small group (fewer than five extant
examples, Broodbank, 2000: 215) of some anthropomorphic animals,
namely clay figurine-vessels in the shape of an animal sitting upright



holding a bowl. The best-known and best-preserved example, from Syros,
c.2700–2200 BC, is a hedgehog with painted hatching representing its spines
(Preziosi and Hitchcock, 1999: 54). Its reception in modern scholarship is
symptomatic of the misdescription and anthropocentric treatment of animal
imagery in Mediterranean archaeology, as it is often referred to as a bear and
one eminent observer suggests that the bowl of this ‘bear’ was full of honey
(so Renfrew, 1991: 126; see discussion in Getz-Gentle, 1996: 140–1).

In surviving Minoan and Mycenaean art animals are most diversely and
abundantly depicted in glyptic art (see Boardman, 2001: 19ff.) and
commonly on pottery and precious materials. The Lion Gate at Mycenae is
perhaps the best-known piece of Mycenaean art, drawing from the
traditional composition of a heraldic group of one or two animals at an
upright feature (a tree or pillar, often the so-called ‘tree of life’), which is
common to much ancient art and modern iconography (see the Etruscan
amphora in Fig. 2.1). In Minoan art, representations in various media do
credit animals with agency and behaviour as well as introducing images of
human interaction with animals. Most widely known are images of the ‘bull-
leaping’ sport (see Younger, 1995, with bibliography), in paintings (from the
palace at Knossos, Hood, 1978: 60–1), figurines (Higgins, 1967: 6, 35), and
gems (Boardman, 2001 pls. 50, 92, 103, 124). Much bull-imagery survives,
such as the highly naturalistic bull’s-head rhyton from Kato Zakro palace
(Preziosi and Hitchcock, 1999: 108) and, from c.1600 BC, a plaque of a cow
and her calf from Knossos. ‘[F]or a sympathetic and accurate study from
nature this group…would be hard to equal in any period’ (Higgins, 1967:
34). Also from the palace at Knossos is a similar plaque of a goat suckling a
kid (Hood, 1978: 133): both communicate clearly an observation of
mammalian motherhood, also seen in Cretan gems (e.g. Boardman, 2001:
fig. 132, pls. 133, 138). Similar interest in a different sort of animal love—or
at least animal behaviour—is seen on a gold ring engraved with two goats
mating (Higgins, 1967: 52).

Other observations of animal behaviour are common in Mycenaean and
Minoan art. A bovine family prowl with birds on one Mycenaean vase,
c.1250 BC (Hood, 1978: 43), a bird pecks to remove a tick from a bull’s hide
on another (Higgins, 1967: 117). A wide variety of human-free animal
behaviour is zealously recorded—or imagined—on gems (e.g. Boardman,
2001: pls. 57, 58, 61) and the famous wall paintings from Minoan Knossos
and Thera, which show monkeys, birds, and deer in elaborately stylized



natural landscapes free from human involvement. The well-known
seventeenth-century BC bee pendant from Malia on Crete, while seemingly
heraldic or decorative (so Higgins, 1967: 47), may in fact portray or imagine
the manual activities of bees, as their limbs are placed on what may be a
drop of honey or wax, or even the interior of a flower. The so-called ‘marine
style’ of Minoan vase-painting vividly reimagines the creatures that must
regularly have come up in fishermen’s nets, one Middle Minoan vase
(c.1700 BC) even positioning a fish with what look like egg-sacs (Hood,
1978: 34f., described there as ‘ornamental loops’). Many vases are painted
with busy marine activity (see Mountjoy (1984) for formal taxonomy), the
vivid open eyes of octopuses indicating a vitality that perhaps belies the
original seafood contents of the pots.

Less deferential to animal nature are the gold cups from Vapheio, near
Sparta, of Cretan manufacture from around 1500 BC. Decorated with reliefs
of bull-trapping, one cup shows the pathos-heavy image of a bull caught in a
net, his body twisted ‘to underline his agony’ (Higgins, 1967: 145–6, with
illustrations). The second cup shows an escaped bull trampling his hunters,
the fragile human figures flung in speedy arcs that recall the above-
mentioned bull-leaping images (also Cretan), an interesting inversion of the
more familiar power dynamic. These depictions deliberately emphasize the
wild origin and nature of the bulls: the landscapes are undulating, rocky, and
populated with trees while the composition of the second Vapheio cup
communicates the mighty strength and unstoppable power of a charging bull
and its relentless assault on its would-be captors. The ‘Boxer rhyton’ from
Hagia Triada carries a similar scene in a broader combative visual context
(Hood, 1978: 145). Equally common are images of the conflict and control
of animals: plentiful are images of the snake-goddess (Higgins, 1967: 45)
related to the later ‘master/mistress of the animals’ motif (see below), and
Mycenaean art is well-populated with hunting and horse-and-chariot scenes
(Higgins, 1967: 101, 115).

To modern eyes, few Bronze Age images are more striking and pathetic
than the sacrifice scene on the Minoan painted sarcophagus also from Hagia
Triada. The animal imagery it presents is central to its overall programme:
on side A, in a procession of gift-bearers two figures carry small bulls; on
side B a bull lies tightly bound on a table while human figures approach an
altar—a coalition of imagery that never bodes well for the depicted animal.
Even if the small bulls held by the human figures on side A are models, as



has been suggested (cf. Preziosi and Hitchcock, 1999: 179), the semiotics of
the image are clear as far as attitudes to animals are concerned, especially
when considered in the wider context of Minoan bull-imagery. Unlike the
Vapheio cups, these scenes take place in a controlled, social, and ritual
environment with the animal under man’s control: at this early stage in the
history of Mediterranean art animal imagery is already being used as a
means of charting, celebrating, and studying human power.

DECORATION, SYMBOLISM, AND THE
‘ANIMAL STYLE’

‘The weakness in any general theory of animal symbolism in Archaic Greek
art lies in the selectivity required before such a theory can be rehearsed’
(Boardman, 1974: 729). This prescient observation was made in a review of
Fernande Hölscher’s 1972 Die Bedeutung archaischer Tierkampfbilder,
which sought meaning in sculpted groups of lion fights and their contexts
(see now Keesling, 2009, with bibliography). Boardman’s principal
objection was that these fights are most often depicted outside such contexts
as would give meaning to the symbolisms Hölscher identified. It is true that
the diversity and sheer abundance of animal imagery threatens to make
guesswork of analysis in anything beyond a formal sense, and when such
imagery is analysed often only the broadest conclusions can be reached: for
example, it was left to Glenn Markoe in 1989 to conclude that, in the light of
literary appearances, lions to the archaic Greek artist symbolize strength and
triumph. This does underline a simple but important point about animal
imagery that transcends Boardman’s objections: an animal depicted will
always evoke the specific species’ qualities and the cultural relevance of that
animal, and such depictions are a translation of cultural ideas about animal
behaviour. Grazing goats are depicted on Geometric vases not simply as an
alternative to the wavy line, but because the grazing goats populate the
physical and cultural landscapes of the artist and viewer. Lion fights
similarly evoke ideas of insuperable strength and power highly relevant to
societies frequently engaged in martial action. Such universal symbolisms
need not be strictly associated with any given display context, as Hölscher
attempted with funerary art, but the choice of animal and action are worthy
of closer study, especially of a culture that began to present ideas and
narratives in remarkable new ways.



Markoe’s 1989 study also exposes the pitfalls of reading animal imagery
and epitomizes the selectivity that Boardman recognized. On the Proto-Attic
name-vase of the New York Nessos Painter (Boardman, 1998: fig. 210) one
bird flying in a scene of Heracles has been credited by scholars with both
symbolic and decorative associations (discussion in Markoe, 1989: 90);
however an adjacent row of long-legged birds beneath the legs of Heracles’
chariot horses have attracted less attention. They may simply exemplify
horror vacui, and have no deeper meaning than the zigzag lines beside them
or the rosettes and other bits of visual flotsam that give these vases their
‘busy’ appearance. However, they may also be associated with the natural
landscape of the specific location in which the scene is imagined, or in a
more generalizing ‘remote’ landscape (as with the animal fight that adorns
the vase’s neck, with its own long-legged bird, and on other vases of the
same style). Particularly on Lakonian and other Archaic vases, the
decoration is so full of filling-ornament that conclusions must be
speculative, and any evidence of animal symbolism indeed remains as
selective as Boardman predicted. A ‘general theory’ as such may indeed be
incompatible with Greek art, but in discussing the animal style Henderson
reminds us of Levi-Strauss’s oft-repeated dictum from The Savage Mind:
‘animals are good to think with’ (Henderson, 1994: 102), and the artists of
the Greek Archaic period were undoubtedly beginning to think differently
about the visual arts.

The extent to which animal elements in ancient art are narrative,
symbolic, mimetic, or decorative is debatable and largely unaddressed.
Much surface area on Geometric pottery is devoted to repeated patterns of
animals: Markoe (1985: 7) sees a distinct change in the animals’ use in the
Late Geometric period, when after a long period of their being ‘drawn
directly from nature’ the motif had now ‘become an ornament’ in the
repetitive friezes. Moore (2004: 37–8) connects Geometric birds with other
design elements within specific scenes to suggest a continuum of imagery,
transforming an image from simply ‘man leading horse’ to a more detailed
scene within a topographical context, including incidental figural elements
such as stables, vegetation, and birds as ‘natural visitors…of barns and
stables’ (Moore, 2004: 38). This kind of iconic use may be extended to other
incidental animals: water-birds and fish, for example, may in this light be
seen as emblematic of riverside scenes. Such considerations are equally
applicable to later Greek vase-painting beyond the Geometric period where



animals are often interpreted as simple horror vacui but could in fact
contribute to a more nuanced system of environmental symbolism. Animal
images are also derived from imported stylistic traits, for example the scene
of goats at the ‘tree of life’: a well-known and already ancient type, the first
example in Geometric art is the Late Geometric ‘Cesnola krater’ in New
York (Boardman, 1998: 56), painted in Euboea and found in Cyprus—two
nodal points in Dark-Age trading routes. The motif is common in
contemporary Near Eastern contexts, as is that of the ‘mistress of the
animals’ (on which see below) and as such these are animal images that,
rather than deriving from the observed natural world, are based wholly on
the cultural exchange of imagery. Conversely, many ‘narrative’ scenes of
animals in a human-free environment do show a degree of animal agency
that suggests a sense of natural observation. It may be that the Geometric
vase-painter never saw a bird of prey catch a hare (as on a Boeotian
amphora, Boardman, 1998: 65), but nor, presumably, did the poet of the Iliad
see lions attacking cattle. It is probable that these different types of artist
created their images through similar cultural mechanisms.

Birds of many kinds have a long decorative history in Classical art, and in
the Geometric period they feature most often as long repeated patterns or as
isolated elements within a broader geometric scheme (Coldstream, 1977:
passim) or, as in later Proto-Attic painting (cf. Boardman, 1998: 105–6, figs.
209–10), as being amongst a range of ‘filling elements’ positioned, for
example, behind the heads or between the legs of warriors or horses. Other
animals such as deer or wild goats are also typically found in repeated
friezes, grazing or recumbent (Boardman, 1998: 34, 37, 54, 59). In later
Mediterranean art the deer will seldom be far from a hunter: the arrays of
deer, goats, and birds, if informed by anything other than a decorative
impulse, may relate to a wider ethos of elite imagery in respect of land
ownership and species dominion, so that in the same manner as the chariot
cavalcade communicates a message regarding the social status of the
deceased—i.e. that their death was so momentous as to warrant a chariot
procession—the animal friezes may plausibly refer to their status on earth.
Although Carter links such friezes entirely to Near Eastern motifs (Carter,
1972: 43f.), in fact what more immediately unites these particular animals is
their closeness to man and their observability.

Beyond these friezes, in the Geometric period interaction between humans
and animals is explored in different ways, which are related to the



imagination: a figurine from the Samian Heraion depicts a man and dog
attacking a lion (Coldstream, 1977: 256), and on pottery men can hunt or be
attacked by lions and other wild animals (Boardman, 1998: 43, 64; for lions
see Carter, 1972: 43ff.) in scenes that appear to be fantastical rather than
mimetic. The next chapter in the narrative of Greek art, the so-called
‘Orientalizing Period’, uses these same wild animals in a rather different
way, though in the same form: the animal frieze, consisting of animals in
repetitive patterns or standing ‘heraldically’ (i.e., divorced from other
elements of their visual context). These animals are the lions, panthers, and
other creatures of the fully fledged ‘animal style’, which draws heavily on
Near Eastern animal imagery and represents the communication of ideas and
cultural exchange, where the painter’s repertoire is influenced by imported
goods or by migrating craftsmen (Markoe, 1989: 8), and which is also a
major element of stylistic continuity between Geometric and Archaic
pottery.

In Archaic art animals most often appear in this decorative animal style
(Fig. 2.1), which flourished from the middle of the eighth century and
continued to be used as ancillary decoration on vases over the following
centuries. Markoe (1989: 7) situates the style around 750–550 BC and
identifies three distinct types within it: the repetitive frieze; the heraldic
group around the ‘tree of life’; and the animal fight. After the mid-sixth
century the animal style remains, and in Classical Athenian red-figure vase-
painting a subsidiary animal frieze is sometimes painted in the older black-
figure style, as if to remind the viewer of the antiquity of the form. The
frieze form continues into the fourth century, for example in two fields of the
bronze Derveni krater of around 340 BC (now in Thessaloniki; see Barr-
Sharrar (2008: 160f.) for the animal decoration). In fact, the style persists in
various forms throughout the whole of the Classical period, in architecture
and commonly on later Roman mosaics and pottery (e.g., African Red Slip
ware from the fourth century AD; Henig, 1983: 186) but with a noticeably
less processional look, and an increased tendency to more naturalistic scenes
of hunting or Tierkampf (‘animal struggle’). In the Archaic period the animal
style is also popular in architectural sculpture, from the seventh-century
Daedalic temple at Prinias in Crete to the later Archaic temple of Athena at
Assos. Figurines, cauldron-attachments, and, most abundantly, glyptic art
use animal imagery heavily and all, according to Isler (1984: 131), are
conceptually related to the animal frieze.



As a main decoration, the animal style dominates many vase fabrics in the
seventh and sixth centuries BC. Pottery of the ‘Wild Goat’ style of c.650–
575 BC, from Ionian centres (Boardman, 1998: 141ff. with bibliography), is
named after the ibexes that, with other animals, form long repetitive friezes
or appear in isolation. Animals within the friezes can appear alongside
creatures such as sphinxes, sirens, and hybrid animals, all exhibiting little
agency or interaction: again, culturally received images, aesthetically
deriving from Near Eastern motifs. On Corinthian vases animals stalk in
great abundance across friezes and are still often oblivious of neighbouring
creatures. They are depicted with a certain homogeneity: deer and goats
most often graze; lions are normally fixed in a roaring pose with one paw
raised; panthers are disposed similarly but with frontal faces; dogs and hares
are in a bounding chase; and in the same long friezes hunting scenes are also
common (as on the Corinthian ‘Chigi Olpe’). Although some creatures
appear to exhibit behaviour through gesture, these scenes could never be
described as mimetic or narrative owing to the frequent and oblivious
juxtaposition of predator and prey, as well as vagaries of scale on a great
many vases which see, for example, birds elevated to the full height of
human figures and felines, common on early Athenian black-figure vases.
These unusually pacific creatures may all belong in the same conceptual
realm as scenes of the ‘master/mistress of the animals’ and as the sphinxes,
sirens, and winged deities that are depicted alongside animals on a great
many pieces.

Human and divine figures, sometimes with chariots, are occasionally
included within the animal style on some vase fabrics including early
Athenian black-figure vases, particularly those attributed to Sophilos and the
Group of the Dresden Lekanis among many others. An amphora of the
Tyrrhenian Group in the Getty Museum, Malibu (86.AE.53) features a man
standing among lions, and several vases attributed to the so-called Gorgon
painter include a man, sometimes Hermes, in the scenes (Hermes on a krater
fragment in Basel, Cahn collection HC342 and with sphinxes on an olpe in
London, B32; youth between a lion and panther on a dinos in the Louvre,
Boardman, 1978: fig. 11; man on a lekythos in Nicosia, 1958.IV-223). The
examples from Paris and Nicosia each feature a man in a similar running
pose between felines, which suggests a conceptual continuity of the man’s
role within the animal frieze. Rather than uncritically imitating patterns of
heraldic decorative creatures, it may be that the early sixth-century



Corinthian and Athenian painters instead depicted an imagined physical
space in which the animals are imagined as realia existing on a landscape,
one into which human-shaped figures are also admissible.

A major group of animal vases from the first half of the sixth century
centres around Athens and is aptly named the horse-head amphorae (see
Birchall (1972) for taxonomy). These feature a horse’s head or foreparts in a
panel on both sides. One vase in Munich (1360) has the head of a woman on
the reverse, a rare exception that happens to be the only example of this
group illustrated in one major handbook (Cook, 1972: pl. 21a); one other
shows a man’s head (Louvre E822). In the same way as Geometric vase-
painting used chariots and the martial horse as one of a variety of status
symbols, the horse-head amphorae may conceivably relate to the self-
definition of the equestrian class of hippeis in the sixth century BC—an
economic class whose members may well have been patrons of the mid-level
artisanal trade of fine painted pottery—or, at the very least, the vases exhibit
a popular conception of the horse as an aspirational accessory that fits
comfortably into the broader context of equestrian imagery in Classical art
(see further below).

From the following century, also from Athens and also classifiable within
the animal style, is the group of Classical red-figure cups featuring owls.
Like many groups within the animal style, their significance has not yet been
appreciated: ‘[t]hese interesting vessels have been classified and dated, but
the question as to their meaning—why owls should be figured so often on
this particular shape—has to my knowledge never been asked, and their
context has never attracted much attention, in spite of the fact that so many
of them were found on the Athenian acropolis’ (Hoffmann, 1994: 40–1).
Perhaps due to the inelegance of design and quickness of execution of many
examples, at the time of Hoffmann’s writing they had in fact already been
written off as the work of ‘hacks’ (Robertson, 1992: 167) and given the twee
label of ‘a present from Athens’. A mug-shaped example in the Louvre
(CA2192) has its owl armed with a helmet and human arms holding a spear
and shield, visually linking the bird to Athena and reinforcing the
significance of the sanctuary context—the Athenian acropolis—where many
were found.

Beyond the animal style, animal decoration in Greek vase-painting
remained common to the output of the major production centres. Archaic
Athenian, Corinthian, and Laconian black figure alike use animals as filling-



elements within narrative scenes, for aesthetic or symbolic reasons, and the
‘Caeretan’ class of hydriae (and related vases) presents a diverse range of
species and activities, including examples of hedgehogs (on the
Northampton Vase, Boardman, 1998: 246), a seal and octopus on a scene of
a man fighting a sea monster (Boardman, 1998: 253), and eagles attacking
deer and hares, as well as hares and dogs running around within the floral
decorations. Laconian art is well known for its tendency to feature animals
in peculiar positions within the visual field, perhaps as horror vacui (birds
crowd every available space on a cup in the Louvre, E665) but also with a
symbolic force. A cup in Rhodes (10711) depicts a man reaching towards a
lion, above which an owl perches, while a water-bird stands behind. The
scene may be that of Heracles and the Nemean lion, in which case the owl
would represent Athena, who is often present herself at this event, and the
water-bird a topographical symbol of the event’s location as on the Proto-
Attic amphorae mentioned above. A soaring bird is also an extremely
common feature of vase-painting from the major sixth-century centres. In
martial scenes they could be connected either with Zeus himself or more
broadly with the bird-omens that accompany battles in the Homeric epics,
the eagles occasionally having snakes in their beaks (amphora in Berlin,
4823, and many late archaic Athenian vases). Similarly, hares appear in
several contexts connected with speed: though most often depicted in
separate fields being chased by a dog, a hare can also be found in the space
under a horse in a great many examples (running under the fleeing horse of
Troilos on a cup in New York, 01.8.6) and beneath the running winged wind
gods Kalais and Zetes on a plate attributed to Lydos in Harvard (1959.127),
again combining horror vacui with a probable symbolic force.

More difficult to explain are the many animals that crowd a lost
Corinthian krater once in Berlin (F1655) depicting the departure of
Amphiaraos: a hedgehog, hare, lizard, scorpion, snake, and eagle appear in
various positions in the scene. In such cases a careful analysis of the
mythological subject and the depicted animals could yield some common
motive for the choice of specific species: the story of Amphiaraos is one of
deceit and betrayal in the wider context of the Seven Against Thebes, and it
may be that animals of ill-omen such as the snake and scorpion give a visual
dimension to Eriphyle’s famous betrayal of her husband (for this and other
vases, see Hurwit (2006), with earlier bibliography on animal symbols).



The lion, a species whose frequent use by Classical artists makes little
guesswork of its significance, is an evocative creature with a universality in
human art and literature that has left a large cultural footprint. In Geometric
Greek art it is occasionally seen in combat with humans; it then becomes a
staple in processional friezes on Proto-Corinthian vases before eventually
being replaced by the panther and instead appearing in scenes of hunting or
animal fights. The Archaic Greek lion is typically predatory and menacing, a
threat to humans and other animals, imagined vividly in the wild attacking
deer as well as intruding on human life by threatening livestock. In many
respects it belongs in the category of ‘imagined’ rather than ‘lived’, as the
level of interaction Greeks had with lions is dubious and their representation
is often highly unnaturalistic, the early formal developments guided by Near
Eastern sources (Carter, 1972: 43ff.). This becomes increasingly interesting
as Greek sculptors became more fluent in the language of naturalism (for
which see below). In spite of the lion’s menacing nature its positive quality
of strength has an apotropaic value, particularly evident when lions and other
wild felines are presented as a static or heraldic motif at the entrance to
temples or in funerary contexts (see Hölscher, 1972). These can be free-
standing sculptures, which derive from the guarding lion statues of Near
Eastern, Egyptian, and perhaps Mycenaean palaces (cf. Richter, 1930: 3f.;
Boardman, 1978: 167–8), or reliefs: large panthers appear in such an aspect
on the west pediment of the temple of Artemis at Corcyra; recumbent lions
stare out from the Ionic architrave frieze of the Archaic Temple of Apollo at
Didyma (Boardman, 1978: fig. 218); and the lion-head antefix becomes a
staple of Archaic and Classical architecture. Sculptures of lions are
sometimes laden with ferocity and expressive features (Richter, 1930: figs.
3, 4, 6; Boardman, 1978: fig. 265f.) and are often depicted on a life-sized
scale, giving the viewer a very real sense of the presence of a living being
that tests any museum’s command of ‘do not touch’. Conceptually, such a
lion has been tamed by the potnia therōn (‘master/mistress of the animals’,
see below) and has been assigned its place in the continuum of animal–
human–divinity. When outside this dominion the lion is imagined as violent,
swift, and insatiable, intensifying its threat as a predator that governs the
world beyond human reach. When active, lions typically overcome both wild
and domestic animals: a deer and a bull at the Temple of Apollo at Delphi
(Boardman, 1978: figs. 203.1–2) and bulls on an archaic pediment from the
Athenian Acropolis (Boardman, 1978: fig. 190) and the Athenian Temple of



Olympian Zeus, c.500 BC (Hölscher, 1972: 73), and with great variety on
gems (Boardman, 2001: pls. 387, 389, 391, and passim). Such imagery is
widespread in literature and extremely common in the Homeric epics (for
which see Hawtree, this volume). A lion and a boar square up on an
Athenian marble statue base in the Kerameikos Museum at Athens (P1002),
and a boar appears on the predella of a stele from Syme (Boardman, 1978:
fig. 245): Sourvinou-Inwood (1995: 226) notes that in the Iliad the boar is
symbolic of a defeated but worthy enemy, which may inform its relevance in
a funerary setting (for which see Vermeule, 1979: 88f.). Other predatory
felines, among whom Greek artists often did not differentiate, are very often
shown attacking deer, boar, or cattle on vases and in sculpture.

The lion’s versatility lends itself to the sophisticated art of the Classical
Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman periods, in prowling menace as well as the
Tierkampf: although the animal style in Aegean ceramics slows down
considerably in the sixth century BC, the animal frieze survived long after
this time and heraldic animal elements continue to be used. A free-standing
lion tops the battlefield tomb at Chaironeia (338 BC); lions adorn several
fourth-century Lycian tombs including the Lion Tomb at Xanthos
(Boardman, 1998: 188) and another Lion Tomb in Knidos. From the
Mausoleum at Halikarnassos, the disposition of many surviving lion statues
has led to very different arrangements of their place in the building’s two
main reconstructions. Both of these draw on models that were already
ancient by the fourth century BC (Boardman, 1995: figs. 17–18 for lion and
reconstructions): Geoffrey Waywell opted for a procession of prowling lions,
while Kristian Jeppesen arranged several groups of two lions flanking a
central human figure, arrangements that recall on one hand the animal frieze,
and on the other the ‘mistress of the animals’.

On the ‘Alexander sarcophagus’ in Istanbul recumbent lions also appear
as acroteria on the temple-like architectural detailing of the lid, a direct
quotation from their use in other architectural contexts and recalling the use
of lions on the roof of the Mausoleum; both of these monuments also feature
scenes of hunting. These monuments present a significant juxtaposition of
heraldic ‘guardian’ lions with other lions in combat with heroized human
figures, a hierarchical scheme that resonates with the ethos of archaic potnia
therōn imagery but instead portrays an animal world that is in conflict with
—and subject to—the world of the great humans who are being
commemorated.



Lions continue to stalk throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods and
are increasingly placed within mimetic scenes of hunting rather than in
processional patterns. With a variety of other hunting animals, as well as
hybrid creatures and the ever-fleeing deer, they appear in the framing border
around the panel of hunting Erotes of the Shatby Stag Hunt mosaic from
Alexandria (Dunbabin, 1999: 24–5, late third century BC), a decorative field
more normally reserved for floral elements or geometric patterns. In Roman
wall-painting even the Tierkampf, so schematic and repetitive in Archaic
Greece, begins to resemble stills from a wildlife documentary (see Ling,
1991: 86). Lions are also a major feature of Roman sarcophagus reliefs,
either as heraldically staring heads, recumbent, in Tierkampfe, or in flight
from a hunter. A volume of Die Antiken Sarkophagreliefs is devoted to these
(actually a sub-volume of volume 6: dekorativen sarcophagi), and the
continuing presence of lions in this funerary mode in fact gives some
credence to Hölscher’s theories of lion-fight imagery discussed above,
theories that were made in reference to the Greek Archaic period.

The most abiding images of animals from the Roman era are in colourful
media for which we do not have Classical Greek equivalents: the domestic
decorations of painting and mosaic. Some celebrated artworks in these
media will be discussed below, but there is also an abundance of anonymous
material throughout the Roman period that gives considerable attention to
the animal form, often with no obvious narrative context. Some remarkable
discrete panels in wall paintings have animal subjects that have been graced
with the anachronistic appellation ‘still life’ (see Ling, 1991: 153–6 for
discussion) one of which, from the House of the Dioscuri in Pompeii, is a
single panel divided into three separate ‘studies’ of ‘gazelles, basket, and
goose’ (Ling, 1991: 156): the ethos of which is presumably formal rather
than narrative or symbolic. Some walls also feature illusionistic images of
strung-up birds and fish (on a painting from Pompeii, Naples 8594), the
product of a healthy estate or flourishing patron/client relationships, which
will eventually end up in the kitchen, and which recall similar modern
illusionistic paintings by artists such as the American painter Alexander
Pope.

In Roman wall-painting, the well-studied ‘four styles’ of wall-painting use
animal imagery in evolving ways through the first centuries BC and AD.
The largely aniconic first style has limited space for animal elements, but the
second style positions naturalistic animals among the realistic vistas of



architectural ornamentation: peacocks perch on framing elements on a wall
in the Villa of the Poppaei in Oplontis (Ling, 1991: 30), and birds sit on a
curtain in the House of the Labyrinth in Pompeii (Ling, 1991: colour plate
IIB) in addition to the bucolic scenes, which feature animals prominently. In
the third and fourth styles, animal imagery joins the fantastical assembly of
pseudo-architectural, geometric elements and candelabra that frame the
panel paintings, drawing birds and other animals further into the repertoire
of ‘decorative’ (Ling, 1991: 82–3, 172).

Birds enjoy a privileged place in Roman wall-painting, and are especially
common in hortus scenes: among a great many examples, a wall in the so-
called ‘House of Livia’ in Rome is decorated with a deceptively elaborate
outdoor scene that features birds along with vegetal imagery in a
gardenscape that teems with life (an ambiance also conjured up to great
effect on the Ara Pacis and elsewhere, see further below). The House of the
Orchard in Pompeii is named on account of its idyllic views, complemented
by a host of different birds (Ling, 1991: colour plate XIII). But the most
common place for animals in Roman painting and mosaics remains in
subsidiary decoration, in the same vernacular as vegetal motifs, theatrical
masks, and Bacchic elements: a swag of florals and leaves, or a field of
tendrils will be inhabited by birds (Ling, 1991: 82–3, 152; Dunbabin, 1999:
163, with remarks at 298). As with the Archaic animal style, they are
depicted with more diversity and variation than has perhaps been appreciated
(or can be accounted for here). Echoes of the heraldic tone of the animal
style also return, in painting and mosaics: in schemes recalling the ‘tree of
life’, a pair of elephants ridden by cupids approach a candelabrum at one
Pompeian house (Ling, 1991: 32), and sheep gather symmetrically around
the Good Shepherd who holds an upright crucifix in a fifth-century mosaic
in Ravenna (Toynbee, 1973: pl. 144). At Khirbet el-Mafjar a sudden
Tierkampf interrupts a peaceful mosaic scene of goats standing
symmetrically at a tree (Dunbabin, 1999: 207). The Tierkampf itself is given
a lighter, more delicate expression in mosaics and painting, from the well-
known cat-attacking-bird mosaics in the Palazzo Massimo in Rome and
Pompeii’s House of the Faun (Pollitt, 1986: 223) to a painting of a heron
fighting a snake in Tabgha (Toynbee, 1973: pl. 118), as well as the more
traditional lion-fights.

ANIMALS, HUMANS, AND GODS



Images more directly relating to the human domination of animals are seen
from a very early stage in Greece. An early figure who can be found in
Mediterranean art of all periods, the potnia therōn (cf. LIMC VIII
Supplementum s.v. ‘Potnia’) is normally a human figure holding or standing
between a pair of animals, or with a single animal, seen in Geometric and
Daedalic art. In Greek art this specific motif lasts until the middle of the
sixth century BC, with other suggestions of the configuration seen
throughout the whole of the broader Classical period. Usually a woman,
sometimes winged, the potnia therōn can hold birds, lions, panthers, or
stags, in matching pairs or combinations; a mismatched pair appears on the
two handles of the François vase in Florence. A discrete group of early
archaic marble bowls (perirrhanteria) are supported by women who stand
on top of lions (Boardman, 1978: 25f., with bibliography) in a scheme
clearly conceptually related to potnia therōn imagery. On late seventh-
century island vases from Paros and Rhodes, the tradition bifurcates and she
can be specifically identified with either Artemis or a Gorgon (Boardman,
1998: figs. 250, 253, 297). From the early Archaic period the stiffly heraldic
aspect of her depiction lessens (though still invoked by the Amasis painter in
the middle of the sixth century: Basel BS497 and others). The hunt-goddess
Artemis instead stands with an animal companion, in vase-painting and later
Classical statuary, and in Classical Greece and Rome Artemis/Diana will
seldom be seen without the deer, the perennial symbol of the hunt. The
Gorgon potnia therōn becomes Medusa, who on the pediment of an early
sixth-century temple of Artemis on Corfu instead holds her two children, the
winged horse Pegasus and her human son Chrysaor, though she is still
flanked by the large felines she would once have wielded. A sixth-century
cornelian scarab has Heracles in a similar configuration, with a lion and fox
(Boardman, 2001: 183 and pl. 343), which is part of a broader tradition of a
male potnia therōn that may relate to the narrative of Heracles’ struggles
with the animal world.

Later echoes of the ethos of potnia therōn imagery may be found the
figure of Thetis, whose metamorphic state is depicted though the use of
animal assistants when wrestling Peleus on many Archaic and Classical
vases (e.g. a famous cup signed by Peithonos in Berlin, Boardman, 1975:
fig. 214.1); the ethos is also perceptible in the popular Dionysian motifs that
originate in the sixth century and persist throughout the entire Classical
period and beyond. A late Archaic amphora signed by Nikosthenes (Vatican



17716) shows a woman between lions in an arrangement that better recalls
Dionysian maenads who are commonly depicted with animals; Dionysus and
a maenad wearing an animal skin appear on the scene’s reverse. The power
expressed through the potnia therōn’s ability to subdue wild animals is
transferred to the maenad, and in the evolution from heraldic image to
narrative the scene is extended to the maenadic flinging of animals in later
black figure (e.g. Mississippi University 77.3.58) and depictions of their
tearing animals apart (sparagmos) in Archaic and Classical red-figure vase-
painting and sculpture. In the fourth century the bronze Derveni Krater and
reliefs associated with the sculptor Kallimachos also show maenads tearing
deer apart. The interface between animal and human in Dionysian art is
explored further in the great frieze of the Villa of the Mysteries, on which a
woman suckles a goat in the manner of the bacchants of Euripides’ Bacchae.
These images are symptomatic of the important place of animal imagery in
Dionysian iconography, which includes the half-animal satyrs and Pan
sometimes sexually interfering with mules, deer, and goats; a panther or goat
as the god’s companion; centaurs and the wide variety of animals that appear
in the god’s retinue on Roman sarcophagi (for example, the spectacular
example in the Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 23.31); and a large number
of Athenian vases decorated with maenads riding bulls.

The quintessential image of human control over the animal world is
Heracles wrestling the Nemean lion. He is often depicted nude, which both
contrasts and connects with the lion he wrestles: he has no civilizing clothing
or armour, making the scene relate to contemporary Tierkampfe, but his
nudity also makes clear the difference between humans and animals. In
addition to half-animals and monsters, animals of many species are central to
the iconography of Heracles among whose canonical labours there are
allegories of control ranging from the most wild animals (the Nemean Lion,
the Cretan bull) to game (the Keryneian stag, the Stymphalian birds), to farm
and domestic animals (the cattle of Geryon, Kerberos, the Augeian stables,
the mares of Diomedes), communicating exaggerated versions of these
animals’ cultural connotations. These labours were prominently displayed in
architectural settings at locations including the Athenian treasury at Delphi,
the Archaic Heraion at Foce del Sele; and with greatest force on the Temple
of Zeus at Olympia. In contrast with the animal exploits of Heracles,
Theseus’s labours instead focus on his struggle with human transgressions



and variations, the only labours similar to Heracles’ being struggles with a
wild bull and a menacing boar sow.

Animals often appear in specific mythological narratives and can be
prominent within them, which is a mainstay of their depictions in Classical
art of the Greek and Roman periods and indeed later art. In scholarship a
handful of ‘bestiaries’ of certain mythological figures have emerged (e.g.,
Eros: Pellegrini, 2009: 172ff.; Dionysus: Villanueva-Puig, 1983; Heracles:
Bonnet et al., 1998), and certain deities maintain strong associations with
specific species (Zeus and the eagle, Artemis/Diana and the deer, Athena and
the owl, Aphrodite and the dove or water-bird). Rare animal protagonists are
usually a metamorphosed god or human; popular subjects included erotic
encounters such as eagle-Zeus and Ganymede, and Leda and the swan-Zeus.
Europa rides the bull-Zeus on the archaic Temple Y at Selinous and the
Sikyonian treasury at Delphi (Boardman, 1978: fig. 208.3), and on a late
Archaic gem in Oxford (Fig. 2.3) (Boardman, 2001: fig. 345); the scene
often includes marine animals as a seascape marker. This theme remains
popular throughout the Classical period, reaching the fourth-century AD
Roman villa in Lullingstone, where it appears as a mosaic.



FIGURE 2.3 The ‘Beazley Gem’, agate scaraboid depicting Europa riding the bull Zeus (c.480 BC).
Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, 1966.596.

Photo: Claudia Wagner, © Beazley Archive.

Hundreds of Greek vases also show a vignette of a woman on a bull, and
although many are related to a Dionysian setting (as mentioned above) there
are two examples that name either Europa (an Archaic amphora, in
Würzburg, L193) or the bull (a fragmentary early Classical cup in Munich,
2686) and sometimes details such as the marine setting or Europa touching
the bull’s horn will be indicated. The pastoral settings for the Judgment of
Paris and the encounter between Selene and Endymion is often indicated
with an audience of goats on Greek vase-painting and Roman sarcophagi.
Several versions of the Io myth survive in art, including one mid-sixth-



century amphora attributed near Exekias in London (1848.6-19.4). The
trampling of Dirke for crimes against Dionysus was a popular subject for
Roman wall-paintings (used in the House of the Vetii in Pompeii) as well as
a Hellenistic statue group surviving in a Roman copy. Heracles and Apollo
are depicted on several Athenian vases fighting over a deer (kyathos in
Leiden, PC42; amphora in Würzburg, L199), a scene that may either
conflate their struggle for the Delphic tripod with Heracles’ capture of the
Kerynitian stag, or borrow the motif of the deer who often accompanies
Artemis, a regular spectator of the struggle.

The twins Castor and Polydeukes rustle cattle on the metopes of the
Sikyonian treasury at Delphi; the infant Hermes steals the cattle of Apollo on
an Archaic Caeretan hydria in the Paris (E702) and a red-figure Athenian
cup attributed to the Brygos Painter in the Vatican (Boardman, 1975: fig.
251)—mythological versions of events that were surely familiar to pastoral
viewers, as well as featuring in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. An early
depiction of Hermes and the cattle appears on an Archaic amphora of the
Tyrrhenian group, now in Geneva (MF156), which shows the adult Hermes
walking among a procession of cattle, in a manner that vividly recalls the
lone human figures included in the animal style (see above) and comes not
long after the Gorgon Painter’s depictions of Hermes in such a setting.
Hermes maintains associations with animals throughout the Classical period:
Hermes kriophoros (ram-bearer) was the subject of a lost bronze statue by
the famed Early Classical sculptor Onatas, dedicated in Olympia (Pausanias
5.27.8), as well as surviving figurines, vases, and several sculptures
including an archaizing relief from the Hellenistic period (see LIMC V.1
311f., s.v. ‘Hermès criophore’). Hermes’ original function was as a protector
of shepherds, and when considered alongside his notorious theft of the cattle
of Apollo it is perhaps not surprising to find him carrying an animal in visual
media as well.

This same animal-bearing motif recurs throughout the Classical period in
superficially innocuous images of pastoral life that perhaps also
communicate a sacrificial message similar to that of the Minoan-era Hagia
Triada sarcophagus mentioned above. Well-known examples include the so-
called Moschophoros from the Athenian Acropolis, c.560 BC, and an earlier
unfinished ram-bearing kouros from Thasos (Boardman, 1978: figs. 112;
69). Men carry rams and goats on bronze plaques and a bronze figurine from
Archaic Crete (Boardman, 1967: fig. 54; Boardman, 1996: figs. 54, 58), and



a Roman copy of a late Archaic kriophoros statue is housed in the Museo
Barracco in Rome. These images may belong with the large body of hunting
and pastoral imagery in Classical art, but the smiling Athenian
Moschophoros at least is related to a sacrificial setting due to its find-context
on the acropolis. The animal-bearer takes on many meanings in the later
Classical period: a human figure carrying a lamb appears as a personification
of April on a late Antique mosaic from Argos (Dunbabin, 1999: 221), but
images of Christ carrying a lamb as the ‘Good Shepherd’ are a regular
feature of Christian iconography, seen on many gems and personal items
(Fig. 2.4; see Finney (1994: 125f.) and Toynbee (1973: 296f.) for discussion;
Spier (2007b: 53–62) for gems catalogue) and belonging in a rich continuum
of animal imagery in early Christian art.



FIGURE 2.4 The ‘Good Shepherd’: early Christian red cornelian gem featuring Christ and lambs,
third/fourth century AD. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum 1892.1569.

Photo: Claudia Wagner, © Beazley Archive.

Christ and the apostles appear as lambs themselves, on a sarcophagus in
Milan (Elsner, 1998: 159) and on a mosaic at the basilica of Santi Cosma e
Damiano in Rome (Spier, 2007a: 137), as a reflection of Jesus’s associations
with the slaughtered lambs of Passover and the figure of the Lamb of God.
Other animal narratives in Judaeo-Christian art include Adam naming the
animals (Spier, 2007a: 264), Noah’s Ark (Gough, 1973: 73), and Susannah
and the Elders as allegorical animals (Spier, 2007a: 267). In other Christian



contexts animals also resume a decorative manner—recalling their earlier
heraldic oblivion—in arrays of beasts peacefully interacting on church
floors, as in the fifth-century church at Antioch (Dunbabin, 1999: 181).
These motifs may be related to the ‘Peaceful Kingdom’ of Isaiah (Gough,
1973: 77), but also draw heavily on scenes of Orpheus’s enchantment of
beasts, known in statuary from Hellenistic Italy (Henig, 1983: 69) and in
Roman painting (e.g., in the House of Orpheus in Pompeii, cf. Ling, 1991:
152). Orpheus is a versatile figure, and as the human figure at the centre of a
peaceful animal world his iconography is associated not only with Christ but
also with local hunting gods, as on some mosaics from Roman Britain
(Henig, 1985); a scheme that, in ethos at least, relates clearly to the older
tradition of the potnia therōn.

Another cultic competitor to paganism in the Roman period, the
iconography of Mithraism uses animals in a very different, much less
peaceable way. The main component of Mithraic iconography shows
Mithras as tauroktonos, the bull-slayer (Fig. 2.5), wrenching back the head
of a bull while a dog and snake lick its wound and a scorpion attacks its
testicles: the bull-slaying type was used in Classical Greek depictions of
Nike (see below) and some Roman depictions of Victory show her slaying a
bull in a very similar manner (e.g., Kleiner, 1992: 215; cf. Clauss, 2000: 79).
The similarities have been the subject of debate since Franz Cumont made
the association (Cumont, 1903: 21), but in either case the obscure symbolism
of the animal cosmos in Mithraic iconography is far from being
disentangled.



FIGURE 2.5 Mithras tauroktonos: cast of a Mithraic sculpture found in Walbrook, England. Late
third/early fourth century AD. Ashmolean Cast Gallery, Oxford.

Photo: author, reproduced with permission.

Other images of animals give a more direct sense of how they were
perceived. Votive dedications in sanctuaries sometimes take the shapes of
such animals as may have been sacrificed, as is the case with the small pigs
in London from a sanctuary of Persephone; they can also be symbolic of the
honoured deity, which may be the case with marble dove dedications from a
sanctuary of Aphrodite on the road from Athens to Eleusis. It is likely that
real animals and votive offerings were both conceived of as performing a



similar function—i.e., material expenditure in honour of a deity—which may
be the case with the silver bull statue in the museum at Delphi perhaps
dedicated by Kroisos (described in Herodotus, Histories 1.50 as also
dedicating a golden statue of a lion and sacrificing a range of animals). A
number of rhyta from Athens and elsewhere that take the shape of animals,
or parts of animals, may also belong in this context: Hoffmann argued for a
ritual function and context for these vases as they often represent species of
animals that were sacrificed (Hoffmann, 1994: 34f.); however, the figured
repertoire also includes animals such as birds, donkeys, and dogs, as well as
human and mythological figures. The moulding of these vases is often
strikingly naturalistic, as in a donkey kantharos in London (1876.3-28.5) and
a dog’s head rhyton in St. Petersburg (B1818) and several other vases shaped
as sea-shells, almonds, and animal parts; the likelihood is that these vases
were valued primarily for the novelty of their mimetic effect rather than any
ritual function.

Images of animal sacrifice itself are plentiful in Classical art and have
been studied closely: images from Archaic and Classical Greece have been
collected by F. Van Straten (1995) and exhaustively catalogued by J.
Gebauer (2002); their cultural significance is analysed in essays collected by
M. Detienne and J.-P. Vernant, published in English in 1989 (see particularly
Jean-Louis Durand’s contribution). One of the best documents of sacrificial
activity is the Archaic ‘Ricci hydria’ from Caere, now in the Villa Giulia in
Rome, which depicts various stages in the preparation of the slaughtered
animal. A great many examples exist of scenes featuring priests, acolytes,
and sacrificial animals, normally in a processional setting before the blow is
struck: these images range from Archaic and Classical vase-painting, Greek
sculptures (such as the Parthenon frieze), Hellenistic art (inside the Great
Altar at Pergamon), the suovetauriliae of Roman sculpture (the so-called
Altar of Domitius Ahenobarbus (Kleiner, 1992: 50) and the ‘Louvre
Suovetaurilia’ (Kleiner, 1992: 141) and the five-column monument of
Diocletian (Elsner, 1998: 93–4)), and many more besides. A historical
sacrifice performed by Aeneas features on the Ara Pacis Augustae (see
below), and sacrifice is one of the many victorious modes of the emperor on
the panel-reliefs of Marcus Aurelius (Kleiner, 1992: 294). With baroque flair
typical of the Hellenistic period, a gruesome statue in Paris (LL13/Ma.517),
the so-called ‘ Écorcheur rustique’ (‘flayer-peasant’, Fig. 2.6), is a snapshot
of a calf—a sacrificial animal—strung up on a tree being disembowelled by



an old man elbow-deep in viscera with a rough cloak and a savagely gleeful
expression. Elsner (1998: 93) mentions the lowly nature of sacrificial
attendants in Roman art, and it is plausible that this striking statue is also
associated with sacrifice, but like the Archaic Moschophoros there is no
intrinsic sacrificial indicator. The ‘flayer-peasant’ motif must have had some
lasting appeal as it reappears on a third-century Roman lamp, also in Paris,
labelled as ‘a scene from daily life’ (Giroire and Roger, 2007: 164).



FIGURE 2.6 ‘Écorcheur rustique’: Roman copy of a Hellenistic statue. Paris, Musée du Louvre, cat.
Ma517.

Illustration: author.

Many vases and sculptures show animals in the daily lives of humans in
other respects. Potentially crossing into the realm of the symbolic, in
Classical Greece there is a clear erotic context to images of figures holding



animals as ‘love gifts’: the mythological archetype Ganymede holds a
rooster on Athenian vases and in a well-known Archaic terracotta group
from Olympia (Boardman, 1985: fig. 33), and a great many vase-paintings
show youths holding roosters or hares (Fig. 2.7), often in a pederastic
context (passim). Such scenes are plausibly related to real practices,
exchanges of gifts in an erotic context, and there is certainly nothing about
the scenes to immediately suggest anything but a realistic setting. Lear’s
incisive comments on the use of animals in an erotic context are worth
quoting in full: ‘the animals which were commonly given by erastai to
eromenoi in these scenes—of which the commonest are the fighting-cock
and the hare—are so associated with pederasty in vase-painting that they
serve as a kind of synecdoche for pederasty: they break loose from their
significance as props with a concrete role in courtship scenes and become an
independent indicator of pederastic interest’. According to this reading, the
animals’ symbolism derives from their depiction in erotic contexts, the
primary referent being actual pederastic practices; however, having seen
how animal depiction can recall species’ qualities elsewhere in Greek art, it
may in fact be that the animals bring their own symbolism into erotic
iconography. The struggling, aggressive cockerel, evasive hare, or delicate
bird belong in the same conceptual sphere as the flower, pomegranate, or
athletic paraphernalia as icons of the qualities assigned to the holder, and
with erotic imagery the animals also relate to the wider theme of pursuit:
huntsmen are depicted with dogs chasing hares or holding game, alive or
dead, after a hunt.



FIGURE 2.7 Youth and hare: interior of a red-figure cup attributed to Makron, c.480 BC. London,
British Museum, E 59.

Drawing: author.

Birds do also appear without such an explicitly erotic context, but with a
probable symbolic significance. Many Archaic korai hold birds, and a girl
on a Classical grave relief from Paros looks forlornly at two doves, which sit



unresisting in her hands (Boardman, 1985: fig. 52), images that express what
the inscription commemorating Phrasikleia said in words, i.e., that the
deceased died young and unmarried, the bird symbolizing the potential but
lost association with Aphrodite (see Oakley (2004: 209–12) for pets and
birds in Athenian funerary iconography). The pathos of this type of image
recurs in other funerary images of humans depicted with pets, such as the
Hadrianic-era sarcophagus lid in Malibu (73.AA.11). Also from Malibu
(71.AA.271), a lap-dog is depicted on a stele of the late second century AD:
scholars are still undecided about whether the alumna (foster-daughter)
‘Helena’ commemorated in the inscription refers to the dog or its owner.
(See also Johns, 2003.) Animals within the domain of human ownership
appear in many other modes, from the fighting cocks squaring up on Archaic
black-figure cups (e.g., Munich 2151) and the cat-and-dog fight on a statue
base in Athens (Boardman, 1978: fig. 242c), to the companion dogs, hares,
and large felines of Greek vases (Ashmead, 1978; Neils and Oakley, 2003:
280f.) to the stabled and racing horses of Roman reliefs, mosaics, and gems.

ANIMALS AND POWER COMMUNICATION
In the complex political and cultural climates of the Classical Mediterranean,
images were often used to demonstrate the power of a particular person or
idea by creating visual forms of that idea’s power: images of hunting or
military violence, triumph, or harmony under a particular ideological mantle.
On the parapet of the temple of Athena Nike the goddesses who themselves
embody victory are doubly triumphant as with apparent ease they subdue
rearing bulls. Working with the other sculptural decoration on the temple
building—military scenes—the programme presents a clear and rallying
message of strength at a time when Athens’s fortunes were quickly fading,
as well as a visual reference to the sacrificial acts on which both military and
civic acts were predicated. If the Parthenon frieze calmly speaks of a united
and strong Athenian identity through its depiction of procession, sacrifice,
and epiphany, then the sculptural programme of the temple of Athena Nike
is a shrill message of victory proclaimed through the combined depictions of
military action on its architectural sculpture and the strength of nike on the
parapet. This new ‘mistress of the animals’ in wet-look drapery proved a
popular theme, surviving in Neo-Attic reliefs, in Augustan iconography, and



adorning the conqueror-emperor Trajan’s cuirass in a portrait from Ostia and
a the frieze of his Basilica Ulpia (Kleiner, 1992: 214).

Following soon after the Nike parapet, images denoting strength become
common on Athenian gravestones. The early fourth-century Dexileos
monument features a heroic warrior on horseback trampling a fallen enemy,
the horse not only an iconic image in itself but, again, a symbol of the social
status of the rider (which in this instance is complimented by an inscription
placing him in a special band within the already elite cavalry). Visually, such
explicit, personal, and naturalistic narratives of power were unknown in
Archaic Greek funerary art, which was concerned with abstracted
presentations of ideals: over a century before Dexileos, the valour of the
fallen warrior Kroisos was symbolized by a standing nude youth and
denoted in the epigram that marked his grave; scenes of struggle were
limited to animal-fights on statue bases.

An enduring symbol of power and perhaps the most commonly depicted
animal in Classical art, the horse is most often found in battle scenes or
driving a chariot in a martial, athletic, or processional setting best analogized
with the place of supercars, military jeeps, and SUVs in the language of the
modern cultural consciousness. Equine imagery remained central to the
artistic conception of ‘elite’ Classical art, and in most European and Asian
visual systems the horse remained a symbol of the elite properties of land
ownership, leisure, and military power. Very common in Geometric art, the
horse’s prominence continues through the Classical period: the cavalcade of
mounted riders on the Parthenon uses the horse’s emblematic status to
project a confident message of wealth and power. Its diverse accommodation
even within Athenian vase-painting includes chariot racing and processions
(both on the François vase), martial scenes that feature named horses
(amphora in Berlin, F1720), and mythological scenes such as Achilles
tending to his horses (again named, on a vase in Athens (Boardman, 1974:
fig. 49), and perhaps fragments in Basel (Cahn collection HC400); cf.
Homer, Iliad 16.152). Throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods the
horse will continue to express political dominance as the equestrian statue
becomes a favoured form of commemoration in Rome.

Using animal imagery as a means of projecting personal strength becomes
frequent in the political art in the Hellenistic and Roman periods and is seen
at an elite level in surviving Macedonian art. After Alexander, the image of a
ruler hunting or on horseback becomes common (though it had long been a



feature of Near Eastern royal iconography) and continued to evolve through
the centuries well into the modern era (see Clark (1977: 53f., 196ff.) for
ancient and modern evidence). From this cultural context, two images of
hunting survive from mosaics in the opulent houses at Pella (Dunbabin,
1999: 12–14), one a lion-hunt and one a stag-hunt with a dog. Painted on the
ionic frieze at the ‘Royal Tomb’ in Vergina, the magnificent hunting scene
features a bear, a lion, a boar, and a deer as well as hunters on horseback and
on foot: a bestiary of prey and an inventory of hunters. Similarly the so-
called ‘Alexander sarcophagus’ in Istanbul also features two dialogues of
power, each occupying a long and a short side: a battle, and a hunt featuring
a lion and a stag with hunters mounted as well as on foot. The stag group
shares compositional similarities with the Pella stag mosaic, and the lion
hunt has been associated with an historical hunt in 332 BC involving
Alexander and his general Krateros (also portrayed in a lost bronze group by
Lysippos displayed at Delphi (Stewart, 1990: 290–1); for others cf. Pollitt,
1986: 38; see now Cohen, 2010, especially 64ff. and passim).

By commissioning the bronze group at Delphi, Krateros inserted himself
into the legend of Alexander in the same way that the successors used
fragments of his personal iconography to associate themselves with him, and
they themselves used much animal imagery. In the decades following his
death, Alexander’s animal attribute of bulls’ horns was imitated by
Demetrios Poliorketes; in the iconography of the Ptolemies, Alexander’s
association with Zeus was communicated with the motif of an eagle. A gold
stater of Ptolemy I features Alexander as Zeus being drawn on a chariot
drawn by elephants, an image that may refer to Alexander’s return from
India but also encapsulates the scale of Alexander’s campaigns and
achievement. (The elephant-drawn chariot remained an enduring symbol of
heavy grandeur, cf. Toynbee, 1973: 39–46: perhaps in imitation of
Hellenistic models, it is used on coins of both Caesar and Augustus. Much
later it features on the apotheosis scene of the ‘Symmachus’ ivory leaf of
c.400 AD; Elsner, 1998: 31.)

The most interesting and complex use of animals in Hellenistic public art
is to be found on the Gigantomachy on the Great Altar at Pergamon, where a
dazzling variety of textures and shapes is contributed by the many animals
and animal elements that populate it, given unusually prominent
accommodation in virtuosic defiance of Archaic and Classical versions of
the theme. The Archaic-era Gigantomachy on the Siphnian Treasury was



content to limit its use of animals to the lions and horses who pull the
chariots of Themis/Dionysus and Zeus/Hera respectively; on Archaic and
Classical vases, Dionysus is often assisted by small leopards, but on
Pergamon’s Great Altar bestial strength, divine power, and insuperable force
are all conveyed with the help of visual elements from the animal world. By
the time of the frieze’s execution in the early second century BC, Classical
sculpture was at a stage where the sculptors’ facility for realism/naturalism
and the bombastic ‘baroque’ style were together capable of producing
frighteningly bestial images that break the psychological boundary of rigid
stylization characteristic of the half-animals of Egypt, the Near East, and
Archaic Greece. Furthermore, the unprecedented size and scale of the frieze,
eighty-four preserved figures (‘not counting animals’, Pollitt, 1986: 101),
necessitates variety: from a stylistic perspective, animal imagery is newly
employed in a Gigantomachy to amplify the violent action in a way that
would not be possible with an Amazonomachy or Centauromachy, and the
extra variety may go some way to explaining the Gigantomachy’s use on the
monument. The swirling, surging ground-line of serpentine legs belonging to
falling giants (see Fig. 2.8; Pollitt, 1986: figs. 100, 103, 105–6, 109) heralds
a conscious rejection of the repetitiveness characteristic of earlier battle-
scenes, with their endless and formulaic rearing horses, clashing shields,
hair-pulling, and agonized supplication. Effectively vicious-looking snakes
rear up and attack at the figures’ eye-level distressingly far from their proper
position on the ground, recalling a similar use of snakes on the Laocoön
group (Smith, 1991: fig. 143). The assisting animal companions of Hekate
and Artemis give a dynamic sense of depth by bounding out from the space
behind the frieze’s background (Fig. 2.8); there is abundant use of horses and
felines drawing chariots and as mounts, Rhea riding in on the back of a lion.
On the whole, Giants tend to be half-animals or adorned with animal
paraphernalia: on the south side the heavy but markedly human musculature
of the opponent of Astraios terminates in an alarmingly naturalistic lion-head
and paw (Pollitt, 1986: fig. 105); horse and human are grotesquely fused on
another figure from the south side (Stewart, 1990: fig. 702).



FIGURE 2.8 The Great Altar of Pergamon: a dog assists Artemis to fight a giant with serpentine legs.
Oxford, Ashmolean Cast Gallery.

Photo: author, reproduced with permission.

The Gigantomachy frieze conceptualizes contemporary Attalid military
campaigns in a sequence that began with the battle of the gods and the
Giants, and the Telephos frieze within the building reprogrammes the strife



out of which the Attalid dynasty was born, referring to the mythological
narrative of the Trojan war. A similarly political monument of the following
century, the Ara Pacis Augustae in Rome, celebrates the cosmic legitimacy
of its patron’s actions and also appeals to the heroic past. However, rather
than depicting the loud and chaotic triumph of strength through struggle, it
instead projects an image of harmony, stability, and benevolent control, and
animal imagery is a significant factor in its communication of this message.
The ‘Tellus’ (or ‘Pax’) relief (Fig. 2.9) depicts a timeless Golden Age of
abundance and fertility, positioning human, animal, plant, and landscape in
an ideal configuration united by the female deity at its centre, who embodies
the pax Augusta (Zanker, 1988: 172f.; Galinsky, 1996: 142f.). To the Roman
viewer, the bull and sheep at her feet are emblematic of those parts of the
wider animal world that could reasonably be conceived as being both under
man’s control and, as recognizably agricultural animals, for man’s benefit.
The bull and sheep are depicted in a spectrum of animal imagery, literally an
arc encompassing a bird and a sea-monster being ridden by personifications
of winds, but, moreover, their connection to the land and intimacy with the
figure of Tellus also places them in the same conceptual sphere as the foliage
and ears of wheat in the background in a broader message of a new
Augustan Golden Age, possibly a salve referring to Augustus’s fractious
relationship with Italian farmers.



FIGURE 2.9 ‘Tellus’ relief from the Ara Pacis Augustae, Rome.
Photo courtesy of the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome (Schlechter, Neg. D-DAI-Rom

1986.1448).

Like the great altar at Pergamon, there are also specific mythological
references on the Ara Pacis: Romulus and Remus with the she-wolf, and a
scene of Aeneas sacrificing a sow under an oak tree as foretold in a prophecy
(see Zanker, 1988: 203–4). These scenes utilize specific landscapes as well
as animal imagery (Aeneas at a sacred oak, and the wolf beneath a fig-tree)
and have a strong local sense with comprehensible geographical reference
points; like the Tellus relief, the different types of imagery work together to
delineate schemes of legitimate dominion whereby all of the elements of the
natural world conspire to receive the rightful rule of Rome. An abundance of
animal and vegetal motifs girdle the Ara Pacis on the lower registers of the



monument, including scorpions and a snake attacking a bird’s nest, as
‘reminders that peace and growth are never unthreatened’ (Galinsky, 1996:
153). Other Augustan art offers vignettes of the natural world at peace,
including reliefs from Praeneste showing tranquil scenes of mother animals
nursing their young (see Zanker (1988: 177–9) for illustration and analysis).
Subsequent Roman emperors were not so quiet about advertising their
personal power: imperial public art often depicts a mounted emperor in
battle or a hunt as the apex of man’s worldly aspiration. The statuary of
Claudius positions the eagle of Jupiter at his side; Trajan rides down Dacians
on the Great Trajanic Frieze; and Hadrian appears in hot pursuit of a boar on
one of the hunting tondi now on the Arch of Constantine (Fig. 2.10)
(Kleiner, 1992: 222, 252).



FIGURE 2.10 Hadrianic-era hunting tondo on the north face of the Arch of Constantine, Rome.
Photo courtesy of the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome (Faraglia, Neg. D-DAI Rom

1932.0053).



Many Roman sarcophagi and tombstones feature a mounted rider,
sometimes within a triumphant military vista or hunting scene; mosaics
depicting hunts were also installed in villas all over the Roman world. These
hunts ‘implicitly take place within the landholdings of a villa’s own estates,
though the beasts pursued and killed are often from the exotic extremes of
the empire’s territories’ (Elsner, 1998: 99): in this respect, however, they
also mediate a boundary between aspiration and reality. In addition to
projecting the prestige of owning sufficient resources to hold grandiose
hunts, the scenes also take visual and cultural cues from mythological
hunters such as Adonis and Meleager. One example in Antioch applies these
and other mythological names to a group of what are clearly non-
mythological hunters (perhaps slaves; Dunbabin, 1999: 181f.) and hunting
scenes do often feature named animals and human participants who are more
definitively earthly (Dunbabin, 1999: 113–4), which may indeed reflect the
worldly activities of their commissioners.

The owner of the magnificent villa at Piazza Armerina clearly had enough
wealth and land to convene at least the hunts of deer, boar, and hares
depicted in the ‘Small Hunt’ mosaic. The large-scale ‘Great Hunt’ mosaic
from the same villa goes even further (Toynbee, 1973: 27f., 40–1; Dunbabin,
1999: 130ff.). The 70-foot-long corridor mosaic shows the hunting, capture,
and transport of animals of a great many species and is a lesson in Roman
practices of trapping and transportation of wild animals; the implied end-
result of the process is presumably the transport of these animals to Rome or
another Italian centre for lavish and expensive games, all implicitly situating
the commissioner in a highly elevated social position. Within the mosaic a
trussed goat is used to lure leopards, and leopards also attack wild prey in
analogues of the human mission. The whole frieze is sandwiched between
two apsidal rooms, each with a semi-circular mosaic. It curiously concluded
at its south end by a tranquil scene that better recalls the Tellus mosaic from
the Ara Pacis: a semi-nude woman sits with a cornucopia (or elephant horn?)
and is approached by an elephant and female tiger (Toynbee, 1973: pl. 1).
The companion piece at the north end is badly damaged but may show Diana
in a similar disposition, the two acting parenthetically to give an impression
of divine sanctioning to the animal abuse taking place between them.

The villa also contains mosaics that feature themes found elsewhere in the
Roman world in mosaics and other media. One room contains a lavishly
proportioned circus race depicted on a grand scale with painstaking attention



to detail. This is a common subject known from sculpture (cf. the Circus
relief from Ostia; Kleiner, 1992: 236) and particularly mosaics (Dunbabin,
1999: index s.v. ‘circus’), and speaks in the same language as gladiator
fights and scenes of venatio, which often name the participating animals as
well as the humans (cf. the appalled remarks in Toynbee, 1973: 83f.). These
mosaics may commemorate actual events, as is suggested by the appellation
‘victor’ or an obituary remark to some of the participants; or they may
simply be demonstrations of wealth—or aspiration—similar to the hunting
mosaics.

ARTISTS AND ANIMALS
It is easy to forget how good Greek artists can be at animals.

(Boardman, 1996: 99)

Among the small number of surviving images of craftsmen, one red-figure
Athenian cup of around 480 BC (Munich 2650) shows a sculptor carving a
horse, literally under the aegis of Athena who stands beside him. In the
Archaic period, as we have seen, apotropaic, sacrificial, and symbolic
imagery provided a cultural context for representing animals, and although
animal imagery was subsequently not so abundant, well-known Classical
Greek artists inherited these forms to create some of their most famous
works. Many anonymous images of striking naturalism and artistic invention
have also survived from the Classical and Hellenistic periods. Textual
evidence also demonstrates the high esteem in which animal imagery was
held, one painter being remembered by posterity as ‘the greatest painter of
animals of his time’, another as the greatest sculptor of horses (Richter,
1970: 74). Now lost, the bronze cow by the early Classical sculptor Myron
stood on the Athenian acropolis for centuries before its removal to Rome,
where it survived until the late antique period. For a millennium it was his
most famous work, inspiring thirty-six surviving epigrams (analysed in
Squire, 2010), and its fame in antiquity highlights the modern focus on
human artworks as its reputation is today overshadowed by Myron’s human
Diskobolos and mythological Marsyas group (known from copies). The cow
certainly seems to have had the same mimesis and sense of real presence that
was probably the intended effect of Archaic lion statues discussed above,
and the many epigrams give a vivid account of the cow’s impression of
reality.



Sanctuary dedications from the Greek Classical period also include
cavalry scenes and martial or athletic chariot groups that were famous in
their own right or created by well-known sculptors. These are known largely
from textual references: Pausanias (8.42.8) mentions a group at Olympia of
Hieron I of Syracuse (d. 467 BC), which may have been similar to the
Delphi charioteer set up by Polyzalos of Gela, traces of whose horses
survive in the Delphi museum. Pliny the Elder mentions chariot groups from
the fourth century BC including depictions of Philip II of Macedon and
Alexander the Great by the sculptor Euphranor (Natural History 34.78).
Mounted hunting scenes featuring Alexander are associated with the
sculptors Leoarches and Lysippos (discussed above). Today, the most
famous chariot horse from antiquity is one of the bearers of the chariot of
Selene from the east pediment of the Parthenon, the so-called ‘Urpferd’ that
so excited Goethe.

The major fourth-century sculptors tackled animal subjects. Praxiteles
presented an intellectualized revision of the myth of Apollo fighting Pytho at
Delphi in the ‘Apollo Sauroktonos’, which showed a boyish god baiting a
small lizard, and Lysippos’s lost works include a defeated lion (Stewart,
1990: 290) recalling the novel scheme on the metopes on the temple of Zeus
at Olympia showing Heracles standing beside the defeated lion, rather than
the usual combat scene. Lysippos was also responsible for an ox and a
rearing horse, and we may assume that his famous statement—that he made
images of men not as they are, but as they appear to be—also applied to his
depictions of animals. Other sculptors of apparent renown in antiquity dealt
with animal subjects. The scanty evidence for a Hellenistic sculptor of
uncertain date named Boethos includes a reference by Pliny (Natural History
34.84) to a statue of a boy strangling a goose, perhaps known from several
later copies (Smith, 1991: fig. 170; see Robertson, 1977: 561). The ‘Farnese
Bull’ group depicting the punishment of Dirke, found in the Baths of
Caracalla in 1456, has been identified as an updated Roman marble copy of
a lost bronze attributed (also by Pliny, Natural History 36.34) to the
sculptors Apollonios and Tauriskos of Tralles.

When taken as a homogeneous group, the surviving originals of animal
statuary from the Greek Classical period illuminate certain aspects of the
poetics of the image maker. With the advances in naturalism demonstrated in
the fifth century, the sculptor was able—as Lysippos remarked—to portray
men as they are, presumably through careful study of anatomy and posture:



the painstaking detail of the Riace bronzes are ample testament of the
achievement of naturalism. Polykleitos was also able to quantify the
aesthetic ingredients of the human form in his written Canon, and sculptors
such as Lysippos and Praxiteles hyperextended sculptural poetics to create
‘better than life’ images, a process that eventually reached its apex in
Rome’s late Republican verism and the subsequent collision of real and ideal
over the next century—but all necessarily on a human canvas. These
developments are problematic with animals, and may go some way towards
explaining the dwindling vogue for free-standing animal statuary in the fifth
century: the capacity to render naturalism overtakes the ability to observe
nature. Although animals are gnomically famous for misbehaving on
television, horses, dogs, and cattle (etc.) can at least be studied in life,
whereas the lion develops an increasingly canine appearance on the fourth-
century Nereid monument in London (which incidentally features some of
the finest human figures), as well as a contemporary statue in New York
(Richter, 1970: figs. 361–2) and on the Mausoleum, examples that better
resemble the dogs of Artemis on the Great Altar at Pergamon. With sea-
creatures, there is a constant state of flux between observation and
imagination (see the marine creature in Fig. 2.9)—a phenomenon that lasted
well into the modern era—with the result that only small creatures (such as
might be dredged up in fishermen’s nets) are reliably depicted. This is often
done with such great sensitivity and accuracy that the identification of
individual species is possible on some mosaics (Dunbabin, 1999, especially
fig. 46) and the large class of red-figure Apulian ‘fish-plates’ (see the
fragment in Fig. 2.1), which, like the Cycladic stone vessels, may indicate a
connection between design and use context.

Several surviving mosaics depict animals with great sensitivity, and some
lost examples acquired renown as artworks in antiquity. Sosos of Pergamon,
designer of the famous ‘unswept floor’ mosaic, is mentioned by Pliny
(Natural History 36.184) as the creator of a scene featuring doves around a
bowl that was designed for the Attalid palace at Pergamon and inspired
copies across the Mediterranean (Dunbabin, 1999: 26f.), including one from
Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli, now in the Capitoline Museum in Rome (Fig. 2.11).
Similarly, the most famous work by the celebrated painter Pausias was large
scene of the sacrifice of oxen, and Pliny records that the artist performed
formal experimentation with the oxen in order to enhance the foreshortening
effect (Robertson, 1977: 489). In the surviving media, truly naturalistic



animals are generally Hellenistic and include the ‘Jennings Dog’ in London
and the ‘Uffizi Boar’ (Fig. 2.12), both of which acquired considerable
acclaim in the modern era.

FIGURE 2.11 Doves mosaic from the Villa of Hadrian at Tivoli. Roman, perhaps related to a
Hellenistic original by Sosos of Pergamon. Rome, Musei Capitolini.

Photo: © SCALA, Florence.



FIGURE 2.12 The ‘Uffizi Boar’: cast of a statue in Florence, probably a Roman copy of a lost
Hellenistic original. Oxford, Ashmolean Cast Gallery.

Photo: author, reproduced with permission.

With the early exception of the Parthenon Urpferd, only rarely do images
of animals appear with overt Classical idealization or Hellenistic baroque:
the heroic bronze horse in the Museo Archeologico Civico in Florence is of



an unknown date but was most probably made after the death of Alexander’s
horse Boukephalos, who became a celebrity in his own right and is featured
on coins; Alexander and Boukephalos also appear together in a number of
surviving images, but it is clear that the intellectual image-makers of the
Classical world were as active in producing human as animal imagery.

CONCLUSION
As our understanding of animal imagery currently stands, few
generalizations may be made regarding the use of animals in Classical art,
beyond the obvious point that when an animal is depicted it recalls that
species’ properties: thus a lion is always a fierce and dangerous creature,
unless it has been tamed by potnia therōn; birds are light, delicate, and
decorative; horses are expensive; hares are swift and soft; deer are fair game
for everyone. Throughout the Classical period artists paid close attention to
the narrative, symbolic, and formal possibilities of animal depiction, and
animal forms populated many of the small items of day-to-day life. One
theme that unites most Classical art is that of human dominion over the
animal kingdom, which took a variety of forms: as we have seen, this is
manifested first through the heraldic potnia therōn and the narrative
Heracles, and later through Dionysian violence and the metaphorical
association of ideas and people with control over bulls and lions. The
trajectory of picturing human dominion leads, via Augustan images of a
natural world at peace under Rome, to the Mithraic, Orphic, and Christian
images of a deity at the centre of a compliant and peaceful animal world.



SUGGESTED READING

In Anglophone scholarship the few major studies that look specifically at
animals in ancient art include Richter (1930) and Toynbee (1973), both of
which are species-by-species taxonomies with some general remarks. Clark
(1977), which covers ancient and modern Western art, includes much
Classical art and does more than any of these studies to analyse the
meaning, symbolism, and significance of the depicted animal. For an
overview of the diversity of the evidence, particularly in small objects, see
the several catalogues of objects collected by numismatist Leo Mildenberg
published between 1986 and 2004. Klingender’s (1971) posthumous
masterwork is an enlightening interpretation of animal imagery and
contains one chapter on Greek and Roman art. For much bibliography and
another interpretative approach, see Morris (2007). See Green (1992) for
much Celtic art and archaeology, relevant to the fascinating area of Roman
provincial art, which has not been covered here. Cohen (2010) offers a
thorough history and much-needed analysis of animal imagery in
Macedonian royal iconography. For Near Eastern art, chapters in Collins
(2000) feature a number of differing approaches to animal interpretation.
Beyond English language scholarship, Keller (1909) has a wide
geographical focus and is still seen by many as the only thorough synoptic
study of animals in ancient art; Alexandridis (2008) is a collection of papers
that brings analysis of animal imagery into the twenty-first century by
examining borders and boundaries, with a gendered perspective.
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CHAPTER 3

GOOD TO LAUGH WITH
Animals in Comedy

BABETTE PÜTZ

INTRODUCTION
CHORUSES of frogs, birds, wasps, and knights on horseback, a flying giant
dung-beetle, Dionysus and his slave squabbling over a donkey—these are
some of the most memorable uses of animals in extant comedies. Animal
choruses wear animal costumes and sometimes utter animal sounds. Also,
live animals occasionally appear on stage. In addition to these striking
visual and acoustic appearances of animals, much animal imagery is used in
comedy.

It is difficult to assess, of course, how much animal imagery appears in
the comic fragments and in which ways it is used, as later scholars chose
the preserved passages for their own, specific purposes, rather than as
representative examples of the comedies they come from (cf. also Dover,
2000: xvii–xix). For example, animal references in the comic fragments
seem to refer disproportionately often to fish, which is not surprising as
many of the fragments survived as quotes in Athenaeus’s Deipnosophists,
which deals with matters related to dining, including a large section on fish
(on fish in comedy as luxurious food and a social indicator, see Wilkins,
2000: 293–304 and Davidson, 1997: 3–35). In New and Roman comedy far
fewer references to animals appear than in early comedy. Regarding animal
choruses, this development is explained by Rothwell (2007: 104). From the
evidence of vases and literary fragments, he concludes that animal choruses
were most popular around 510–480 BC, then declined, before a revival
around 440–410 BC. In the fourth century, Greek thinking about the



relationship of humans and animals changed, in that the concept of a
kinship of animals and humans lost favour, which Rothwell rightly
mentions as the reason why animal choruses became less and less popular.
One should add that not only do animal choruses disappear but that animal
imagery in general becomes much less prominent in later comedy.

For these reasons, this chapter will focus on Aristophanes’ complete
comedies. It will look at the surviving plays and compare their uses of
animal imagery. It will also summarize the use of animals in New and
Roman comedy. Of course, by no means is every mention of an animal
included in this study—there are far too many—but a selection that is
representative of the use of animals in the relevant play or the work of a
playwright. Despite the prominence of animals in (early) comedy,
surprisingly little secondary literature is devoted to the subject. Most
notably, Sifakis’s (1971) work on animal choruses has recently been
replaced by Rothwell (2007), Pütz (2008) discusses human–animal
boundary transgression in the Wasps and Birds in detail, and Dierauer
(1977: 178–80) discusses briefly human–animal comparisons in New
Comedy. Arnott (1959) contains some mention of animals in Greek
comedy, but his focus is on tragedy. Otherwise, one finds very much that
information is scattered throughout the commentaries to the relevant
passages. This chapter aims to bring together some of this information and
provide an overview over the use of animals in comedy, especially in
Aristophanes’ plays.

ANIMALS IN ARISTOPHANES’ EXTANT
COMEDIES

In many of Aristophanes’ extant comedies animals are visually and
acoustically represented, used for jokes or even actively involved in the
plot, especially in the Birds. In this and other comedies, such as the Wasps,
human characters take on animal characteristics to various degrees. Animal
choruses appear in these two plays and in the Frogs. Also, the cloud and
knight choruses have strong animal connections. Animals are employed in
Aristophanes’ comedies in two main ways: in human–animal comparisons
and as food. Most comedies use animals in both ways, but the plays in
which animal imagery is most prominent, in particular the three plays with



animal choruses and the Clouds, tend to use it very much to symbolize
human characteristics. In contrast, animals appear predominantly as food in
the comedies concerned with the Peloponnesian War (Acharnians, Peace,
Lysistrata) and its social consequences (Assembly Women, Wealth),
reflecting current social issues, and in the Knights, the action and personnel
of which are strongly connected with food preparation. In many of these
plays (and in Thesmophoriazusae), animals are also used metaphorically in
sexual allusions.

The following sections will analyse the use of animals in these plays,
starting with the plays that tend towards using animals for human
comparisons, then followed by those that mainly employ animals as food. It
is, however, important to keep in mind that these two categories are very
flexible—most comedies employ both, and other, uses of animals. Wasps,
Birds, Frogs, and Clouds will be treated individually to do justice to the
important roles animals play in these comedies. In the other complete plays
by Aristophanes animals play a less complex role; in particular in
Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae, Assembly Women, and Wealth animal
imagery has only a very minor part. These plays are dealt with together, by
category of animal usage.

Animals in the Wasps
The protagonist of the Wasps, Philocleon, reinvents himself in the form of
all sorts of animals, fitting the situation, e.g., a mouse or a bird when trying
to escape from the house. He is also compared to animals by other
characters, e.g., to a mouse (204–5), snake (206), and sparrow (207) in the
escape scene, and to a wild donkey when misbehaving at a drinking party
(1306, 1310; on the association of donkeys and hybris, see Pütz, 2007: 98
with n. 387). He uses a live donkey or humans dressed up as a donkey for
one of his attempts to escape (169–96; with MacDowell (1971: ad 1788),
following Arnott (1959: 179)), which results in a number of donkey-related
jokes, including a parody of the myth of Odysseus’s escape under a ram and
of the proverb of fighting over a donkey’s shadow, i.e., a matter of very
little importance.

Animals also feature strongly in the many stories that Philocleon tells in
this play, both his own versions of Aesop’s fables and his own inventions
(1401–48). Rothwell (1995: 233–54) interprets them as a reflection of



Philocleon’s social status. He mainly talks about domestic animals,
especially insects (e.g., beetle, 1447), rodents (e.g., mouse, 1182), and a
bull (1206). In contrast, his son, in keeping with his aristocratic inclinations,
mostly employs ‘highbrow’ animals in his stories, such as could also appear
in a Homeric simile (e.g., hunting a boar or hare, 1202–3). He uses
‘lowbrow’ animals for making comparisons with Philocleon (e.g., mouse,
204, sparrow, 207), who himself identifies with similar creatures (e.g.,
weasel, 363). These are mostly small, canny, and busy (Whitman, 1964:
163). They suit his trapped state at the beginning of the play and his tricky
behaviour. Philocleon’s behaviour is determined by his animal-like nature.
The old man lives out his physis to the extreme, whatever he does: judging,
partying, or competing in a dancing contest in the final scene of the comedy
(using crab imagery).

Philocleon is supported by the chorus of wasp-jurors. They do not reveal
their wasp costumes with stings (423, 427; cf. 406) until line 408 (on
choruses dropping their cloaks to reveal animal costumes, see Sifakis, 1971:
93, 103–8). Before that, we hear about their waspish character (1071–90,
1101–21), the main point being that the jurors, when roused, punish their
opponents with a wasp-like ‘seemingly irrational fury’ (MacDowell, 1971:
11).

Bdelycleon makes his father stay at home and act as judge over two dogs
representing Cleon and Laches (893–979). The dog trial does not only
contain a satire of current political and military events and the legal system,
but much of the humour is created by the language and imagery constantly
veering between the worlds of humans and animals so that the audience
never quite knows which is meant at any specific moment. For example, the
dog representing Cleon barks at 903 (alluding to the demagogue’s loud
voice; cf. also 929–30), but mostly speaks fluent Greek. The dog Labes
does not speak at all. The explanation given for this is not, however, that he
is a dog, but that, like a human, he is tongue-tied (946–8; with Pütz, 2008:
225–7). The animal imagery serves to make the usually serious genre of the
legal defence speech fantastical and humorous.

To sum up, in the Wasps animals are mainly used to characterize
Philocleon and the chorus, and in particular to symbolize the old man’s
strong, unchanging nature and the wasp-jurors’ irascible disposition. They
mostly appear in stories and comparisons of humans. Animal costumes are
used for the wasp chorus, the dogs, and possibly the donkey of the escape



scene. Other animal-related humour appears in puns on animal names and
playing with animal proverbs and fables.

Animals in the Birds
In the Birds, the main characters change into animals not only
metaphorically, but also (in part) physically. The Birds’ plot is based on the
idea of mythological human–bird metamorphosis. The protagonist
Peisetaerus and his companion Euelpides undergo such a transformation
during the play, following three other characters in this comedy: Tereus, his
servant, and his wife Procne (on the parody of Sophocles’ Tereus, see
Dobrov, 1993: 189–234). Peisetaerus and Euelpides do so (by eating a
certain root, 654) after they decide to found a city in the sky in defiance of
the gods and hence need wings. The characters sport more or less complete
bird costumes and many insert bird or bird-like sounds into their Greek
speech. Pütz (2008: 233–4) analyses and interprets this in detail. (For a
discussion of the visual and acoustic representation of the two birds in the
first scene (5, 7), see Pütz, 2008: 229 with nn. 42 and 43, with Dover, 1972:
144, and Stone, 1981: 353.)

The chorus-members (and the birds on the roof—see Dunbar (1995: ad
268–93) for a discussion of who and where these birds are) each represent a
different kind of bird in a characteristic outfit (268–304), mostly common
Greek birds, such as the partridge and francolin (297; cf. Dunbar, 1995: ad
loc. and ad 249). Some of the birds will only have been known to the
audience from poetry, as Dunbar (1995: ad 297–300, II p. 244) notes, such
as pēnelops, alkyōn, and keirylos (288–300). Arnott (2007) identifies these
as the wigeon and two kinds of kingfisher. The alkyōn/halcyon also appears
in a myth of metamorphosis, fitting the plot of the Birds (cf. also
Thompson, 1895: s.v. ‘ALKYΩN). The choreuts are the only characters,
except for Tereus’s servant, who wear complete bird costumes. Their
potentially dangerous beaks and claws are specifically emphasized at 347,
359, and 364. Many of them are employed because their names can be used
for jokes. Although they utter a number of bird-sounds, the members of the
chorus, for dramatic reasons, mostly speak Greek (which Tereus has taught
them, 199–200). They also employ human offices in the sky-city (e.g., 832–
44, 1133–63). The birds are not sacrificial victims like animals in other
plays, but they themselves help block sacrifices from reaching the gods.



They are, however, mentioned as food items when Peisetaerus tells them
how they will benefit from joining him in Nephelokokkygia, pointing out
how they are currently hunted and eaten by humans (531–8). His promise of
an empowerment of the birds is, however, revealed to be a lie when
Peisetaerus roasts some rebel birds on stage as food for his own wedding
feast (1583–5, 1688–9). It is striking that the members of the bird-chorus
stay in role even in the parabasis, which underlines that they do not change
to the positions of power that Peisetaerus had promised them.

In the Birds, animals play a particularly active role. Like the Wasps, the
Birds contains many jokes based on bird–human comparisons, regarding
their looks and behaviour. Most of the bird species in this play are well-
known, Mediterranean birds. The audience otherwise would not have been
able to understand the many jokes referring to their appearance and song.

Animals in the Frogs
In the Frogs, animals are employed in five ways: in Dionysus’s costuming,
the donkey in the first scene of the play (which may be live or enacted by
humans), as food, in the animal chorus of frogs, and the monsters that
Dionysus and Xanthias encounter (in particular Empousa, who is part cow,
part mule, and part bitch, 288–92). All of them help characterize figures in
the play. Dionysus wears Heracles’ (manly) lion-skin over his (effeminate)
yellow gown. The fact that he disguises himself as the hero—and sheds the
outfit whenever it is not opportune to wear—helps depict him as a coward.
Befitting comic Heracles’ enormous appetite, animals as food are
mentioned in huge quantities in the dinner-invitation by Persephone’s maid.
She mentions, among other things, a whole ox (506), bird meat (510), and
fish (517).

One of the choruses of the play consists of frogs. Frogs are amphibians
and hence liminal beings, matching Dionysus’s Underworld journey. They
also represent the beginning of spring and rebirth (cf. their Anthesteria-song
at 209–20), fitting Dionysus’s and Aeschylus’s re-emergence from the
Underworld. Charon calls them frog-swans (207), ‘swans’ denoting good
singers (even though in reality swans are not: see Dover, 1993: ad 207;
Sommerstein, 1996: ad 207). Dionysus himself is shown croaking along
with the frogs when he crosses the lake in the Underworld (e.g., 222, 250).
Rothwell (2007: 141) rightly notes that the frogs act as ‘foils against which



Dionysus can broaden his persona and incorporate new dimensions’, so that
he may be seen as an ‘heir to the frogs’ musical talents’ and that the passage
can also be interpreted as alluding to ‘rites of passage and ritual liminality’.
Dionysus and the frogs both mix Greek and frog sounds. Most modern
commentators argue convincingly that the chorus was visible to the
audience and maybe to Dionysus. Rothwell (2007: 136–7) gives an
overview and evaluation of the arguments of both sides of the debate (see
also Sommerstein, 1996: ad 205–6; Dover, 1993: 56–7).

Animals in the Frogs help to depict Dionysus as a coward, as is hinted at
in the exchanges of the lion-skin between him and Xanthias and his great
fear of monsters. The fact that Dionysus dresses in an animal skin and
adopts the frogs’ croaking sounds underlines his grotesque nature. Except
for the chorus and monsters, animals mainly appear in the form of working
animals and animal products, such as the donkey, the lion-skin garment, and
meat as food. They are mostly common local animals. The lion is a more
exotic animal but a very well-known one (Keller, 1963: 36).

Animals in the Clouds
The plot of the Clouds is set in motion through the horse-racing addiction
and the resulting debts of Pheidippides (note the animal connection of the
name; cf. 69–70, 25–32), which cause his father Strepsiades to go to
Socrates’ school to learn to defy his creditors. Strepsiades’ connection with
animals is mostly negative: he is bothered by them, often because they
prevent him from sleeping or resting, like the horses that are the reason for
his debts, a crowing rooster (4), and the bedbugs in Socrates’ Phrontisterion
(634, 699–725). The early appearance in the play of a rooster is significant
because roosters keep reappearing throughout the comedy in the (possible)
fighting-cock costumes of the two Logoi and when Pheidippides justifies
through the comparison with roosters that he is allowed to beat his father
(1427; cf. also Birds 757–9, 1347–52). (The question of whether the two
Logoi were costumed as fighting cocks is discussed in detail by Dover
(1968: xc, xci, xciii) and Sommerstein (1998a: ad 889).) The appearances
of roosters thus highlight turning points in the play: when Strepsiades
decides to approach Socrates, when Pheidippides starts his lessons, and
when Strepsiades experiences the unexpected and unpleasant results of his



son’s education. Roosters have negative associations of sleeplessness and
aggression here.

Strepsiades is himself characterized through rural, mostly unsophisticated
animals, such as honeybees (45), sheep (45), goats (71), and a dog (491).
The fact that he used to own these and other agricultural produce (45, 50,
71), indicates that Strepsiades was a prosperous farmer before his son
wasted so much money. It is fitting that his troubles are in connection with
horses, i.e., animals associated with an aristocratic status. Also, the fact that
unsophisticated and rural animals such as bedbugs and roosters torment
him, and that he himself is associated with them, hints that many of his
troubles are at least partly self-inflicted by marrying a high-maintenance
wife and forcing Pheidippides to go to the Phrontisterion. Here, animal
imagery underlines his ambiguous character: on the one hand he is an
unsophisticated, morally conservative farmer, but on the other hand he is
happy to join the ‘sophists’. It is for the same reason that Strepsiades
himself is shown using horse imagery towards his creditors and his son
(1298, 1300, 1406–7; cf. Sommerstein, 1998a: ad 1300, ad 23; see also
Clouds 1226, 1273, Knights 603). Animals are also used to hint at the
shape-shifting cloud-chorus’s ambiguous role in Strepsiades’ education;
they change into quite aristocratic and fierce animals, such as a leopard,
wolf, and bull (346–7, 352), but also into a cowardly deer (354). Finally,
Aristophanes’ Socrates himself has mainly negative animal associations:
the bedbugs and the creatures about which he and his students philosophize
serve to paint a picture of him as being dirty and teaching absurdities (cf.
145–2, 157–65, 171–4, 661–7).

To sum up, animals in the Clouds are used most obviously as part of and
to exemplify Strepsiades’ problems. They are also used to help characterize
him, his son, and Socrates. They stand for ambiguities, in particular
Strepsiades’ rural preferences in contrast to his willingness to learn
sophistic rhetoric, the contrasting lifestyles of the old man and his son, and
the ambiguous role of the clouds.

In the Clouds animal imagery is employed in a very different way from
other comedies: it is used to depict Strepsiades’ troubles and to indicate that
(unlike the comic heroes of the Wasps, Birds, and Frogs) he does not
manage to transcend his troubled self by reinventing himself. He keeps
being troubled by animal-related matters to the very end of the play (cf.
1427).



Animals in Other Plays by Aristophanes
In other plays too there appear noteworthy passages that use human–animal
comparisons. In Acharnians, piglets have a human sexual connotation in the
scene in which the Megarian tries to trade in his daughters (739–835; see
Austin and Olson (2004: ad 289–90) for further references). Both
antagonists of the Knights, Paphlagon-Cleon and the Sausage Seller, display
animalistic tendencies, in particular regarding their aggression and their
huge appetites (315–8, 355–82; see also Wilkins, 2000: 193). Paphlagon-
Cleon is, moreover, compared to a dog (1017–34), a favourite image of
Aristophanes (Knights 1030; cf. also Wasps 894–930, Peace 313), alluding
to the historical Cleon’s loud voice and claims to be the watchdog of the
state. Conti Bizzarro (2009: 46–66) interprets Knights 402–6 as a
comparison between Cleon and a bee. Furthermore, horse imagery appears
in connection with the chorus of knights. The knights may have appeared
on stage riding on actors in horse costumes, as is depicted on the well-
known sixth-century black-figure vase Berlin F 1697 (Sifakis, 1971: pl. 1).
Alternatively, they may have worn horse-models attached to their waists, or
possibly the chorus may not have been mounted at all (Rothwell, 2007: 142;
Sommerstein, 1981: 4). In the parabasis, the horses on war campaign are
anthropomorphized (595–610). They jump in a ‘manly’ fashion (andrikōs;
599), buy their food (600), sit at the oars, row, and sing (601–3).

In Lysistrata, the women are compared to animals by themselves (e.g., a
flat fish at 115, 131; with Sommerstein, 1990b: ad 115; Wasps 475) and by
the men (e.g., beasts, 468), in particular in sexual comparisons, which
(typically) involve horse-riding imagery and sparrows (618–9, 723–4).
They are well-known, some of them bothersome or dangerous, fitting the
male view of females in most of the comedy. Finally, in the discussion
between Chremylus and Poverty in Wealth, animals are used in
comparisons with human and divine characteristics: Chremylus associates
Poverty with annoying insects such as gnats, fleas, and bugs (537–41),
which are said to bother people and make them work (cf. also Conti
Bizzarro, 2009: 8–9), whereas Poverty says she was making men wasp-
waisted (561–2). Animals are also found in insults (e.g., Acharnians 907,
Assembly Women 1072—both passages employ monkey-imagery: cf. Olson,
2002: ad 906–7; Sommerstein, 1998b: ad 1072) and terms of endearment
(e.g., Wealth 1011).



Animals are mentioned as food items throughout Aristophanes’
comedies. Particularly notable scenes with animals as food, apart from the
ones mentioned above, are Acharnians 871–907 (Dicaeopolis trading with
the Megarian), Acharnians 1005–117 (Dicaeopolis’ dinner preparations),
Knights 354–72 (the first bragging contest between Paphagon-Cleon and
the Sausage Seller about what they could devour), Knights 645–62, 929,
934, 1177–99 (the contest to provide Demus with food), Peace 1149–51,
1195–6, 1312 (preparations for and feasting at Trygaeus’s wedding),
Lysistrata 702 (the women explaining the effect of the war through
domestic imagery), and Assembly Women 1169–75 (the amazing mixed
dish). These passages, unsurprisingly, mention mostly well-known animals
found in Greece. The focus is on delicacies, such as thrushes, hare, or bird
meat, and various sorts of fish.

Animals also appear in the context of sacrifice, e.g., at Peace 929–38,
Lysistrata 192 and 202, and Wealth 138 and 820. They are mentioned in
oracles (e.g., Lysistrata 770–6, Knights 132, 138, 1013–22, 1037–44) and
curses (e.g., Wealth 604: ‘go to the crows’—for further references for the
use of this curse in comedy see Austin and Olson, 2004: ad 289–90). Some
very striking animal references appear in mythological allusions, most
spectacularly the giant dung-beetle that Trygaeus rides to heaven (129; see
Aesop’s Fable 3 Perry; cf. also Olson, 1998: xxxiv–xxxv; Sommerstein,
1990a: ad 133). This will have been a large model which hung from the
stage crane (cf. 174) and serves as the source of numerous jokes. They are
mostly scatological or parody the myth of the winged horse Pegasus (76,
154; cf. also 135; Olson (1998: xxxii–xxxiv) analyses the references to
Euripides’ Bellerophon). A large number of references to mythological
animals appear, of course, throughout the Birds, regarding the
metamorphosis of Tereus and Procne, as well as some in Frogs to Heracles’
Underworld journey to fetch the dog Cerberus (e.g., 111); and in Wealth two
snakes are involved in the restoration of Wealth’s sight in Asclepius’s
temple (733; with Sommerstein, 2001: ad 690 and 733–4). Compare also
Wealth 287, 304, and 308.

Conclusion
Aristophanes’ comedies are teeming with animals. They are employed as
chorus-members and for humorous comparisons of characters and well-



known historical personalities, in the contexts of food and sacrifice, insults,
terms of endearment, fables, proverbs and curses, and as (parts of)
monsters. Animals have both positive and negative associations—generally
positive (at least for the protagonist) as food (as, e.g., in Acharnians and
Peace), but negative as bothersome insects (e.g., in Clouds, Wealth) and
frightening monsters (e.g., in Frogs, Peace). Some comic figures manage to
transgress the boundaries between human and animal, in particular
Philocleon in the Wasps, Peisetaerus and Euelpides in the Birds, and
Dionysus in the Frogs.

A significant number of early comedies have animal choruses. These
choruses, at least in the Aristophanic plays discussed above, display a
mixture of human and animal characteristics that is essential to the humour
in the relevant scenes. Rothwell (2007: 85–9, 151) mentions fifth-century
ideas about the connection of humans and animals, i.e., a kinship or even a
sort of equality between the two and the idea that human culture evolved
from animal savagery (a process that is parodied in the Birds), hence
comedy’s depiction of social animals as metaphors for human society.

It is mostly common Greek animals that appear. In cases of more exotic
animals, they are usually well-known species. This is in order to ensure that
the spectators could understand and appreciate animal-related jokes and
references. Animal imagery provides Greek comedy with a special
figurative language that is used to mock human characteristics. The other
main use of animals in comedy, i.e., as food, fits the festive character of the
genre. Furthermore, in Old Comedy ‘the creation of roles for human beings
dressed as animals allowed the comic poets to explore and occasionally
challenge the alimentary codes that underlay the social and religious life of
the polis’ (Wilkins, 2000: 349). Many scenes show the preparation and
consumption of food, but sometimes animals are given a voice. Overall, the
use of animals in Old Comedy fits the genre in which grotesque costumes
and behaviours place the characters somewhere between human and animal
(cf. Bowie, 1993: 16–7).

ANIMALS IN LATER COMEDY
Compared to Aristophanes’ comedies, there are hardly any animal
references in later comedies; in particular, no more animal choruses appear.
As with early comedies, it is difficult to assess exactly how animals are



used in the plays of which only fragments are extant. Those animals that
appear in Menander’s plays are mostly employed in sacrificial contexts
(e.g., a sheep at Dyskolos 393–401, a pig at Perikeiromene 996), in insults
(e.g., a lioness at Misoumenos 712), proverbial expressions (e.g., ‘donkey at
the festival’ at Dyskolos 550–1, which is adapted from ‘I am the donkey
celebrating the Mysteries’, as at Aristophanes’ Frogs 159—the donkey had
to carry the utensils while the humans enjoyed themselves; cf. Arnott, 2000
[1997]: 271 n. 2; Taillardat, 1965: 323), curses (e.g., ‘go to the crows’ at
Perikeiromene 396), and metaphorically for human behaviour (e.g., ‘pig on
a mountain’ for a stubborn person at Misoumenos 704). Very few animals
appear as food outside of sacrificial contexts (e.g., fish, Samia 98), a few on
tokens of recognition (e.g., cock, bull, or goat, Epitrepontes 385–8, goat,
bull, beast, stag, winged horse, Perikeiromene 767–9), and there is a
reference to a fable by Aesop (Dyskolos 633–4) about the dog rescued from
the well. Menander employs animals as required by the plot (e.g., in a
sacrifice scene) and for a few jokes, but they have no greater significance in
the texts, they are not used for detailed characterizations of figures, and no
animal costuming is used. Among the fragments of New Comedy one finds
some that claim that animals are happier than humans (cf. Dierauer, 1977:
178–80, with 178 n. 2 for examples).

Roman comedy, unsurprisingly, employs animals in a similarly low
frequency and manner as Greek New Comedy. Even Plautus’s Asinaria,
which has an animal-related title, is no exception. Demaenetus uses money
that was a payment for some asses to assist his son, but this is the only way
in which asses are employed in this play—there are no donkey-themed
jokes, except Asinaria 589–90 where the slave Leonida wishes for a pole to
hit ‘asses’ braying out of a wallet. It is particularly striking that horse-
imagery, rather than ass-imagery, appears when the young master
Argyrippus humiliates himself by carrying the slave Libanus (704–10).

CONCLUSION
Some early Greek comedies focus on concrete, i.e., visual and acoustic,
aspects of animals, especially when animal costumes are used and animal
sounds imitated. Other plays use animals mainly abstractly, often
metaphorically in human–animal comparisons. These indicate how closely
certain animals were associated with human characteristics: wasps are



aggressive, birds are flighty, and so on. The differences between humans
and animals are depicted as strikingly insignificant. Within the comic
illusion, many animals speak, think, and behave like humans and humans
can reinvent themselves as animals. When they do this, they do not even
need to change their characters and lifestyles much. For instance, Tereus in
the Birds lives almost like a human as a hoopoe (he has, for example, a
servant), and the wasps display their irascible natures both as jurors in the
law-courts and in their animal role, when they fight Bdelycleon and his
slaves (see Pütz, 2008: 237). In New and Roman comedy, animals are no
longer much used for visual and acoustic comedy, but some animal imagery
still appears in the plays in humorous ways. Greek and Roman comedians
of all times clearly regarded animals as good to joke and laugh with.



SUGGESTED READING

See Rothwell (2007) and Sifakis (1971) on animal choruses. Rothwell
(2007) in detail and convincingly discusses the connections of animal
choruses and the origins of comedy. He argues that animal choruses may
indirectly be connected with cult and may have originated in it, but that
they also have other sources, especially in archaic symposium culture,
which seems to have employed animal masquerades. For a list of animal
choruses in Old and Middle Comedy, see Rothwell, 2007: 104, table 4.1
(with 255 n. 5), which updates Sifakis’ list (1971: 76). See also Bierl, 2001:
97–8 n. 205. See Pütz (2008) on human–animal boundary transgression in
Aristophanes’ Wasps and Birds, Conti Bizzarro (2009) on insects in
comedy, and Dierauer (1977: 178–80) for a brief overview of animals in
Menander. Most information on animals in comedy is found in the
commentaries to the relevant passages in the plays, especially Dover
(1993), Dunbar (1995), and Sommerstein (1987, 1996). Olson (2007)
provides a good annotated selection of comic fragments, many of which, in
particular in the chapter on food (256–63), mention animals. For an
overview of the historical discussion in ancient Greece about the differences
between humans and animals, see Lorenz (2000: 220–38) and Dierauer
(1977: especially 25–51).
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CHAPTER 4

ANIMALS IN EPIC

LAURA HAWTREE

OVERVIEW
THE first book of the Iliad contains eighteen references to animals in 611
lines. This averages out at one reference every thirty-four lines. Epics in
Latin contain a slightly less impressive number of references to wild
animals; but it is clear that animals continued to constitute a popular
element of the genre. In comparison, the Aeneid contains twenty-one
references to animals in the first book. This amounts to an average of one
reference every thirty-six lines. Other commonly discussed features of epic
such as a seriousness of tone and heroic content have been questioned as
generic markers (Martin, 2005: 9–11). The setting in the distant past may be
compromised in epic, plots ‘pivoting on wars or quests’ are sometimes
dismissed, and the involvement of the gods may be completely abandoned.
The gods have no part in Lucan’s Civil War; the hero in the Pharsalia is
equally hard to define. The role of any hero in Ovid’s Metamorphoses is
elusive to say the very least, and the tone cannot be qualified as completely
serious. In the historically based Punic War it is increasingly difficult to
define the epic in terms of its representation of heroes or the gods. In
complete contrast, animals form a considerable part of every epic text. In
the case of the Metamorphoses animals play such a fundamental role that
they often take part in transformations themselves, thus providing the
substance of the epic. Animals’ consistent reappearance in the epic tradition
means that they provide a common basis for the investigation of a
constantly mutating genre.

In any of its manifestations the epic animal may provide a variety of
possible meanings. Animals may contribute a moral message; for instance



Scipio, having descended to Hades, witnesses Tarpeia as she is gnawed by
an eagle as punishment for opening the gates of the Roman citadel to the
Sabines (Silius Italicus, Punica 13.839–43). Creatures may serve to develop
the emotional characterization of particular individuals. Achilles is aligned
with the lion (Homer, Iliad 20.64–175 and 24.572) and Odysseus is often
associated with the eagle (Homer, Odyssey 19.548 and 24.538). Other
characters are aligned with several different species: Medea is sometimes
linked to a dove (Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica 8.32) but may also be
characterized in relation to wolves or lions (Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica
8.453–7). Animals may even signify the dynamic of a national group:
Carthaginian sovereignty appears to be associated with the elephant when
they are forced to hand the animals over to the Romans in the face of defeat
(Silius Italicus, Punica 12.275–8). Roman sovereignty, on the other hand, is
often encapsulated in the symbolism of the aquila (Lucan, The Civil War
3.330–1; cf. Peddie, 1994: 31).

Animals may also behave as dynamic motivators within the very plot of
the epic: they may cheat or be used to deceive other figures. Sheep are
instrumental in providing Odysseus and his men with an escape from the
Cyclops (Homer, Odyssey 9.425–63) and Hylas is led astray by a deer sent
by Juno (Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica 3.545–57). Animals may serve as
the pretext for battle: Iulus shoots Silvia’s pet deer and sparks a catastrophic
conflict (Virgil, Aeneid 7.483–504), while Fulvius kills the pet hind of
Capys, the founder of Capua (Silius Italicus, Punica 13.115–37).
Meanwhile a misleading eagle omen initiated by Juturna ignites conflict
between the Latins and the Trojans (Virgil, Aeneid 12.247–56). Creatures
may wound epic participants and impede heroes: Aesacus chases the nymph
Hesperia and she is bitten by a snake (Ovid, Metamorphoses 11.771–7), and
Jason must kill the snake that defends the golden fleece (Apollonius
Rhodius, Argonautica 4.127–73 and Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica 8.54–
108). Creatures may also behave in such a way as to encourage men on
their expeditions: Athena points out swans that fly in formation to Aeneas
and promises that his ships, like the swans escaping the attack of an eagle,
will escape unscathed (Virgil, Aeneid 1.393–401); it is twin doves that lead
Aeneas to the mouth of Avernus (Virgil, Aeneid 6.190–204); a sow suckling
her young marks the spot where Aeneas is destined to found Rome (Virgil,
Aeneid 8.81–5).



Animals may provide an element of fantasy: Homer has Circe transform
Odysseus’s men into pigs (Homer, Odyssey 10.239–40), and Ovid imagines
Arachne being transformed into a spider (Ovid, Metamorphoses 6.141–5)
and Cadmus metamorphosing into a snake (Ovid, Metamorphoses 4.586–
603). Animals may be depicted in ecphrasis (Virgil, Aeneid 8.630–4) or
serve to lighten or darken the tone of a particular passage (Statius, Thebaid
12.565–7). In other contexts animals may serve completely practical ends
and carry messages from the gods; they may be sacrificed, domesticated,
worshipped, revered, slaughtered, worn, or consumed. In short, the wide
range of behaviours displayed by epic animals reflects the diverse number
of roles that animals took on in classical societies and in mythical traditions
as a whole.

SELECTION, TREATMENT, AND
INNOVATION

Throughout the classical period an impressive range of creatures finds its
way into the genre. Some are quite exotic: frogs, eels, shellfish,
nightingales, bats, ants, beavers, and seals are all participants, as well as
domesticated animals such as pigs, goats, dogs, horses, and sheep. With
such a wide selection of animals available to them, how did epic authors
choose which animals to present and how to characterize them?

The selection, manipulation, and stylization of the epic animal is very
much the result of society’s experience of the natural world at large. Some
animals only come to the fore in later Roman epic because they were
largely unknown in the Greek world. The tiger appears in most Roman
epics and becomes a figure often associated with maternal instincts,
whereas it is completely absent in Homer. Toynbee and Jennison both
suggest that tigers were scarce in the Greek world; the only recorded
appearance is dated to 312–380 when Seleucus I sent a tiger as a gift to
Athens (Jennison, 1937: 24; Toynbee, 1973: 71–2). It is perhaps relevant
that the tiger enjoyed an increased exposure in the Roman arena; Martial
writes of tigers in the time of Domitian (Martial, Epigrams 1.104.2.3).
Improved Roman hunting techniques may also have accounted for an
increased epic interest in the creature; Pliny describes the techniques that
were practised in some depth (Pliny, Natural History 8.25, 65). While the



Greeks had little experience of the tiger, it seems that the Romans had the
opportunity to view the animal up close.

In some instances animals are exclusive to particular epics. The seal only
appears in the Odyssey (Homer, Odyssey 4.400ff. passim) and the
Metamorphoses (Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.299–300). In a similar way the
elephant is represented twelve times in the Punic War but is not often
treated elsewhere. This is hardly surprising considering the actual historical
involvement of the animals in the battle of Zama. In addition, the elephant
played a key role in the progress of Hannibal as he crossed the Alps and so
could not be dismissed completely from an epic that claimed to be based on
historical fact. Continuity may also have defined the types of animals that
appeared in epic episodes. Virgil uses a deer to spark a war (Virgil, Aeneid
7.483–504), and so does Silius (Silius Italicus, Punica 13.115–37).
Considering the fact that Silius admired Virgil’s work, it seems likely that
he deliberately employed the deer in this context in order to echo his
predecessor’s success (Pomperoy, 2000: 151). Furthermore some animals
were irrevocably steeped in mythical tradition and were therefore associated
with particular individuals or settings from the outset. The wolf is
associated with Lycaon in Greek myth (Hornblower and Spawforth, 2003:
894), and Ovid has him ironically transformed into the predator in his epic
(Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.232–9).

The relevance of animals to particular settings altered over time. In
Homer animal associations made both gods and men instantly recognizable
and built upon a range of mythical and cultural associations. The eagle in
Homer is often associated with Zeus and with the omens sent by him
(Homer, Iliad 8.245–52 and 24.315–21). The bird had long carried
connotations with royalty. Yet in Lucan’s Civil War the eagle is associated
more and more with the warring factions of the Roman army. In both the
Punica (Silius Italicus, Punica 12.55–9) and the Civil War the eagle is often
referred to as a symbol of Roman sovereignty. Indeed the eagle is carried to
war by both Pompey and Caesar as a military standard (Lucan, Civil War
5.237–40, 5.387–9, and 6.138–9). As such it could be theorized that the
eagle develops from representing the gods to symbolizing national identity.
Considered in the context of the Civil War, it could be argued that the eagle
becomes a byword for civil conflict.

Epic authors were clearly motivated by a desire to include contextually
suitable creatures that complemented the epic setting. The animal’s



relevance to the epic setting determined the placement of the creature and
the type of treatment that it would warrant. At the most basic level, both the
setting and the subsequent manipulation of creatures was largely
determined by the understanding of the creature in contemporary society.

CHARACTERIZATION, ATMOSPHERE, AND
MOOD-SETTING

Sometimes epic authors emphasize certain animal attributes at the expense
of others and vary characterization depending on the point they are
attempting to make. In Homer’s Odyssey we are afforded some very
different depictions of the lion. The angry nature and aggression of the lion
is highlighted when it is associated with Odysseus (Homer, Odyssey 4.335–
40), but when linked with Penelope the lion is portrayed as displaying a
completely different range of more emotionally complex characteristics
(Homer, Odyssey 4.791–4). The tiger is similarly capable of multilayered
interpretation in Roman epic: when compared to Jocasta lamenting for her
sons, the tigress is depicted as a maternal creature who fears for the welfare
of her young and cannot contemplate hunting (Statius, Thebaid 10.820–6),
but in another book the animal is presented as a fearsome creature reputed
for its intimidating characteristics (Statius, Thebaid 12.169–72).

Sometimes a distinct animal transcends cultural bounds and reappears in
epics that narrate a similar storyline. One such example is to be found when
we compare Apollonius’s Argonautica with the later version of the epic by
Valerius Flaccus. The snake that guards the golden fleece is terrifying in
Apollonius (Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica 4.127–73), but rather more
like a domesticated animal in the later Argonautica (Valerius Flaccus,
Argonautica 8.54–108). In the latter representation it seems likely that the
snake has been remodelled in order to represent a shift in Medea’s outlook
as a more independent woman (Foley, 2005: 116). The subordination of the
snake in Valerius’s version of the epic matches the subordination of Jason to
the witch. This intertextual epic recharacterization clearly outlines the
mechanism by which epic animals were partly developed in order to
characterize particular aspects of human behaviours. As the role of the
heroine or hero developed in epic so the depiction of the animal altered
accordingly.



Animals were also employed in order to develop the atmosphere of a
scene.

In the Aeneid, creatures appear to adopt calmer levels of behaviour in
periods when Aeneas is asleep. Aeneas’s mood and situation is thus
reflected by the characterization of animals in the surrounding natural world
(Virgil, Aeneid 3.147 and 8.26–7). A similar atmospheric technique may be
found in Statius, when animals provide respite from the unfolding of
striking events (Statius, Thebaid 3.415–6), and Ovid (Ovid, Metamorphoses
7.185–6). Meanwhile, animals may also react towards each other to
emphasize the horror of a sequence of events. In the Thebaid wolves,
normally fearsome creatures in themselves, are struck motionless by the
sight of an enormous snake (Statius, Thebaid 1.625–6). A similar dynamic
may also be observed later in the Thebaid. In the aftermath of warfare,
vultures pick at the corpses of the dead, but even wild animals dislike the
outcome of war and spurn the corrupt remains (Statius, Thebaid 12.565–7).
In the Punica animals are reputedly so struck by Orpheus’s musical talent
that they abandon their characteristic behaviours: the bird forgets her
maternal instinct and sea creatures are charmed above the level of the sea
by the music (Silius Italicus, Punica 11.466–8 and 479–80). Considered in
this light, it seems that animals act as a frame in order to reconfigure, re-
express, and re-experience emotions and atmospheric conditions.

The involvement of animals that react to the epic atmosphere means that
the original character’s feelings are subtly magnified beyond their original
context and diffused into a wider climate. The adoption of feelings by
animals also suggests a certain atmospheric omnipotence. There is the
inherent implication that feelings or moods are so strong that they may be
communicated and transferred from human experience to the behaviour of
animals. It seems possible that such atmospheric epic techniques may be
rooted in the popular assumptions about animals’ powers of perception. The
Romans believed that some animals were particularly responsive to changes
in the environment; Plutarch suggests that many animals may be bewitched
by music (Plutarch, Moralia 961E) and records the theory that creatures
could accurately predict changes in the weather. According to Plutarch the
hedgehog is particularly intuitive and alters the direction of its burrow as
and when the wind changes (Plutarch, Moralia 972A).



REALISM, INSIGHT, AND
MISUNDERSTANDING

In the Classical period, epic authors often show a degree of realism when
they depict the behaviours of creatures. Some references to the animal
kingdom in epic are striking due to their lifelike qualities. Athena protects
Menelaus from the strike of an arrow and is compared to a mother swatting
a fly from a sleeping child (Homer, Iliad 4.130–1), while Statius describes
dolphins that drive shoals of fish to the deepest depths. The speeding
mammals race alongside ships’ prows (Statius, Thebaid 9.242–7). Other
similes adopt a more gruesome yet no less realistic tone: Homer compares
the flies around a corpse to those that may be seen gathering around milk
pails (Homer, Iliad 16.641–3), and the threat of vultures feeding on men’s
corpses is often reiterated (Homer, Iliad 11.161–2 and 16.836).

We can identify that some epic animals were intentionally based on
actual living creatures that existed in the national consciousness of the time.
The monstrous snake that is described battling with Regulus is a case in
point (Silius Italicus, Punica 6.151–203). We know that the snake actually
existed because Livy mentioned it (Livy, 18 (now lost); cf. Stothers, 2004:
223–4). Apparently the 120-foot-long skin of the reptile was dispatched to
Rome to the delight of watching crowds. Hannibal’s strategies to get
elephants across the Rhone in the Punica is based on similarly authentic
events. Both Polybius and Livy refer to the ingenuity of the Carthaginians
in transporting the beasts across the river (Silius Italicus, Punica 3.459–65,
Livy, 21.28.5–12, and Polybius, Histories 3.45.5–46.12).

Epic references may give us insights into the actual hunting practices that
took place in the Classical world. Valerius Flaccus’s epic account of
Oncheus ends with his death when he is impaled on a spear; the resulting
simile describes the panic of a bird trapped in sticky lime (Valerius Flaccus,
Argonautica 6.260–4). In the Achilleid, Greece gathers together her fighting
forces from a wide range of peoples. The diverse number of animals
trapped in a net at random are intended to represent the ramshackle force of
troops (Statius, Achilleid 1.459–66). In another passage Achilles
theoretically groups animals depending on the level of savagery associated
with them and only reckons the most brutal to be worthy opponents
(Statius, Achilleid 2.121–8). Perhaps this is merely a poetic device that



signifies Achilles’ bravery, but his definition of savagery must be similarly
understood by the audience for it to emphasize his courage. Once again the
epic author assumes a common insight into basic animal truths.

Epic authors appreciated the instinctual fear and enmity that occurred
between predator and prey. The animosity between the sheep and wolf is
employed to illustrate the aversion that Achilles and Hector feel towards
each other (Homer, Iliad 22.260–7). Meanwhile Ovid imagines Daphne
fleeing from Apollo:

sic agna lupum, sic cerva leonem,
sic aquilam penna fugiunt trepidante columbae,
hostes quaeque suos…

Just so the lamb flees the wolf, the deer flees the lion, and the dove flees the eagle on
trembling wings; this is just how all creatures flee their enemies…

(Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.505–7)

It appears to have become accepted that animal enmity existed as a
universal truth. In fact, Ovid seems to take advantage of this assumption in
order to represent the disorder caused by Zeus’s flood in Book One of the
Metamorphoses:

nat lupus inter oves, fulvos vehit unda leones,
unda vehit tigres, nec vires fulminis apro,
crura nec ablato prosunt velocia cervo,
quaesitisque diu terris, ubi sistere possit,
in mare lassatis volucris vaga decidit alis.

The wolf swims among sheep and the waves push on the tawny lions and the tigers; neither
does the force of the lightning bolt benefit the wild boar nor do the swift legs help the deer
when it is carried away; when it has sought dry land for a long time, unable to go on, the
wandering bird falls into the sea with exhausted wings.

(Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.304–8)

Here animals are so powerless that their normal defensive behaviours desert
them and they are overpowered by the rising flood waters. The expected
conventions of animal behaviour are neutralized when the environment that
they inhabit is turned upside down. Realism is thus promoted, manipulated,
and inverted in order to support epic contexts.

Later Roman epic writers begin to present animals in the context of very
human endeavours, such as wars: in the Punic War elephants suffer the
fireballs that are launched at them in a most convincing way (Silius Italicus,



Punica 9.599–619); one poor elephant is so wounded by the spears that
stick into it that it comes to represent an animal pin cushion (Silius Italicus,
Punica 4.615–21). It seems that during the Roman empire animals were
playing greater roles than ever before in human environments, and that
Roman epic authors were taking these new settings for animal interaction
into account.

Perhaps in pursuit of realism, Roman epic authors also incorporated
animals into more urban environments. The arena or the zoo would have
provided many with their most intimate experience of animals. Silius
compares one warrior, Paulus, to a lion that is overcome in the centre of the
arena (Silius Italicus, Punica 10.241–6), while Ovid chooses to compare
Orpheus to a stag under threat in the circus (Ovid, Metamorphoses 11.26–
7). The use of the arena as an epic setting is incredibly rare, but it seems
that these two Roman authors were beginning to incorporate the world
around them into their writing in order to accommodate a more modern
experience of creatures into their work. There is even a move to depict
animals in captivity: in the Civil War beasts are pictured in a cage (Lucan,
Civil War 4.237–42).

Other similes give insight into bogus beliefs of the day. In Classical times
it was thought that the beaver would gnaw off its own testicles in order to
escape from snares. The Punica preserves this theory as a literary device
when Hasdrubal leaves many of his spoils behind in order to slow the
progress of the Roman army:

fluminei veluti deprensus gurgitis
undis avulsa parte inguinibus causaque pericli
enatat intento praedae fiber avius hoste…

Just like a beaver trapped in the deep water of a river tears off the part of himself which
caused his predicament, he swims out of the way while his enemy is yet intent on the prize.

(Silius Italicus, Punica 15.485–7)

Sometimes it seems that there was a desire to represent animals that
would ring true to the epic audience and it appears that some epic authors
occasionally went to great effort to depict lifelike animals. Animals could
be personified, but even when their behaviours were elaborated and adorned
beyond the norm, basic truths were generally respected. The ancients did
not push animal representations so far that animals became completely
unrecognizable. The use of animals in similes in particular relied on a



premise of agreed animal behaviours and so restricted the amount of wild
invention that could take place. In effect, the epic author had a difficult
tightrope to walk: he could innovate and characterize an animal, but the
creature still had to retain some features that were originally associated with
it in order to accord with general insight. Only by doing so could the epic
author guarantee the intended effect.

SCALE
Epic is generally greater in scale than most other literary formats, so the
animal may behave as an invaluable summarizing tool. In fact various
authors have theorized that animal similes afford epics a cohesive form and
generate a unifying effect. Scott (1974: 122–3) theorizes that the lion
references in the Odyssey contribute to the final lion simile in the poem in
Book 22, when Eurycleia finds Odysseus amid a mound of slaughtered
suitors (Homer, Odyssey 22.402–5; cf. Glenn, 1998: 110). Moulton (1977:
141) also identifies a pattern in the lion Odyssey extracts and suggests that
they build to ‘Odysseus’s victory in Mnesterophonia’ (cf. Glenn 1998: 110).
Magrath (1982: 207–8) suggests that the lion develops from an animal that
is driven by its bravery and fiery nature in the Iliad to a beast ruled by
hunger in the Odyssey. Combined with animal microcosm, multiple animal
references (scattered among the text) summarize situations or give an
overview of battles when action needs to be digested into more easily
memorable episodes.

In Homer, a stag is the victim of jackals, but when the jackals encounter a
lion they retreat fearfully (Homer, Iliad 11.473–84). This neat microcosm
serves to define a skirmish of power between Odysseus and the Trojans and
concisely contains a wealth of information that it would be challenging to
provide in another format. In this case, the summary of power works on a
number of levels: it expresses the inherent vulnerability of the stag
(Odysseus) when it is alone but also shows the trepidation of the jackals
(the Trojans) in the presence of a more powerful predator (Ajax). The
relative prowess of three sets of heroes has been summarized without
breaking the flow of the narration. On some levels the simile is
unsuccessful, for the lion would no doubt have seen the stag as legitimate
prey, whereas Homer has Ajax (the lion) join forces with the stag
(Odysseus). This difficulty is ignored because the value of the simile is not



in its realism but in its application to simplify the hierarchy of respective
power. The sequence of events is memorable because it has been translated
into a tangible concept where stereotypical markers of animal behaviour
play out more or less as expected. It is more than likely that such images
provided a memorable shorthand for the rhetor while also affording his
audience an easily comprehensible description.

Some of the most effective microcosms are supplied with reference to
insects: Homer compares a debating group of Trojans to a group of
chattering grasshoppers (Homer, Iliad 3.151–3). The likeness is not a
terribly complimentary one, for grasshoppers are renowned for their audible
volume rather than for their determination in the face of adversity. Their
size suggests the grasshoppers’ relative insignificance; it appears that they
believe that they are more powerful than they actually are.

Animal references sometimes provide insight into the relative weakness
of mankind in the face of extreme adversity. Homer compares Odysseus to
a cuttlefish attempting to hold onto rocks when he is shipwrecked (Homer,
Odyssey 5.432–5). Such an image effectively emphasizes Odysseus’s
insignificance in the face of overpowering waves. The destruction of one of
Aeneas’s ships runs along similar conceptual lines: here a snake encounters
a traveller and is mercilessly crushed. The crippled vessel is as doomed as
the writhing serpent (Virgil, Aeneid 5.273–9). In the Aeneid, Virgil perfects
his use of such microcosms by comparing Dido’s people to a hive of ants.
The use of insects to promote an understanding of relative scale is
beautifully rendered. The epic collapses so that the reader may gain an
overview of the whole of Dido’s civilization. Men were at work, ac velut
ingentem formicae farris acervum | cum populant hiemis memores tectoque
reponunt, ‘just like ants that heap up a big mound of grain and mindful of
the winter, set it aside in their dwelling…’ (Virgil, Aeneid 4.402–3). It is
revealing that Aeneas chooses to compare Dido’s world with that of an ant
colony. It means that he recognizes the diligence of her people: ants are able
to carry many times their own body weight; they are unerringly loyal to
their queen; their hierarchical organization is evident; they evidently
progress in a self-motivating and self-regulating column (Virgil, Aeneid
4.406–7). This is a similar world to the one that Aeneas desires to found
himself. But the very comparison between Dido’s world and that of the ants
is unsettling. The simile suggests that Dido’s civilization is a fragile one;
the implication is that her world may be destroyed easily, without much



interference. The mass of tiny ants, working so tirelessly, simultaneously
demonstrate their human insignificance. This is an ironic use of microcosm
for it is the destruction of this type of civilization that will allow Aeneas to
found Rome. All these implications are silently raised in the comparison
between men and ants.

CONCLUSION
The epic animal was in all respects a cultural creation. In early days the
animal epithet could serve as a memory aid in the most practical of
formulaic terms. By Roman times basic animal stereotypes were well
established, and could then be adorned or developed further. In Virgil’s day
the animal could be used to simplify something as complex as a
civilization; the animal could be employed to give insight into abstract
concepts such as fear, love, and hate. The animal could give an overview of
the whole epic; it could unite motifs and strengthen themes. In all its guises
the epic animal ultimately had one overarching importance: it aided
understanding and made complex ideas more readily comprehensible.

This brings us to our conclusion: animals were so multifunctional that
this ultimately guaranteed their presence in epic; even the gods could be
phased out, but the animals remained. Cultural progression demanded
animal development within the epic form, but the multifunctional flexibility
of the animal as a symbol guaranteed its continued and frequent
reappearance. Animals did not always take exactly the same form, but they
proved indispensable. Classical culture made changing demands of the epic
animal; as a result epic authors developed but did not dismiss the animal as
a flexible literary tool.



SUGGESTED READING

The practicalities of wild animal treatment in the ancient world have been
examined in some depth (Jennison, 1937; Toynbee, 1973; Coleman, 2006;
Kalof, 2011). Jashemski and Meyer have studied the natural history of
Pompeii (Jashemski and Meyer, 2002). Others have considered animals in
the context of the wider environment (Hughes, 1994; Redman, 1999).
Voultsiadou and Tatolas (2005) have given an overview of the types of
animals that are included in Homeric epics. Scholars such as Lonsdale
(1990) have studied hunting similes in the Iliad, while hunting in the
ancient world has been a particular topic of interest to Anderson (1985) and
Barringer (2001). Focused studies have concentrated on particular species.
Homeric lion similes have been examined (Schnapp-Gourbeillon, 1981;
Alden, 2005), Staley considers Aeneas’s hunting of deer (Staley, 1990),
while Vance (1981) and Starr (1992) study the inclusion of the deer in the
Aeneid. The treatment of the epic snake is considered by Bassett (1955),
Knox (1950), and Rose (1983). Birds have also been examined by Friedrich
(1997).
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CHAPTER 5

ANIMALS IN TRAGEDY

CHIARA THUMIGER

INTRODUCTION
ANIMALS and animal imagery as a reflection of the human in literary and
cultural discourses more broadly has attracted much interest. Animals are
also an important part of the language and of the imagery of the tragic text.
The topic, however, has received less scrutiny in comparison with animals
in the Homeric poems or in lyric poetry. In this chapter I will enquire into
the peculiar way in which animals participate in the tragic representation of
the world and of man’s part in it. First, I will analyse how in tragedy animal
imagery, and generally references to animals, operate thanks to a ‘middle
ground’ between animal and human. This is noticeable in the insistent use
of animal terms applied to man, in the recurrence of the motif of
scavenging, and in the use of animals to depict human emotions. Second, I
will look at how specific animal imagery is used to represent individual
human characters. Third, I will focus on what one may call the
‘narratological’ function of animals through an illustrative example,
Sophocles’ Ajax.

THE MIDDLE GROUND
In tragic texts generic words for animals, beasts, and reptiles are
characteristically used with reference to human beings. The frequency of
these instances is striking. The most common terms are thēr, ‘wild
beast/prey’ (e.g., passim in Bacchae, to describe both Dionysus and
Pentheus, or Polymestor at Hecuba 1173); knōdalon, ‘a monster’
(Aeschylus, Supplices 762, for the Egyptian men; at Eumenides 644, for the



Erynues); dakos, a ‘biting animal’ (e.g., in Trojan Women 283, for
Odysseus; at Agamemnon 1232, for Clytemnestra); boton, ‘an animal of
pasture’ (to signify Iphigenia, at Agamemnon 1415, and Orestes, at
Choephoroi 753); agra, ‘prey’ (e.g., at Eumenides 148, for Orestes, or at
Sept. 322, for the captured city); thremma, a ‘fed animal’ (at Sophocles,
Electra 622, to signify Electra in Clytemnestra’s words; at Andromache
261, for Andromache; at Iphigenia in Aulis 598, for the women of Calchis);
tetrapodos, ‘quadruped’ (Polymestor at Hecuba 1057); skumnos, ‘cub’ (at
Andromache 1170, Neoptolemus; at Ajax 987, Ajax’s son; at Orestes 1213
and 1493, Hermione; at Hecuba 205, Polixena) and neossos, ‘young
animal’, mostly ‘chick’ (at Sept. 503, the Theban citizens under attack; at
Choephoroi 256, Orestes and Electra; at Heracles 72, the children of
Heracles; at Andromache 441, Andromache’s child); agelē, ‘herd’ or ‘pack’
(at Bacchae 1022, the women; at Heracles 1276, the dead); leia, ‘cattle’,
‘prey’, ‘booty’ (at Trojan Women 614, Andromache’s child; at Andromache
15, Andromache herself).

The use of animal terms to qualify humans is thus persistent in tragic
language. Instances of generic nouns for ‘animal’/‘beast’ applied to humans
establish a ‘neutral’, a middle ground between man and animal: they invite
the audience, or reader, to think of humans as reduced, or reducible to
animal agents. Also, these non-specified references establish a context of
similarity between human and animal within which more specific pieces of
animal imagery are inserted, such as similes, or metaphors with lions, birds,
snakes, and so on. Finally, they have an important distancing effect. When a
human being is labelled thremma, dakos, or thēr, the reader (or onlooker) is
brought to contemplate his or her behaviour, or his or her experience in an
objectified way, focusing on the external output rather than on (supposed)
inner, hidden motivations. Character is thus summed up, concentrated in the
dumb expression of a behaviour, in the objectified result of one’s actions on
the outside, rather than a set of inner motivations and deep psychological
traits. Animalization, paradoxically, serves to objectify the human, and is
another instrument of that disregard of inwardness and psychologism that
appears characteristic of tragedy (on this, see Thumiger, 2007, Chapter 1
and Thumiger, 2010, especially 50–4 and 53 n. 1, discussing Aristotle’s
famous passage in Poetics 1451b6–9).

The recurrent horror at animals (mostly birds and dogs) eating corpses is,
I argue, a stock motif of ancient literature that also participates in creating a



middle ground between man and beast. The threat of, the fear of, or the
ultimate experience of being exposed to scavengers is in fact one of the
most vivid in human sensibility in tragedy (or indeed epic; for tragedy, see
Phoenissai 1634, 1650; Heracles 568; Trojan Women 450, 600; Ajax 830,
1065, 1297; Ant. 29, 205, 206, 257, 697, 698, 1017, 1021, 1081, 1082;
Aeschylus, Supplices 800, 801; Sept. 1014, 1020, 1036; Euripides, Electra
897; Ion 903, 917, 1494). Within the generally pervasive presence of
animals in the surviving plays, and in the light of the continuous crossing
boundaries between human and animal through the lexical references listed
above, this recurring threat is not simply a cliché to describe death and the
transitory nature of human life, but assumes a more general significance.
The image of animals feeding on human bodies reaffirms a sort of
closeness, a grey area between man and animal to which we are no longer
used, and that we easily take for a literary feature. The visual and concrete
incorporation of the dead body into that of a beast symbolizes in all
evidence the risk to which we are always exposed of the reduction of
human to animal.

The motif of cannibalism and teknophagy, parallel to that of animals
eating corpses, is relevant here as exposition of a contiguity between human
and animal. Forbes Irving (1990: 103) connects this mythological element
to incest and familial disorder. This motif is present in the tragedians, where
it signposts familial transgressions, for example the feast of Thyestes, at
Agamemnon 1584, 1588, 1242, Choephoroi 1069, Orestes 1008, Euripides’
Electra 10, 613, 719, 773, Iphigenia in Tauris 812, engendering the chain of
murders within the house of Atreus; the myth of Tereus and Procne at
Aeschylus, Supplices 62, qualifying the struggle between the Danaids and
their cousins, and at Heracles 1021, to contrast Heracles’ unwitting
slaughter of his own children. Moreover, the motif of animals scavenging
corpses dramatizes a reversal of the dynamics of control and appropriation
that usually have man holding animals as subjects through hunting,
exploitation of labour, and sacrifice. A scene in Sophocles’ Philoctetes
epitomizes this clearly. When the hero realizes that the deprivation of the
bow and arrow will accomplish his metamorphosis into an animal, at 954–8
—instead of hunter, he will become food for the beasts, and will be
incorporated into their bodies—he exclaims, ‘I shall no longer hunt birds,
or mountain beasts with these arrows, but I shall myself, wretched, provide
with my dead body, food for them to feed on. And those beasts I used to



hunt, will from now on make me their prey. Death in exchange for death; I
will pay, wretched, my retribution.’

A middle ground is also confirmed by the fact that human emotions
themselves can be animalized, especially (but not exclusively) in the image
of the bird (see Padel (1992: 114–61) for an account of ‘zoology’ and
‘daimonology’, where the animal is used to define the human and acts as a
daemonic presence ‘invading man at all points’ (150)). We find states of
violent mental or emotional affection, or even critical experiences
represented as winged and feathered, and the subject as ‘flying away’—an
exchange that underlines the equation between the animalized subject and
the animalized emotional affection. In this respect, tragic language offers
verbs such as tauroō, ‘to turn into a bull’, ‘to be as angry as a bull’,
expressing strong emotions and affections (Choephoroi 275, Medea 92),
ekdrakontoomai, ‘to turn into a snake’, for Orestes embracing his doom of
revenge (Ch. 549); petomai, ‘I fly’ at Bacchae 214 and 332, with reference
to Pentheus’s irascible temper and then derangement (cf. Seaford, 2001:
170–1 on line 214 on ‘fluttering nervous excitement’ as one of Pentheus’s
experiences that reflect initiation into the Dionysiac mysteries). One may
also compare Agamemnon 245, where the maiden Iphigenia, in her
vulnerability, innocence, youth, and courage is described as ataurotatos:
‘unware of/inexperienced about the bull’. Birds are, however, the most used
connection. In Aeschylus’s Supplices 329 pain is a winged bird: ‘varied is
human suffering, you could not find two pains with the same feathers
(tauton pteron)’. At Iphigenia in Tauris 571, dreams are winged and
untrustworthy (ptēnōn oneirōn). In Seven 597 voluble destiny is imagined
as a bird: feu tou xunallassontos ornithos brotois, ‘O the changing fate of
mortals…!’. Escape and regret are connected to flight: at Orestes 1593,
Menelaus mocks Orestes, ‘you won’t rejoice, unless you escape on wings
(ēn ge mē fugēs pterois)’. At Agamemnon 394, the guilty ‘is like a child
who chases a winged bird (diōkei pais potanon ornin)’. Relevant here is
also the adjective omopteros, ‘having the same plumage’, to signify
proximity or similarity: at Phoenissai 328 Oedipus is omopteros, in his
grief, to one who sees two horses (his children) leaving the yoke; at
Choephoroi 174 the hair of Orestes and Electra are omopteros (and likewise
at Euripides, Electra 530). Flight is especially relevant to tragedy’s ‘escape
choruses’: at Hippolytus 733, the chorus wishes they could fly away, a stock
expression for grief, fear, and regret; similarly, Hermione at Andromache



862, ‘I wish I could be a bird [and fly away]’; at Iphigenia in Tauris 1141
the chorus long for escape, en nōtois hamois pterugas lēxaimi thoazousa; at
Heracles 649–54 the chorus hopes old age would fly away (gēras…pteroisi
phoreisthō). Divinities associated with death and doom also have bird
attributes: the Erinyes are represented as winged (e.g., Orestes 276;
Iphigenia in Tauris 289); likewise, Hades is winged (Alcestis 262). It is
suggestive to remember Vermeule’s interpretation of the connection
between winged images of the keres (personifications of doom and death,
and akin to our substantiation of negative emotions as winged and
feathered) with the ‘practical step of excarnation…operated by animals and
birds to strip the flesh off the bones first…in some early communities’
(Vermeule, 1979: 46). Compare Aeschylus, Supplices 782–3, where, in their
yearning for death, the Danaids wish to ‘dissolve’ on wings like dust or
ashes (ōs konis aterthe pterugōn oloiman), or Oedipus Tyrannus 175–8,
where cremation and birds are also brought together as the dying citizens of
Thebes hit by the plague move ‘swifter than a winged bird, swifter than all-
destroying fire, towards the shore of the god of Night’; Homeric
representations of the soul of the dead typically describe it as ptamenē
(Clarke, 1999: 5). The position of the birds as intermediate between earth
and heaven makes them a suggestive image of communication between
human and divine, this world and another—doom, death, and prophecy are
examples of such ‘channelling’. The Homeric formula whereby words are
winged, epea pteroenta, confirms this connection between human
communication and flight (see Vivante (1975) and Forbes Irving (1990:
113–27) on ‘birds and the other world’). The word oistros, ‘gadfly’ and
cognates for madness and distress are also relevant, from the literal instance
with reference to Io’s myth (Aeschylus, Supplices 307, 541; Prometheus
Bound 566; Iphigenia in Tauris 394) to metaphorical uses: for fury and
mania (Bacchae 119 and 1229, Orestes 791, Heracles 862 for lightning and
mania, and 1144); for a range of human passions (Hippolytus 1300 and
Iphigenia in Aulis 775 and 47 for erotic madness; Trachiniae 653 for
warlike fury embodied by Ares; Oedipus Tyrannus 1318 for Oedipus’s
sufferings; on oistros see also Davies and Kathirithamby, 1986: 162–3).

ANIMALS IN TRAGEDY: CRISIS AND
HUMAN CHARACTER



In his study of representations of the mental in Pindar and Homer, Pelliccia
remarks that the ‘organs’ of Homeric and tragic decision-making (such as
thymos, phrēn, and noos) are akin to animals on a metaphorical level (‘an
animal metaphor participated in the conception of the organs’; Pelliccia,
1995: 30): both are incapable of speaking (animals are characterized by lack
of speech, with the exception of prophetic scenes, on which see Pelliccia,
1995: 105–8), but possess consciousness, ‘intentionality’, and appetites;
both can interact with people and even have special capabilities that humans
do not have (Pelliccia, 1995: 29–30). These ‘organs’ are interpreted by
Pelliccia as instruments of alienation, which distance the subject from his or
her emotions and thoughts in moments of unbearable crisis. When the
subject, under the pressure of a challenge from the outside or under
emotional strain, engages in a debate with the organs, it makes use of
‘scapegoat rhetoric’, of a ‘distancing device’ displaying an ‘apologetic
purpose’ (Pelliccia, 1995: 241–2, 230, and 222 respectively). The emotion
perceived as threatening or shameful is in this way isolated and rejected,
and the responsibility for it is moved away from the subject. A similar
transference is operated in the representation of animals, one may note: the
psychological opposition that differentiates the organs of the divided self
from the ‘normal operating self’, which is assumed to be basically rational,
endowed with logos, is the same that differentiates animal from human.

Carrying Pelliccia’s intuition further, I propose to focus on animals,
rather than the organs, as part of the human metaphor offered by a play. Just
like the ‘speaking organs’, animal imagery offers a dramatic outlet for
human emotions and a distancing procedure. Through animal imagery a
character’s affections are objectified and intensified. The alienating,
decompressing, and distancing role played by the addressing of organs in
psychological representations (as they are ‘spoken to’ only in scenes where
the interlocutor is absent and the human being perceives himself—or
herself—as isolated, as shown by Pelliccia’s analysis; on this, see also
Thumiger, 2007: 41–9) is similar to that of the speechless, a-logoi animals
(in imagery or various idiomatic references) in tragic texts. Others have
offered comparable remarks about the ‘intensifying’ quality of animals in
representing human feelings and emotions: Lonsdale notes that ‘the great
similarity and sympatheia between people and animals sharpen the
portrayal of pathos’ (Lonsdale, 1990: 7) and Clarke underlines the role of



animal similes in Homer as a way of addressing ‘the ethical and
psychological problems of heroism’ (Clarke, 1995: 138).

In particular, emotions and mental states commonly connected with
animals tend to be strong and momentary. Aggressiveness and its converse,
victimization, feature in many instances. The lion imagery in the Oresteia is
a classic example (on which see Knox (1952), Lebeck (1971: 50–1), and
Heath (1999: 20) on the ‘blurring of distinction between human and animal
[in the trilogy] to categorise a ‘pre-polis’ world’). At Agamemnon 1224,
Aegisthus is a cowardly lion; at 1258 and 1259, Agamemnon and
Clytemnestra respectively are lion and lioness, all in connection with
dynamics of aggression. See also Philoctetes 1436, where Philoctetes and
Neoptolemus are equated to lions in their determination to oppose
themselves to Odysseus, and Medea, where lions also qualify the heroine
and her fierce temper, at 187, 1342, and 1407. Violence and force, but with
a less dignified status, are connected to dogs: at Choephoroi 924, at
Eumenides 246 (and at Euripides Electra 1252 and 1342) the Erinyes have
canine features; in Sophocles’ Electra the Erinyes are also doglike (1388)
and have an association with lions too (193). Likewise, dogs appear in the
Bacchae, at 731 and 977, to qualify the violent attack carried out by the
women. In Hecuba the women are called bitches in their murderous intent
(1173), foretelling the queen’s final metamorphosis into a bitch (1265,
1273) after Polixena has been slaughtered, like a deer by a wolf (90).

To a lesser extent we find birds in connection with aggressiveness,
especially birds of prey: after the killing of her husband, at Agamemnon
1473, Clytemnestra is a ‘raven’; in Eumenides 861 and 866 the intra-
familial fight is presented as a struggle of cocks; in Bacchae 748 the women
attack like an army organized in ‘columns’, like birds. The flight is of
course an image of hoplitic columns set out for battle, for which we can
compare Iliad 3.2–7: Troes men klaggēi t’enopē t’isan, ornithes hōs ēute
per klaggē geranōn pelei oranothi pro (‘the Trojans came with cries and the
din of war like wildfowl when the long hoarse cries of cranes sweep on
against the sky…’). At Ajax 169, the authority exerted by great men over
the fools is likened to the hawk’s over trembling, helpless birds. Snakes and
reptiles are also common, in connection with women (e.g., Andromache
271) and perceived betrayal of trust especially: Antigone (Ant. 531),
Clytemnestra (Choephoroi 249, 994, 1047), and Creusa (Ion 1262–3); the
Erinyes are typically associated with serpents (Iphigenia in Tauris 286, 287;



Choephoroi 1050). Deranged aggressiveness is also conveyed by the bull in
tragedy: at Ajax 322, where the hero in his madness ‘groans like a bull’; at
Medea 92, where in her anger the heroine is tauromenēn, ‘made into a bull’
(just as at Choephoroi 275 Orestes is tauromenon under the influence of
Apollo); and at Heracles 869, where frenzied Heracles resembles a tauros.

Thus, not only aggressive divinities (especially those who convey
madness, like Lyssa, or the Erinyes) may be designated with animal
epithets, such as dogs; human beings too are summed up with animal
imagery when in the grip of strong feelings of aggressiveness. The same
continuity was found in the instances of ‘animalized’ emotions (where both
the emotions, and the subjects can be represented as birds, ‘winged’). In this
way, animal imagery bridges the gap between, say, Lyssa–dog and the mad
human being–dog; the emotion, or affection, and the affected person. The
animal creature, capable of the same impulse as a human but with greater
intensity and immediacy, and without the verbal articulation and
undecipherable quality of human agency, simplifies and intensifies
experience, making it easy to observe from the outside.

Fear and victimization also have a central presence. Sacrificed or
victimized girls, firstly, are characteristically identified with animals,
especially birds or sacrificial victims. Such archetypal images are in turn
extended to other marginalized or victimized parties in a play. In the
Agamemnon, at 54 chicks define Iphigenia and possibly the slaughtered
children of Thyestes (likewise, chicks are used for Electra and Orestes at
Choephoroi 256; for the doomed Polixena at Trojan Women 751, and the
helpless children of Troy (829–30); for Alcestis’s orphaned children at
Alcestis 403; for Heracles’ children at Heracles 239); at 1050 the abused
Cassandra speaks with the ‘voice of the swallow’. Bird imagery is recurrent
to signpost grief, victimization, and disorder: in Agamemnon 1316
Cassandra is a fearful bird, and at 1444 a swan; at Ajax 140 the chorus are
doves; in Sophocles’ Electra 107 and 1077 Electra is a nightingale; in
Euripides’ Electra 151 the heroine is a swan; in Heracles Megara and her
helpless children are birds (72, 974, and also Amphitrion at 1039); in
Iphigenia in Tauris the members of the chorus, the female slaves of the
temple, first invoke the bird ‘that sings sadly’ for her husband (1089–92),
the halcyon-Alcyone, daughter of Aeolus who committed suicide after the
death of her husband Ceyx, and was turned into a bird. Then, they join their
grief with hers (egō soi paraballomai thrēnous, ‘I vie with you in



lamentation’, 1094–5), calling themselves ‘birds with no wings’ (apteros
ornis; 1095); at 233 Iphigenia is compared to a slaughtered goat, dikan
chimairas; at 1415 Iphigenia is a lamb, an exchangeable item within an
abundant flock (1416); in Eumenides 26 Pentheus is evoked as a hare, at
111 Orestes is a fawn, and at 148 a generic prey, thēr (which illumines his
status of abused individual, building the background for his future
absolution, vis-à-vis the lions Aegisthus and Clytaemnestra). Fish also
appear in connection with passivity and capture, although more rarely:
Clytemnestra slaughters her husband who has fallen into the net, at
Agamemnon 1382, hōsper ichthuōn; and the Persians in Aeschylus’s play
are identified with fish twice (out of four instances in all extant tragedies),
at 977 (tlamones aspairousi chersōi) and at 424 (hōste thunnous ē tin’
ichthuōn bolon)—an animal especially dissimilar from humans, arguably, is
fitting to qualify the defeated barbarians.

Instances of animals in contexts of victimization and violence have been
linked to the sacrificial background of tragedy, and rightly so. The
connection between sacrifice (animal and human), violence, and murder is
explored by Henrichs (2000). (The important antecedents to this discussion
are Easterling (1988) on ‘tragedy and ritual’ and Seaford (1994: 369–71) on
the ‘reciprocal perversion of ritual in Greek tragedy’. On substitution of
human and animal in sacrifice, see Burkert, 1987: 65.) In his reading, the
‘deep-seated affinities’ between animal sacrifice and human sacrifice, as
well as between sacrifice and murder form a crucial interface between the
two worlds, the human and the animal, that make animal imagery in tragedy
not only non-neutral and non-perfunctory, but a means of exorcising crisis
and making violence and bloodshed possible to contemplate. The ritual
backdrop of animal sacrifice, Henrichs argues, is there ‘to represent and
valorise non-ritual forms of violence’, with the aim, or the effect, of
‘magnifying and elevating’ violence, or any other ‘mundane act of self-
motivated aggression’ (Henrichs, 2000: 174). This is why dynamics of
sacrifice lurk in all tragedies through specific terminology and mimetic
scenes, where human ‘losers’ are described as slain victims. Moreover,
while literal sacrifice in extant tragedy before Euripides uses only animal
victims, the younger playwright introduces the innovation of the willing
human victim (Henrichs, 2000: 178).

There is without doubt an important link between violence and the
activities of sacrifice and eating in tragedy. This link is reinforced by the



combination of actual and figurative animals: the literal sacrifices going on,
and the metaphorical sacrifice applied to human beings. In Agamemnon,
Ajax, Heracles, and Iphigenia in Tauris, to quote only a few, the sacrificial
slaughter of animals evokes episodes of violence against human victims:
Agamemnon, Ajax, Heracles, Orestes, and Pylades, and Iphigenia
respectively. This animal mise en abyme, however, not only contributes to
building a representation of non-ritualized violence, but conveys a wider
range of human experiences and emotions that are thus objectified and
contemplated. We should therefore consider the role of animals within the
broader dynamics of semantic displacement that tragedy, like all texts,
operates. Humans replace animals as victims of a ‘political’ sacrifice, but
animals also replace human beings in turn, sublimating, or alluding to,
human experiences. In this way, for instance, the sacrificed Pentheus at the
end of the Bacchae is figuratively (and indeed ironically) anticipated by the
crescendo of cattle victims of sparagmos and other victimized animals in
the choruses. In the economy of every play, animal presence is contiguous
to human emotions and experience (grief, victimization, and destruction)
with the balance tipping towards one side or the other. The sacrificial level
is not the only one, as non-sacrificial animals (e.g., lions) and animals less
often connected with sacrifice (birds, fish, and so on) also participate in the
same effect. In his study, Heath broadens the category by interpreting
speechless animals as images of a general ‘otherness’ opposed to the
dominant actors on the social scene: women, foreigners, slaves—not only
‘sacrificed’ individuals, or victims of violence (Heath, 2005: 17–24). I
would extend the target even further, and attribute to animals the effect of
expressing ‘othernesses’ within man, not only within society: otherness as
the emotions, the instincts, or experiences that man perceives as escaping
his or her control.

In this sense, in tragedy animals also function existentially, to represent
the human condition in moments of crisis, or under the constraints of
necessity. The most evident reason for this is that animals are subject to the
constriction of human control; in addition, animals and humans are equally
subject to fate. The crucial image of this necessity is the yoke, with its
various suggestions: imposition; burden and doom; partnership; oppression;
and, on a visual level, the division into two parts, related to choice and the
importance of balance. The yoke image is applied to duty (at Ajax 24, as
Odysseus says tōid’ hupezugēn ponōi, ‘I volunteered to undertake this



work; cf. also Philoctetes 1025, klopē te kanagkēi zugeis, ‘constrained by
the yoke of fraud and imposition’) and necessity (in several instances, often
with reference to Agamemnon: at Agamemnon 218–9 we find anagkas…
lepadnon, ‘yoke of necessity’—the king’s unwelcome decision (see also
Iphigenia in Aulis 443, where the yoke is again used in connection with
Agamemnon’s decision: anagkēs zeugmat’ empeptōkamen, ‘we fell under
the yoke of fate’); Orestes 1330, where Electra and her brother are bound to
the yoke of their destiny, to be executed by the will of the city; Choephoroi
795, where Orestes is yoked to his doom, zugent’). At Hecuba 376 the yoke
is the burden of misfortune for the Trojan women, auchen’ entitheis zugōi,
‘putting one’s neck in the yoke’. A similar image is found in Ajax 123,
where the hero is ‘yoked to misfortune (sugkatezeugtai)’, and at Heracles
453, where the yoke is again the burden of misfortune, ‘we are being led
away as an inglorious yoked team of corpses (agometha zeugos ou kalon
nekrōn)’. Then, there is a positive side to the yoke, the element of sharing:
at Heracles 121 each member of the chorus is zugophoros, sharing a
common burden of longing and grief; at 1403 the ‘yoke of friendship
(zeugos ge filion)’ is the companionship between Heracles and Theseus; at
Agamemnon 44, the yoke is used of the Atrides, bound together by
brotherhood and a common guilt (timēs…zeugos, ‘yoke of honour’), as at
Helen 392 (keinon zugon, ‘a glorious pair’). For a non-poetic usage of the
yoke to indicate a shared task, we may compare the description of the
Spartan army in Thucydides 5.68.3, where the zeugitai or ‘yoked hoplites’
are referred to as fighting ‘at first yoke (en tōi prōtō zugōi)’, which would
support the interpretation of the word zeugitai as ‘class of citizens who are
yoked together in the phalanx’ as opposed to ‘owing a yoke of oxen’ (as
suggested to me by Simon Hornblower in conversation). Sharing the yoke
also appears as closeness in death or victimization: at Andromache 495, the
yoke describes the bond between Andromache and her child under a death
threat (tode sugkraton zeugos pro domōn psēphō thanatou katakekrimenon,
‘this pair close joined, before the palace under sentence of death!’, 494–6),
and at Orestes 1017 Pylades helps Orestes like two horses support each
other’s steps, ‘on caring feet like a trace horse (podi kēdosunōi paraseiros)’.
Partnership is also evident in the clichés in which yoke/yoking means
marriage (cf. Euripides, Electra 99; Phoenissai 338; Medea 242; Trojan
Women 670; Oedipus Tyrannus 826). The yoke can also apply to a
psychological affection, or constraint to which the individual is subject, as



at Orestes 45: in his attack of madness, Orestes is likened to the horse
resisting the yoke. In a similar sense, the yoke is used for anguish and guilt
at Choephoroi 1043–4, when the matricide, horrified after his deed, is
comforted by the chorus of maidens: ‘do not bind your tongue to the yoke
of these grim voices [accusing you] (mēd’ epizeuchthēs stoma phēmēi
ponerai)’. Then, the yoke conveys concrete oppression and constraint from
an external force: slavery (Agamemnon 953, 1071, 1226, with reference to
Cassandra; Septem 75, 471, 793, the city of Thebes under siege;
Andromache 301 and Trojan Women 678, the destiny of the defeated
Trojans; Ajax 944, the destiny of Ajax’s son), military occupation (the
occupation of Troy, at Agamemnon 529, Trojan Women 600; control over
Hellas, and the joining of the two continents under one ruler, Persians 50,
71, 196, 736; finally, the undermined authority of the Persian ruler over his
people, Persians 594), political repression (at Agamemnon 1618 and 1640,
the repression of dissent in Argos ruled by Aegisthus), and power (at
Phoenissai 74, power over Thebes). Finally, at Aeschylus, Supplices 822
the yoke is the pole of the scale held by Zeus that assigns destiny by lot, and
also alludes to the decision-making, the reduction from two options to one,
that king Pelasgus has to perform in the play (the visual level of yoke
imagery brings all these aspects together; compare Halliwell’s (1986)
observations on the crossing between ‘three-roads’ where Oedipus kills
Laius).

The yoke and union of two animals shows thus several inseparable
facets, which say much about Greek views on humanity and fate: destiny,
companionship, and justice as a matter of balance between two sides are
inseparable components. The interconnections of these meanings qualify
humanity in tragedy, and their combination in moments of crisis is more
effective than a description: the tie that binds Agamemnon and Menelaus,
for instance, is both a fatal constraint and the bond of brotherhood, of
common responsibility.

Finally, animals are linked to prophecy. A common instance is the stock
phrase where ‘bird’ (ornis/oiōnos) is used for destiny/doom/omen. This is a
stock metonymy, modified by qualitative adjectives such as ‘good’/‘bad’
(Orestes 788; Phoenissai 858; Iphigenia in Aulis 607, 988, 1347; Ion 1191,
1333). All the same, these expressions combine with proper omens through
references to the soothsaying practices of ornithomanteia and the reading of
the animals’ viscera, the splanchna. Signs sent by the god are in most cases



animal-based (as in Agamemnon 114–20, the eagle and the hare; at
Phoenissai 640, the death of a heifer which shows Cadmus the site for the
foundation of his city) and so are prophetic dreams (Clytemnestra’s dream
of the snake, at Choephoroi 527 and 530; at Hecuba 90, where the queen’s
dream of a deer slaughtered by a wolf refers to the imminent death of
Polixena; at Phoenissai 411–12, where the boar and the lion dreamt by
Jocaste signify Tydeus and Polynices).

‘NARRATOLOGICAL’ ANIMALS IN
TRAGEDY

Within the circumscribed world of each play, specific animals can hint at
something that is yet to happen in the drama, or to a deeper level of reality
inaccessible to most. A suggestive version of this ‘prophetic effect’ of
animal imagery in tragedy is found in Lycophron’s poem Alexandra (see
Cusset (2001) for a review of animal metaphor in the poem, especially with
reference to wolves and dogs). This Hellenistic text, strongly influenced by
tragic idiom and style (especially by the Aeschylean model) is shaped as a
prophecy given by Cassandra and reported to Priam by a servant. In her
oracular monologue the prophetess describes the antecedents to the Trojan
war, the fall of the city and the nostoi, and finally illustrates the
consequences of the conflict. Tragic animal imagery is ubiquitous and
constitutes the cipher of Cassandra’s speech, especially imagery connected
to lions, serpents, wolves, and birds. In this way the poem offers a powerful
concentration, almost a ‘footnote’ to the role played by animals in tragedy
(an expression suggested to me by Simon Hornblower in conversation).

More precisely, animals are prophetic within a play not only in overt
instances of omens, but in a narratological sense too: they may evoke events
of the past (analepsis), foretell others which will be fulfilled later in the
play (prolepsis), or allude to hidden truths. These three levels often overlap,
as character (item 1), features of the plot—crisis and prophecy—(item 2),
and prolepsis/analepsis (item 3) are not sharply separable in tragedy.
References to animals are articulated in extended systems within each play,
or even trilogy in the case of the Oresteia. These systems may engender a
sort of parallel ‘animal tragedy’, which in turn mimics and offers a
countermelody to the human experience within each play. This is achieved



through a play of allusions and interactions between actual and figurative
instances, which may also echo connections established in other texts—
other tragedies, or Homer. This ‘narratological’ effect is arguably stronger
in tragedy than in epic (though it is present there too), due to the relative
shortness of tragic texts and their fruition, which allows for characteristic
configurations of animal motifs within the single text. Discussing this effect
in epic, Clarke (1995: 151) quotes the simile of the boar fighting, without
fear or terror, the hunters who circle it in Iliad 12.41–6. This image defines
Hector in the episode of the burning of the ships, which will lead to
Hector’s destruction after Patroclus’s aristeia and death. The boar does not
only resemble Hector by virtue of its fearless heart, but—prophetically—
because both ‘will be killed by their heroism’ (46). Rose (1979) offers an
analysis of dog-imagery in the Odyssey as conducive to the image of
Odysseus’s ‘barking heart’ (16, hulaktei) in 20.13–16, therefore mimicking
the human action in the poem and providing a miniature version of it (a
‘matrix’), which will be realized only at the end.

The different levels, analogic imagery, explicit prophecy, and
‘narratological prophecy’ do not exclude one another: at Aeschylus,
Supplices 58–67 the maidens recognize the fate of Tereus and Procne, the
hawk and the nightingale (62), as akin to their own. This is a similarity, they
say, that a ‘prophet of birds’ (oiōnopolōn; 58) would be able to understand
when hearing their voice: the prophet can both interpret the birds’ flight as
well as decipher the imagery the maidens are proposing. The use of bull
imagery for the frenzied Ajax at Ajax 322, after he has slaughtered several
bulls and oxen, is also a ‘prophetic’ instance, as it alludes to the hero’s
imminent death in turn; similarly, the snake instances referring to Orestes in
the Oresteia (Choephoroi 527 and 530) draw a connection between him and
Apollo (Eumenides 181), Clytemnestra (Choephoroi 249, 527, 1047), and
the Erinyes (1050), foretelling the death of the mother and the purification
of the son, and tying them both to the same destiny.

A SAMPLE: SOPHOCLES’ AJAX
In Ajax we find the highest occurrence of animals in Sophoclean tragedy.
First, and most evidently, is the dramatic importance of the slaughter of the
cattle. We find numerous literal references to cattle and sheep that build the
semantic background against which the motif of sacrifice and the references



to the human world are made to emerge. This animal slaughter is described
by Odysseus as early as 25–8, and repeatedly mentioned in the exchange
that follows between the goddess and the hero, revived in the words of the
other characters, Ajax in primis (see 27, 42, 53, 62, 63, 64, 93, 143, 145,
175, 184, 231, 234, 297, 300, 309, 324, 366, 374, 375, 407, 453), and
finally mentioned one last time in Menelaus’s speech at the end (1061).
These many allusions posit the episode as a core event, always present to
the audience and in the character’s words, and graphically vivid in the
representation of the hero ‘rushing alone along the plain with dripping
sword’ (30–1), and coming to his senses by a heap of animal corpses and
dismembered limbs in his tent (307–10). This physical presence of
slaughtered animals has a powerful effect on the animal imagery used
subsequently: it gives it substance and reality, and underlines connection
between two otherwise separated worlds—that of human ‘free’ agents and
animals.

Imagery connected to this sphere also emerges at the beginning of the
play. An expression (even though a stock phrase) employing bull imagery,
in fact, is used for Ajax as early as at 123, whereby the hero is ‘yoked to
misfortune’ (sugkatezeuktai). Fifty lines later, at 172–5, the chorus proposes
that Ajax might have been driven mad by Artemis: ‘was it Artemis tamer of
bulls (Tauropola)…that sent him against the cattle of the people’s flocks?’.
The reference to Artemis Tauropola is here allusive to the human sacrifice
associated with the cult of the goddess in the Tauric Chersonese. The
substitution between human and animal victim is operated by Ajax in the
slaughter of the cattle, and will have Ajax as sacrificial victim later in the
play (see Garvie 1998: 142).

At 322, more overtly, Tecmessa describes the madness of Ajax with a
bull simile, ‘he would groan like a bellowing bull (tauros hōs), with no
sound of high-pitched wailing’. In all these, taurine images do not simply
qualify Ajax as noble and proud. They are also prophetic of what the future
has in store: the self-sacrifice of the hero, a substitution of man for animal
symmetrical to the one unwittingly operated by Ajax under the influence of
Athena, when he attacked the cattle of the Greeks. In his suicidal plan Ajax
will be offering himself in sacrifice, challenging the gods with what is a
spoilt offering, a provocation, just as his killing of the cattle was mistaken
and unholy (at 220, one may note, his animal victims are ironically
indicated by a sacrificial term, chrēstēria). The substitution of Ajax for an



animal offering to the gods is identical to the Euripidean topos of the
maiden who gives her own life in sacrifice (Iphigenia in Iphigenia in Aulis,
or Polixena in Hecuba); but the substitution is here magnified, since an
adult, and a male hero, is made victim. The proverbial phrase uttered by
Agamemnon with reference to the dead hero at 1253, that ‘a huge ox is
tamed by a small goad’, refers back to this net of connections, bringing
together, once again, Ajax the slayer and Ajax the slain. Moreover, the
reference to the taming of the bull in Agamemnon’s words interacts with
another Iliadic simile, the original image at Iliad 11.558–65 in which Ajax
is compared to a stubborn donkey (onos) that children try in vain to push
out of the field, but their strength is ‘childlike’, and he lets them drive him
out only ‘once he is satisfied with his pasture’. Agamemnon’s words at
1253 seem to reverse the Iliadic description of Ajax’s untouched and
stubborn strength: now the hero is being tamed by ‘a small whip’. At first
sight, the image in Agamemnon’s words conveys humiliation and ultimate
defeat; however, Ajax’s obstinate strength (the same he displays in Odyssey
11.563–4 upon his encounter with Odysseus) will be honoured and
reaffirmed at the end of the play in the form of Odysseus’s tribute to the
silent corpse of the hero (1318–69).

The qualification of the hero in relation to his attack against the cattle is
also reinforced by the Homeric lion simile, creating a further complication
in the portrayal of the hero, of his courage and his vulnerability. After the
death of Ajax, his orphaned son is compared to a lion at 986–7—a lion cub,
in the absence of the mother (hōs kenēs skumnon leainēs). This image
interacts in a complex way with Homeric models: Ajax has behaved like the
marauding lion in the enclosure of the cattle, a recurring image for the
warrior in the Iliad; but not against man, against actual animals, effectively
disrupting the sense of the original simile (compare, e.g., Iliad 17.61–9,
‘Menelaus, fierce as a mountain lion sure of his power, seizing the choicest
head from a good grazing herd. First he cracks his neck, clamped in his
huge jaws, mauling the kill then down in gulps he bolts it, blood and guts,
and around him dogs and shepherds raise a fierce din but they keep their
distance, lacking nerve to go in and take the lion on—the fear that grips
their spirit makes them blanch’, or 20.164–75). In addition, one less
conventional Homeric lion simile is relevant here, the one describing the
Greek champions protecting Patroclus’s body from the fury of the enemy, at



Iliad 17.132–7. Ajax is prominent in the scene, protecting the corpse like a
lion protects his cubs when surrounded by the hunters:

Aias d’amphi Menoitiadēi sakos euru kalupsas
hestekei hōs tis te leōn peri oisi tekessin,
hōi rha te nēpi’ agonti sunantēsontai en hulēi
Andres epaktēres…
hōs Aias peri Patroklōi hērōi bebēkei

like a lion cornered around his young when hunters cross him, leading his cubs through
woods—he ramps in all the pride of his power, bristling strength, the heavy folds of his
forehead frowning own his eyes

(Garvie (1998) compares Iliad 18.318–23, where Patroclus is also involved:
Achilles mourning his friend is compared to a bereft lion whose cubs have
been taken away by the hunter.) The Sophoclean passage at 986–7 offers a
reversed lion image, with a clear reference to the Homeric passage, as
Ajax’s son is equated to an orphaned lion cub. Ajax, at the end, has not
succeeded in protecting his own ‘cub’ as he did the body of Patroclus.
Moreover, the reference to the child of the hero brings us back to Ajax’s
ambiguous speech at 545–64 in the play. Here he expresses the traditional
hope for one’s offspring to resemble, and surpass, their father. There is an
overt allusion to the famous scene of Hector and Astyanax in Iliad 6.476–
81, when the hero exclaims ‘…one day let them say, “He is a better man
than his father” (pote tis eipoi ‘patros g’hode pollon ameinōn’)’. The
allusion exposes, though, a crucial difference, as Ajax’s words are ‘may you
be more fortunate than your father (genoio patros eutuchesteros) and for the
rest, similar to him: in this way, you will not be a coward (ta d’all’homoios:
kai genoi’ an ou kakos)’. The tragic Ajax re-elaborates on this classic scene
to reaffirm his conviction of his own excellence in valour, crucially moving
the focus from the level of military prowess (ameinōn) to the eudaimonistic,
or existential one (eutuchesteros).

The lion, in summary, connects Ajax to the Homeric heroic simile of the
marauding lion, and of the lion as protector of his offspring; also, it
establishes a connection between Ajax and Hector, Patroclus, and the
history of Achilles’ arms, relevant to the background of the Sophoclean
play. In his similarity to the Trojan champion when addressing his child,
Ajax is set apart from his (now hostile) Greek companions, is revealed in
truth as a hero set out for battle (and not yielding to the enemy, as he claims
to be in the ‘deception speech’, at 646–92) and as a father who knows (just



like Hector does) that his destiny is not to see his son grow up. The bull and
the lion activate a combination of interactions between actual and figural (in
the Sophoclean text) and intertextual references (Homer) that influence
greatly the representation of character and its interaction with the context.
In this way, animals are not only an image for humans, but the bridge that
connects different literary texts and different levels of thought.

CONCLUSIONS
Imagery is one of the defining components of poetry; its working is,
however, determined, beyond individual choices and mere chances, by the
conventions and requirements of each genre. The text of a tragedy, on
account of its length and its performed fruition, maximizes the effect of
sustained clusters of imagery that do not only operate on the level of the
individual verse or episode, but build a net of connections throughout the
text in its entirety. There is no semantic group in which this appears as
clearly as for animals. As discussed at the start, animals occupy a privileged
space in human imagination, and are present in tragic texts on a material,
literal level, as part of human life, as pieces of imagery, and as trait d’union
with instances in other literary texts, especially Homer. This working of
animals appears in tragedy more clearly and strongly than in any other
genre, offering insight into the role of animals in ancient Greek culture, and
at the same time enriching our appreciation of the tragic portrayal of
humanity.



SUGGESTED READING

The topic of animals in tragedy has received limited treatment in
comparison with other genres. Scholarship has rather concentrated on
individual plays, and remarks on animals (whether in imagery or in
actuality) have been confined mostly to the domain of commentaries. As
examples of the first, one may quote studies of the Oresteia, where animal
imagery is most evident, such as Knox (1952) and Heath (1999). The
richness in imagery of Aeschylean poetry is also central to the account of
tragedy offered by Heath’s monograph (2005), which deals also with
Homer and Plato and addresses broader philosophical oppositions between
human and animal. A focus on the use of animals in tragedy as a whole is
now offered by Thumiger (2008 and forthcoming).

Various studies bear relevance to the topic, however, from a theoretical
and methodological point of view, even without focusing on tragedy in the
specific: Berger (1980) and Baker (1993) are classic discussions of animals
as ‘cultural construction’; most recently, Payne (2010) offers a sophisticated
application of a ‘post-humanistic’ perspective to a variety of literary and
artistic examples. Tester (1991) is a valuable survey of the European history
of ideas about animals, and Kemp (2007) is very illustrative of the thin line
between artistic representations and scientific theories juxtaposing animals
and humans in modern European culture. On ancient literature, Furlanetto
(2005) offers important remarks on the semiotics of animals in ancient
poetry, while Gottschall (2001, 2005) invites us to adopt a symmetrical
perspective by applying Darwinistic principles to literary theory and to
reading animals in literature.
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CHAPTER 6

DOMESTICATION AND BREEDING OF
LIVESTOCK

Horses, Mules, Asses, Cattle, Sheep, Goats, and
Swine

TIMOTHY HOWE

INTRODUCTION
FROM the 1960s forwards, scholars have moved away from tracing animal
morphology and have understood livestock domestication in terms of
cultural relationships that emphasize human and animal symbioses (Downs,
1960; Helmer, 1992; Helmer, Gourichon, and Stordeur, 2004; Arbuckle,
2005; Vigne, Peters, and Helmer, 2005; Zeder, 2008). This shift from
tracking morphological changes between wild and domesticated breeds, and
its focus on animal morphology alone, towards a systemic analysis of
human involvement in breeding and exploitation has allowed a more
nuanced understanding of the cultural and physical changes involved as
humans and animals came to live together. Indeed, recent genetic and
cultural studies now show humans and livestock symbiotically
domesticated each other in separate regions, on three different continents
(Africa, Asia, and Europe). Small-sample atomic mass spectrometry
radiocarbon dating and genetic analysis has successfully documented the
domestication of the four major Near Eastern livestock species (cattle,
sheep, goats, and swine) and their dispersal along the Mediterranean littoral
(Troy et al., 2001; Vigne et al., 2005; Beja-Pereira et al., 2006; Larson et al.,
2007; Naderi et al., 2008); it now seems that humans and their herds
travelled from the Levant to Cyprus around 9000 BC, to the Aegean around



7000 BC, to Apulia around 6000 BC, to northern Italy and southern France
around 5600 BC (Zeder, 2008: 11599–600). In a human–animal migration
separate from the ungulants, horses arrived some time later, between 2100
and 1900 BC (Bowling and Ruvinski, 2000: 31).

Once in place in the Mediterranean Basin, humans seemed to have settled
down in sedentary communities and played the dominant role in shaping the
expectations for animal morphology. For their part, the domesticated
animals responded by breeding and producing young according to human
cultural dictates. It should be noted, however, that this intensive breeding of
livestock shaped human expectations and culture by their physical needs,
unique subspecies morphologies, and care requirements. A survey of the
Greek and Roman agricultural writers suggests the ancient breeders
competed to refine certain physical characteristics such as tight wool or
powerful shoulders. Consequently, humans devoted significant wealth and
labour to developing breeding and propagation techniques that might
produce animals for a variety of specialized purposes, from racehorses and
draught oxen to thick-woolled sheep and short-bristled swine (Vigneron,
1968: 30–1; Ryder, 1983: 164; Rinkewitz, 1984: 21–3; Bökönyi, 1984: 21–
2; Kron, 2008: 178; Howe, 2008: 49–75; 2011: 3–23).

Equids
The horse and its equine relative the ass dominate Paleolithic murals
sprawled across caves in France, Spain, and Portugal. In fact, equines are
portrayed more frequently than any other animal (Gonzaga, 2004: 79–81).
It is perhaps surprising, then, to discover that the horse was domesticated
thousands of years later than the initial period of Neolithic domestication
that brought cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and dogs under human control
(Bökönyi, 1974: 230). The equines carved and painted on cave walls are
wild animals and they continued to be hunted, rather than domesticated as
such, for over twenty thousand years. Sites such as Soluté in east-central
France provide evidence for the regular, systematic hunting of horses
(Olsen, 1996: 42–7). While the horse is a less practical source of meat than
other livestock, as it is a relatively infecund species, early humans still
exploited it for food. Scholars have argued, though, that because of its
slower reproductive rate in comparison to other livestock, the horse was not
domesticated purely for its nutritional potential (Levine, 1990: 729). It is



possible that prehistoric humans recognized the transportation potential of
the horse and domesticated it for this reason; donkeys as well as oxen were
already used for this purpose in the Near East. Nonetheless, the horse
regularly served as a supplemental food source in Asia and Europe for at
least 3000 years after domestication, and to this day remains a primary food
source in Mongolia and other Steppe countries (Gade, 2000: 542, 544).
More importantly, mare’s milk (airag or koumiss) has been an essential part
of the Central Asian diet for thousands of years. Horse milk is very high in
vitamin C and thus provides essential nutrients lacking in a meat-based
nomadic diet; analysis of potsherds from the site of Botai in Kazakhstan
shows the presence of proteins found in mare’s milk as early as 5,500 years
ago (Kelenka, 2009: 36), and Strabo mentions the consumption of mare’s
milk by the Scythians, something the Greeks and Romans considered very
bizarre behaviour (Strabo, 3.7; 4.6).

Two main sites are associated with the domestication of the horse:
Dereivka in Ukraine and Botai in Kazakhstan. Located in the lower Dneiper
valley, Dereivka was inhabited by the Sredni Stog culture from 4200 to
3500 BC. Of the over 4000 animal bones found on the site, 61% belong to
horses (Kelenka, 2009: 32). Excavations revealed the ritual burial of a skull
belonging to a seven- or eight-year-old stallion with domestic canine
remains (Anthony, 1991: 263). Anthony and Brown have argued that the
teeth of this stallion show wear marks associated with the long-term use of
a metal bit; a single antler cheek piece was also found near the skull in the
pit, suggesting that some sort of bridle was in use (Anthony and Brown,
2003: 55). Further, the majority of the equine remains from Dereivka are
those of young male horses—between four and ten years of age. Anthony
argues that this indicates the practice of controlled breeding, particularly for
the purposes of slaughter for meat (Anthony, 1991: 269). Levine, on the
other hand, states that the skeletal evidence from Dereivka suggests the
hunting of wild horses rather than the slaughter of a domestic population.
The majority of the Dereivka horses died between the ages of five and
eight, when they would have been at their reproductive and athletic peak,
suggesting a primary use other than as human food. From a food standpoint,
the tenderest meat comes from horses killed when they are between two and
three years old (Levine, 1990: 738).

The Dereivka evidence suggests the killing was not just because of age
but based on gender as well. Horses form two types of herds in the wild:



harem bands, which comprise a stallion, mares, and their young, and
bachelor bands made up of young stallions who have not successfully
challenged an older stallion for his harem. In a harem band, it is the alpha
mare who leads the herd whenever they flee from possible danger, while the
stallion guards the rear of the fleeing group, hanging back to threaten or
attack any potential threat (Levine, 1990: 738). Based on this behaviour, it
is more likely a stallion would be killed than his mares. Indeed, when
hunting groups were sent to the Mongolian steppe in the early 1900s to
catch Przewalski foals, the hunters almost always had to kill the stallion
before they could approach the youngsters (Mohr, 1971: 68; Bourman,
1986: 14). In the case of a bachelor band, any horse killed would probably
be a young male.

The site of Botai is located in the Tobol-Ishim drainage on the northern
steppes of Kazakhstan. It was home to the Botai culture, which flourished
in this region between 3500 and 3000 BC. Horse bones and tools made
from them are numerous at Botai. Slaughter methods, evident from cut
marks on bones support the argument that the Botai peoples hunted wild
horses but also slaughtered domesticated animals; there is evidence for
poleaxing, a method of slaughter only possible with a restrained domestic
animal. Large, concentrated amounts of manure have been found in the
vicinity of the site, suggesting that groups of horses were kept in contained
spaces. Finally, there is the previously mentioned discovery of mare’s milk
protein on potsherds from the site (Kelenka, 2009: 36). As Olsen points out,
Botai is an example of what might be termed a transition horse-culture. The
inhabitants of the site clearly hunted wild equines, but also domesticated
animals for purposes other than food. Olsen has argued that Botai operated
under a ‘horse economy’ (Olsen, 1996: 101).

Between 2100 and 1900 BC, in the Middle Helladic Period, migrating
humans brought fully domesticated horses to the Greek peninsula (Bowling
and Ruvinski, 2000: 31). Around the same time similar groups brought
horses to Italy. Unlike the transitional horse-cultures of Botai and Dereivka,
the Greeks and Romans used only domesticated horses and they bred them
for a variety of purposes: burden, transport, and sport, to name the most
prominent. The ancient literary sources attest to the competitive breeding of
many different subspecies for specialized tasks (Flach, 1990: 296–7; Peters,
1998: 135–65; King, 2002: 421–2; Kron, 2008: 178–85). Aristotle, for
example, in his History of Animals, gives useful descriptions and methods



for breeding horses, donkeys, and mules, advice that is echoed in the
Roman agronomists (White, 1970: 288–93). According to the philosopher,
for best results, equines should be given special horse-trainers who will
maintain the herds and separate out young animals when their time comes
for training (History of Animals 577a15–17). These grooms supervise their
charges, making sure that their herds of forty horses or fewer under a
dominant stallion are healthy and manageable and, most importantly,
produce healthy offspring (History of Animals 572b10, 577a15–18).
Columella adds that for the production of high-quality racehorses stallions
should only be put to the mares for breeding, so as not to risk damage to
expensive stock and also ensure control over bloodlines (Columella, De re
rustica 6.27; cf. Varro, De re rustica 2.7.8; 2.8.4, who writes of grooms
specially trained to assist in this task). Stallions are put to stud from the
ages of three to twenty, with one stallion able to service from 15–20 mares
(Columella, De re rustica 6.27.9). Vigneron (1968: 37) notes that this
selective pairing of mare and stallion, pioneered by the ancients, has now
become the norm.

As the relationship between humans and equids evolved, ranchers began
to experiment with crossbreeding of species (Flach, 1990: 299–300; Peters,
1998: 135–65; King, 2002: 422–3). Aristotle and the Roman agronomists
include much technical data about the proper crossbreeding of horses and
asses to produce draft mules (Aristotle, History of Animals 572a12, 572b11,
576a2, 577b5–578a4; Varro, De re rustica 2.6.3; Columella, De re rustica
6.3.6). Some breeding techniques were quite involved: Varro (De re rustica
2.8.3) describes the construction of a special enclosure, a machina, erected
on a downward-facing slope, so that the smaller ass can mate with the much
taller mare. The need for these contrivances seems to have been high, for in
the late Roman Republic quality breeding asses could bring 300–400,000
sesterces apiece (Varro, De re rustica 2.8.3). Seemingly, the bloodline of the
ass was all-important, so every measure was taken to ensure that he could
mate with quality mares and thus produce the best mules for traction and
burden. Mules are better tempered than horses when it comes to transport
and were especially desired by the Roman army as beasts of burden (Roth,
1999: 202–77). Mules’ front legs are longer than horses, and as a result they
do not balk at downhill slopes. Further, their bones are denser and do not
break as easily. Mules are also less prone to panic. As a result, mules



provided the ancient Mediterranean peoples with a dependable, reliable, and
above all even-tempered beast of burden.

Ovicaprids
Recent work suggests that the progenitors of both domestic sheep and goats
belong to Levantine species, Ovis orientalis and Capra aegagrus,
respectively (Hiendleder et al., 2002; Bruford and Townsend, 2006; Luikart
et al., 2006; Naderi et al., 2008). Study of ovicaprid bone assemblages from
north-eastern Iraq and south-eastern Anatolia, from around 10,000 BC,
suggest early human attempts to manipulate sheep and goat herd
demographics by hunting two- to three-year-old males (Redding, 2005). By
hunting prime males, humans preserved female breeding stock and
encouraged the immigration of younger males from surrounding territories
to fill the vacuum left by the hunts. Over time, hunting gave way to more
active herd management and both sheep and goats transitioned from
‘managed’ hunted herds to full domesticated herds fairly rapidly. While
both ovicaprids seem to take similar, and more or less contemporary, paths
towards full domestication, sheep seem to have been the initial focus of the
transformation from hunting to herding. In the end, both sheep and goats
were fully domesticated independently of each other, in various areas
independently (and perhaps at multiple times), in a region that stretches
from the northern Zagros Mountains to south-eastern Anatolia by around
10,000 BC. They arrived in Greece and the Italian peninsula 3,000 years
later, around 7000 BC. Once in the Mediterranean, zooarchaeological
evidence suggests sheep and goats were raised and propagated much as the
Greek and Roman agronomists advise, with great diversity in subspecies
(Kron, 2002; Howe, 2011: 3–9).

Propagation and management of ovicaprids falls into three overlapping
categories, all dependent on particular end-products: (1) if the aim is to
have animals for work and for the production of wool, hair, and hides, then
individuals tend to be kept until maturity; (2) if the aim is milk production
—for which females are employed—then one sees a high reproductive rate,
with most young males killed and females not kept beyond their
reproductive years; (3) but, if the aim is meat production, young males are
killed, sometimes after fattening, as juveniles or young adults, at the point
when the most economical balance has been achieved between the weight



of the animal and the feed consumed (Howe, 2008: 51). For breeding
females, the Greeks and Romans planned according to goals 1 and 2, while
for males goals 2 and 3 (Flach, 1990: 301–11; Peters, 1998: 71–106; King,
2002: 415–16; MacKinnon, 2004: 100–37).

The agricultural writers recommend that sheep be kept in separated
herds, with the rams put among the ewes only two months before breeding,
and then removed soon after, so as to ensure the safety of both mothers and
their resulting young. Mid-May is the desired mating season, since autumn
lambs are generally preferred over spring ones (Varro, De re rustica 2.2.14;
Palladius, De agricultura 8.4.4). Prime breeding years for rams are between
three and eight, for ewes four and eight. At lambing time, shepherds
separate each ewe from the flock and give her a separate pen. The lambs
and mothers are kept within these pens for three days, after which the ewes
are allowed to return to the flock during the day and suckle their young in
the morning and evening. Aristotle advises that shepherds even sleep in the
shelters with their animals in order to protect them from cold and predators
(History of Animals 610b30; Howe, 2011). The propagation and care of
goats is quite similar to that of sheep, though with their shorter gestation
period (120 days as opposed to 150 for sheep) goats can kid twice a year
(Columella, De re rustica 7.6.7–8).

Cattle
While it has long been thought that cattle were first domesticated in the
Near East and then moved with their humans to other areas, recent genetic
studies show that there were at least three separate domestications in Africa,
the Near East, and Asia, though it was domesticated cattle from the Near
East that had the greatest impact on early Greece and Rome (Troy et al.,
2001; Bruford et al., 2003: 906; Beja-Pereira et al., 2006: 8117). As with
ovicaprids and horses, humans hunted wild cattle and then only much later
began to manage and finally domesticate wild herds (Arbuckle, 2005).
Selective hunting, such as killing bulls and preserving breeding cows seems
to have been common. This managed hunting then evolved into full-scale
domestication fairly rapidly, seemingly in many regions of the Levant
independently. As part of the Neolithic migrations, humans brought
domesticated cattle into the Mediterranean Basin between 9000 and 6500
BC; the earliest substantial remains of domestic cattle appear in Greece



around 6300 BC, in the archaeological deposits of Argissa Magoula in
Thessaly (Boessneck, 1962; Perlès, 2001: 41–2).

Unlike discussions of other livestock, the literary sources preserve
extensive detail about cattle breeds and bloodlines. Columella, for example,
mentions at least six Italian and four foreign breeds of cattle, each with a
specific purpose, such as meat, milk and cheese, and traction (Varro, De re
rustica 2.2.11; Pliny, Natural History 25.94; Columella, De re rustica
4.Praef.2, 6.1.1–2; White, 1970: 276–8). As with ovicaprids, it seems that
Greeks and Romans selected cattle breeding stock according to specific
production goals: (1) burden; (2) meat or milk production; (3) sacrificial
victims (it should be noted that these are not necessarily incompatible).
Columella in particular describes the individual ‘points’ to look out for in
each type of stock. From these careful descriptions White (1970: 285) has
inferred that the ancient cattleman was being encouraged by market demand
to pay close attention to selection and breeding. This attention to ‘points’,
that is, the strength of head, neck, shoulders, prominence and clearness of
the eyes, healthy coat, good rib-formation (‘rib-spring’, as it is called
today), strong buttocks, well-shaped feet, and udder and mammary system
for cows, is still essential to the modern stockman, as he considers mating
strategies and bloodlines (Ensminger, 1997; Kron, 2008: 179).

The ancient literary sources also have much to say about the breeding
and propagation of domesticated cattle (Flach, 1990: 290–6; Peters, 1998:
25–71; King, 2002: 408–10; MacKinnon, 2004: 76–99; Kron, 2008: 178–
85; McInerney, 2010: 21–8). Varro, for example, agrees with the modern
practice of separating the bulls from cows (Varro, De re rustica 2.5.13).
Heifers were not allowed to conceive until two years old, and Varro seems
to prefer waiting until four years of age, with cows only allowed to calve in
alternate years. The minimum age today is one, with calving allowed every
year, putting the ancient stockman at an economic disadvantage with
respect to his modern counterpart, since two-year-old heifers would yield
no more than six pregnancies per cow over the course of their lifetimes
(White, 1970: 286). The best time for mating is mid-June to mid-July, with
calving taking place at the end of winter, right after the fodder crops have
been harvested, thus ensuring a steady food supply (Columella, De re
rustica 6.24.1).

Swine



Recent osteoarchaeological evidence now suggests that pigs were first
domesticated in south-western Anatolia no later than 10,000 BC, and that
their movement to the Mediterranean Basin was concurrent with that of
sheep, goats, and cattle (Larson et al., 2007; Zeder, 2008: 11598). Most
interestingly, however, is that after the initial introduction in the European
Mediterranean, Near Eastern swine were replaced by domesticated swine
with European maternal ancestry. Genetic studies of excavated pig remains
show that in Europe and the Near East, swine were domesticated several
times, with the European boar coming to dominate all deposits, even those
from the Near East by 1000 BC (Larson et al., 2007: 15276–81; Zeder,
2008: 11601). No trace of the Near Eastern pig is represented in either
ancient Graeco-Roman or modern European breeds of swine.

Once domesticated, the swine was propagated with only a little
refinement by breed, according to the Greek and Roman agronomists
(Flach, 1990: 311–15; Peters, 1998: 107–34; MacKinnon, 2004: 128–62;
Kron, 2008: 178–85). Since swine were domesticated solely for food,
breeding focused on selecting meaty and hardy animals. In order to ensure
health and productivity, Varro recommends that sows not breed until they
are twenty months old. He also advises sows not be kept beyond their
seventh year (De re rustica 2.4.7). Columella, however, advises two distinct
breeding strategies, one for farms at considerable distance from civic
markets and one for those tied to the urban market (7.9.4). For the out-of-
the-way farmer Columella suggests sows be bred in February, in order to
farrow in July when there is sufficient fodder to raise adult stock. The
isolated farmer can only be concerned with producing breeding stock, since
he is cut off from any reliable meat and sacrificial markets. For those near
urban markets, the goal is to sell sucking pigs as often as possible, so the
sow is put to the boar more often, so as to yield at least two broods.

CONCLUSIONS
Domestication and propagation of livestock is a symbiotic process that
impacts both humans and animals. Once humans decided to manage and
breed animals directly, rather than cull or harvest wild stock, animal
characteristics and behaviour played a dominant role in shaping human
expectations and human culture by their physical needs and care
requirements. As we have seen, the Greeks and Romans invested in certain



animal characteristics and devoted considerable labour and resources to
cultivating unique subspecies of horse, cattle, sheep, goats, and swine. Yet,
as humans became more invested in particular characteristics such as long
wool, heavily muscled haunches, or long racing forelegs, breeding, as the
Roman agronomists attest, became more of an art than a science, the results
of which are still with us today.



SUGGESTED READING

Specific works devoted to tracing the earliest genetic paths for
domestication include the following: horse (Bowling and Ruvinski, 2000);
sheep (Bruford, Bradley, and Luikart, 2003); swine (Larson et al., 2007);
goat (Luikart et al., 2006; Naderi et al., 2008); and cattle (Troy et al., 2001).
General works concerned with animal domestication and breeding in
ancient Europe and the Near East, focused on both zooarchaeological and
textual evidence, include Bökönyi (1984), Peters (1998), Kron (2002),
MacKinnon (2004), Vigne, Peters, and Helmer (2005), and Kron (2008).
Works devoted to the breeding and rearing of animals in Greek and Roman
antiquity, focused primarily on the ancient textual and iconographic
evidence, include White (1970), Isager and Skydsgaard (1992), Chandezon
(2003), Howe (2008), McInerney (2010), and Howe (2011).
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CHAPTER 7

ANIMAL HUSBANDRY

GEOFFREY KRON

INTRODUCTION
ONCE unfairly denigrated, even by some leading historians of ancient
agriculture (White, 1970: 272, 276–7; Frayn 1984), the technical
sophistication and productivity of Graeco-Roman animal husbandry has
become increasingly clear, with archaeozoological studies showing a
marked increase in the size of livestock compared to Bronze Age, Iron Age,
as well as medieval animals (Peters, 1998; Kron, 2002, 2008a; MacKinnon,
2004), and a striking diversification of species, as a wide range of domestic
animals, wild game, fowl, and game-birds were farmed for a robust
Mediterranean market of affluent and demanding urban consumers (Kron,
2008a). Most livestock would not consistently match the improved Greek or
Roman breeds until Holland’s Golden Age, or the agricultural revolution of
nineteenth-century England (Kron, 2002: 63, 2008b: 74–6; cf. Moriceau,
1999: 47). Moreover, the extant writings of the Roman agronomists reveal
extremely detailed knowledge of the normal behaviour and needs of the
principal domestic, and even many wild, species, a preference for intensive
mixed farming, based on the principles of convertible husbandry, excellent
management of pastures and rangelands, high standards of fodder and
forage production, and really remarkable standards of veterinary care, with
widespread access to highly trained professional veterinarians (Brill, 2011),
capable of carrying out most of the surgical procedures widely practised as
late as the mid-twentieth century (Moulé, 1891: 147–66; Senet, 1953: 43,
83–6; Bourdy, 1995; Peters, 1998: 209–10), as well as many knowledgeable
laymen (Varro, De re rustica 2.2.20, 5.18; Georgoudi, 1990: 80–1; Adams,
1995: 72–9).



GREEK ORIGINS
Although the extant agronomic literature, upon which we must rely very
heavily for our account of ancient animal husbandry, is overwhelmingly
Roman in date, as are many of the most extensive zooarchaeological
studies, the Classical or Hellenistic Greek (and often Carthaginian) origin of
many of these innovations in animal husbandry is very likely. The Latin
agronomists do not hide their reliance on Greek or Carthaginian writers (see
Columella, De re rustica 1.1.7–12; 7.3.6; Varro, De re rustica 1.1.8–10;
Peters, 1998: 37 n. 40; Kron, 2002: 14–17), or upon Greek technical
terminology (Peters, 1998: 197 citing Columella, De re rustica 8.1.3–4;
Varro, De re rustica 3.3.6–7; 3.10.1), and on now lost Greek agronomic
writers (Aristotle, Politics 1258 b39–1259 a2; Oder, 1890; Martin, 1971:
53–72; Georgoudi, 1990: 65–72; Lelli, 2010: vol 1, xxvi–ix). It seems
reasonably clear from the high reputation of many livestock breeds from
Greece or Asia Minor that Roman animal breeding was strongly influenced
by Greek and Carthaginian breeds such as Epirote cattle (Varro, De re
rustica 2.5.9–10; Columella, De re rustica 6.1; Pliny, Natural History
8.167; Magerstedt, 1859: 20–2), Arcadian donkeys (Varro, De re rustica
2.1.14; 2.6.2; 2.8.3;, the fine-wooled sheep of Miletus, Attica, Samos,
Caria, and Laodicea (Columella, De re rustica 7.4.1; 7.4.4; Magerstedt,
1859: 94–8; 100–1; Ryder, 1983: 147–50), or exotic Greek breeds of fowl
(Columella, De re rustica 8.2.4), or from the Greek colonies in southern
Italy, famed for their livestock (see Livy 24.20.16; Val. Max. 7.6.1; Varro,
De re rustica 2.pr.6; 2.7.1; 2.10.11; Columella, De re rustica 7.2.3; Kron,
2004a), particularly Tarentine sheep (Columella, De re rustica 7.2.3;
Magerstedt, 1859: 100–1), and Sicilian cattle (Theocr. 9.10; Diod. 4.30;
Ovid, Fasti 4.475–6), which were very widely exported (Grassl, 1985).
There is a great deal more literary and inscriptional evidence for highly
developed livestock farming in Classical and Hellenistic Greece and Magna
Graecia than is generally appreciated (Magerstedt, 1859: passim;
Hodkinson, 1988; Rosivach, 1994; Roy, 1999: 329–34; Kron, 2002: 14–17,
2004a, 2008a: 175–6; Chandezon, 2003, 2004; Howe, 2008: 58–65;), where
Aristotle could describe animal husbandry as the most profitable branch of
farming (Politics 1258b12–21, cited by Howe, 2008: 31), but the most
definitive proof of the development of Greek animal husbandry arguably
comes from the long-neglected bone evidence.



Zooarchaeological research on Greek sites (Payne, 1985; Reese, 1994;
Chandezon, 2004: 493–4) has generally lagged well behind work in
Germany, France, and even Italy, but a slowly growing body of evidence
can now document that large livestock began to be bred in Greece (as well
as Carthage, Kition, and Tuscanos in Spain) as early as the Archaic period
(Nobis, 1999: 579–81, 2000; Kron, 2002: 14–17; Chandezon, 2004: 491–3),
with large cattle in eighth- and seventh-century BC Messenia (Nobis, 1994:
300), and, in the Archaic or early Classical period at Amathus on Cyprus
(Columeau, 1996: 793), and at the Kabeireion at Thebes (Boessneck, 1973:
11–14). A number of substantial finds suggest that by the Classical and
Hellenistic periods many Greek livestock had already reached withers
heights comparable to those attested at Roman imperial sites from
Germany. Most worthy of note, we have a large deposit of cattle from
Kassope in Epirus, bones from some large cattle, unfortunately broken up
for cooking, from the Artemision at Ephesus and the Heraion of Samos, and
from Pergamon (Boessneck and von den Driesch, 1985: 30, 34–6, diag. 1–
3), impressively large cattle, with a mean withers height of 144.2 cm (n = 8)
(Aaris-Sørenson, 1981: 100, table 6), from the tomb of the Carian satrap
Maussollus, datable to 353/2 BC, (Jeppesen et al., 1981: 82–3), and some
extremely large cattle, ranging from 128 to 141 cm at the withers, from the
sanctuary of Artemis Hemera at the Late Classical Northern Arcadian site
of Lousoi (Forstenpointner and Hofer, 2001: 173). Large cattle are also
attested at Didyma, with a mean withers height of 135 cm (n = 51),
although they date to the Roman period (Boessneck and von den Driesch,
1983: 636). For sheep and goats there is evidence of a substantial increase
in withers heights from the Submycenaean through to the Late Hellenistic
period, from around 50 cm to 67 cm in the Cyclades, for example,
(Leguilloux, 2000a: 95, cited by Chandezon 2004: 491, n. 72), with some
impressive animals of 68 and 69 cm at Delos (Leguilloux, 2003: 252), as
well as more moderate-sized sheep (62–3 cm) at Ephesus, Pergamon, and
Sagalassos.

Relatively few remains of Greek horses have been studied, but we do
have some strikingly large horses from Metapontum, one with a withers
height of 146–9 cm, and others averaging 139 cm (Bökönyi and Gál, 2010:
25, 33), horses from Olbia, dating from the sixth through to the second
century BC, 147 cm tall, as well as improved, if still relatively small, horses
from Kassope of 140 cm (Benecke, 1994: 304), from Lousoi in Arcadia,



averaging 130–40 cm (Forstenpointner and Hofer, 2001: 175), or fifth- and
fourth-century BC Sicily, ranging from 134 to 136 cm (Chiliardi, 2000). To
this point, large horses of 160 to 170 cm have only been excavated at
Roman sites, such as Butzbach (Peters, 1998: 52—169 cm) and
Noviomagus/Nijmegen (Lauwerier, 1988: 173—over 160 cm), and while it
is clear that Graeco-Roman horses were significantly larger than those of
the La Tène Celts, for example (Peters, 1998: 149–52, 152, table 19; cf. de
Grossi Mazzorin et al., 1998), they seem generally to have been smaller
than modern animals, averaging 140 cm (n = 211) for Roman Germany,
although, as Peters argues cogently (1998: 148–9), we have very few
remains from the more prestigious ‘noble’ breed of racing horses
(Columella, De re rustica 6.27.1–2) or of cavalry horses.

We can cite a number of detailed studies from Magna Graecia showing
the early development of large livestock. A significant find from Poseidonia
(Roman Paestum) dates to the fouth and third centuries BC and yields a
mean withers height of 131 cm (n = 31), with some animals reaching a very
impressive 147 cm (Peters, 1998: 52; Leguilloux, 2000b), and late
Hellenistic-Roman (second and first century BC) remains from Croton and
Metapontum also average 131 cm (n = 17) (Carter, 1990 185–6; cf. Carter,
2006: 246–7), likely to yield a live-weight of well over 500 kg (see De
Cupere, 2001: 146, fig. 103, citing Vigne, 1991). The latest synthesis of the
results from Metapontum are particularly interesting, showing large cattle
already in the sixth century BC and continuing through the fifth and fourth
centuries (Bökönyi and Gál, 2010: 33). Larger samples are available from
Roman era Metapontum, where even cows reach 137–8 cm, and the average
of 131.16 cm is greater than Pannonia, long considered the Roman site with
the consistently largest cattle (Bökönyi and Gál, 2010: 19). Large animals
are likewise attested at Pompeii (Kokabi, 1982), and at Naples, where they
reach withers heights of 129 cm (n = 8) (King, 1997: 386–7). It is important
to note, however, that small cattle remained common among the Italic
populations of southern Italy, as at Roccagloriosa, where most had withers
heights of little more than 109 cm (Bökönyi et al., 1993).

Although improved livestock seem to arrive first in Magna Graecia, we
do find some large cattle (with a withers height of 118.5 cm) quite early at
the Etruscan site of Spina, notable for its heavy Greek trade influence, dated
from the sixth through to the fourth century BC (Peters, 1998: 52, citing
Riedel, 1978), and Caesar’s claim that large Greek cattle were imported into



Gaul via trade with the Massilians along the Rhône (Caes., B.C. 3.47.6) is
credible, given the depth of trade contacts (Goudineau, 1983; Bats et al.,
1992; Bertucchi, 1992; Hodge, 1999) as well as the precocious and
thorough transition to large cattle in Provence, well under way by the
beginning of the second century BC (Leguilloux, 1997) and continuing
through the Roman Empire (Lepetz and Leguilloux, 1996). An important
recent synthesis of the development in the size of livestock in Italy
(MacKinnon, 2010) also helps to corroborate the importance of Greek
influence, given the way one can trace the improvements in the size of
cattle moving from Magna Graecia, through Roman central Italy, and then,
only in the first century BC, into northern Italy, and, eventually, into the
northern provinces.

IMPROVED NUTRITION AND RANGE
MANAGEMENT

Enhanced nutrition provided the foundation of most of the improvements in
Graeco-Roman animal husbandry. There is a significant increase in the
range and quality of forages and fodder sources (Benecke, 1994: 171–4;
Kron, 2004b), as well as improved methods of management. The most
intensive and productive approach integrated livestock and arable farming
using convertible husbandry (Kron, 2002, 2004b: 312, 2008a, 181–2; and
now see Ciaraldi, 2007: 84–5, 158–9; pace Hodkinson, 1988: 50–1; Pleket,
1993: 324, n. 8), the key innovation of the English agricultural revolution,
and the principal method of organic mixed farming today. By laying down
part of the arable as meadow or pasture for several years, and cropping the
rest of the arable continuously with a rotation relying on nitrogen-fixing
leguminous fodder crops, this system allows more domestic animals to be
fed by the artificial leys and arable fodder crops, while simultaneously
raising arable yields through heavier manuring rates and the advantages of
long fallow and effective crop rotation. In addition to putting down some
land as artificial pasture, suitable land was typically set aside as water
meadow, carefully drained and irrigated, and planted with some of the best
forage species, most notably alfalfa (Columella, De re rustica 2.16–7; Pliny,
Natural History 18.258–63; Varro, De re rustica 1.31.5; Palladius, 10.10;
see Quilici-Gigli (1989) for archaeological evidence). This same technique



was critical to the success of the legendary English livestock breeder,
Thomas Bakewell (see Pawson, 1957: 17–9, 79–80), who dedicated up to
eighty acres of his 440-acre farm to water meadow, and eventually irrigated
nearly 200 acres, and remains one of the most effective ways of maximizing
forage productivity (Heath et al., 1973: 627–93).

Not all livestock were kept on mixed farms, of course, as transhumant
pastoralism (Pasquinucci and Gabba, 1979; Pasquinucci, 2004), often
complementing arable agriculture, remained important for livestock owners
exploiting mountainous or marginal terrain, but the ancient agronomists
were well aware that many of the same principles could be exploited in
order to improve and maintain the productivity and forage production of
meadows, permanent pasture, or rangeland (see Kron, 2004b). Rangelands
were periodically ploughed up, sown with a rotation of cereal crops, and
then reseeded as pasture (Columella, De re rustica 2.17.3–7; Pliny, Natural
History 18.259), a practice now shown to boost forage yields from two to
five times (Heath et al., 1973: 600–4), and strongly recommended today
(Menke, 1989: 187), in order to arrest the tendency for grasses to supplant
more nutritious legumes as nitrogen level builds up in the soil. Pastures or
meadows were sown with particularly palatable and nutritious leguminous
forage crops, most notably beans, barley, lupines, vetches, clovers, and
medics, in order to enhance their productivity (Kron, 2004b: 297–300; cf.
Bouby and Ruas, 2005: 114–7). Burning pastures overgrown with macchia
or brush, well attested in the ancient agronomists (Columella, De re rustica
6.23.2; Sil. 7.365; Luc. 9.182–5; Frayn, 1984: 118; Corbier, 1999) is also
widely approved for use by modern range managers (Heady and Childs,
1994: 335–61), as it helps remove unpalatable old growth, particularly forbs
and browse, and reduces the height of shrubs (Heady and Childs, 1994:
333–4), thereby increasing the yield of forage, but it also improves the
quality of the vegetation, making it more palatable (as is clear from the
preference of most livestock for recently burned land), generally increasing
the protein content, and making it more available to livestock (Heady and
Childs, 1994: 334–5).

As I have discussed in greater detail elsewhere (Kron, 2004b), Roman
recommendations for fertilizing pasture (Columella, De re rustica 2.17.1–2)
also accord very well with modern methods (Heath et al., 1973: 403–15;
Heady and Childs, 1994: 396–410), as does the advice to use woodash, a
liming agent, and source of potassium and phosphorus (Erich, 1991), for



rank or unproductive pasture, since it prevents the decline in nitrogen-fixing
bacteria in acidic soils, and the potassium and phosphorus help promote the
growth of legumes, as compared to nitrogen-rich fertilizers, which favour
the growth of competing grasses and weeds (Heady and Childs, 1994: 402–
4). As Carlos Aguiar has pointed out to me (pers. comm.), the high praise
given by the Roman agronomists to lupines as a fodder crop, and especially
as green manure (Columella, De re rustica 2.10.1; 2.13.1; 2.14.4; 2.15.5–6;
Pliny, Natural History 18.134–5, 185; Spurr, 1986: 113–15), is also well-
founded, as modern studies highlight their value as a source of green
manure capable of fixing not just nitrogen, like other legumes, but also
organic and inorganic phosphorus inaccessible to most plants (Gardner et
al., 1982, 1983; Vance et al., 2003; Richardson et al., 2009: 130–1, 133–4;
references courtesy of Carlos Aguiar).

Some idea of the management of Graeco-Roman rangeland can be
inferred from archaeobotanical as well as literary evidence. A number of
studies, most notably a fortuitous find of carbonized hay from Oplontis (see
Kron, 2004b), shows very clearly that even meadow hay of relatively low
value was likely to include a wide range of excellent grasses and forage
legumes, including, in this case, a wide range of medics, clovers, lupines,
vetches and vetchlings, cultivated fenugreek, yellow serradella, and bird’s
foot trefoil. Although some of the plants were typical of the natural
vegetation of the region, the quality and concentration of outstanding forage
legumes suggests deliberate seeding or, at the very least, good management.
Another recent study of archaeobotanical material from near Mont Joui, a
small Celtic settlement, inhabited c.525–475 BC, near the Greek town of
Agde in Languedoc (Bouby and Ruas, 2005: 121–3 and figs. 6, 7) has
yielded a large number of clover and medic species, especially bur medic
(Medicago sp. polymorpha) along with other legumes and wild grasses, and
has been plausibly interpreted as evidence of an artificial ley. Moreover, the
burning of a farmhouse sometime in the fourth century BC near Lattes
preserved a significant amount of carbonized plant material (Buxo et al.,
1996), nearly 7% of which represented alfalfa (Medicago sativa). This
would seem to show (as Bouby and Ruas (2005: 135) suggest), that a
concerted effort was being made by certain Iron Age Celts to improve
fodder quality, most likely, I would argue, as the result of Greek influence.

Although the Greeks (see Hodkinson, 1988: 44–5) and Romans (White,
1970: 213–19; Kron, 2004b: 276–7) seem to have been aware of many of



the best modern forage crops, it is the extensive use of alfalfa, first adapted
by the Greeks from the Persians (Pliny, Natural History 18.184; Georgoudi,
1990: 171; Kron, 2004b: 278–9), that arguably deserves pride of place.
Although it was long neglected by medieval and Early Modern farmers in
much of Europe (Ghisleni, 1961: 130; Moriceau, 1999: 128–33—alfalfa
was rare, and even clover covered barely 4.3% of French arable in 1780),
and only gradually rediscovered, in large part in response to its prominence
in the Latin agronomists (Ambrosoli, 1997), both ancient (Varro, De re
rustica 2.1.17; Columella, De re rustica 2.7.1; 2.10.24–5; Pliny, Natural
History 18.144–7) and contemporary (Frame et al., 1998: 107–79)
agronomists agree in ranking alfalfa as arguably the most nutritious and
productive of fodder crops. A fourth-century BC Athenian writer,
Amphilochus (see Pliny, Natural History 18.144), devoted an entire book to
alfalfa, and a closely related plant, shrub trefoil or medic (Medicago
arborea L.), an excellent source of nutritious fodder for sheep and goats,
well adapted to the arid conditions found in Attica and the Cyclades (Kron,
2004b; Ciaraldi, 2007: 75–85). As both Pliny and Columella describe in
detail, the ancients knew very well how to maximize the yield of alfalfa,
preparing the soil and irrigating fully, so as to produce large haymows
several times a year, and used it extensively, most notably for horses and for
ailing or breeding animals (Georgoudi, 1990: 173, n. 108; C.H.G.
1.2.17.18–19; 1.87.5; Strabo, 9.525; Palladius, 5.1). Despite the relative
indifference of many Classical archaeologists to such studies (see
Megaloudi, 2006), archaeobotanists have helped confirm the early and
extensive use of alfalfa, with instances not only on the farm in Languedoc
already alluded to above (Buxo, Chabal, and Roux, 1996), but in a deposit
from 300 BC near Pantanello in the chora of Metapontum (Constantini and
Biasini Constantini, 2003: 5, fig. 4) as well as a number of other nearby
finds (Carter, 2006: 245, and figs. 1 and 1.13), at San Giovanni di Ruoti,
near Potenza (Monckton, 2002), and, possibly, on the Hellenistic shipwreck
at Serçe Limani in Turkey (Pulak and Townsend, 1987).

Finally, the nutritional value of rangelands and pastures would have been
protected and enhanced by the agronomists’ awareness of sound principles
of grazing management (Kron, 2004b: 311–17): controlling the number of
livestock kept in order to avoid overgrazing, supervising grazing and
rotating pastures (Varro, De re rustica 2.1.24; cf. Heady and Childs, 1994:
248–50), protecting the pasture from physical damage caused by grazing



after heavy rain, or before it has been fully established (Columella, De re
rustica 2.17.7; Pliny, Natural History 18.258–9), and mixed grazing by
sheep and cattle, a very effective technique (Abaye et al., 1994) too rarely
practised by many contemporary ranchers (Fox, 1984: 83).

STANDARDS OF CARE FOR DOMESTIC
LIVESTOCK

Although superior nutrition was arguably the key innovation permitting the
Greeks and Romans to improve the size, fecundity, milk yield, and general
quality of their livestock, their knowledge of the basic principles of
selective breeding (see Kron, 2008a: 177–80 for an overview) played an
important role, permitting them, for example, to create fine-wooled sheep
breeds with fleeces comparable to the modern Merino (Ryder and Hedges,
1973; Ryder, 1983: 154–5), as did their careful attention to the physical and
behavioural needs of their animals, as reflected in their housing, hygiene,
grooming, and both routine prophylaxis and veterinary care (Columella, De
re rustica 6.23.1–3; 7.3.8, 9.14; Varro, De re rustica 2.2.7; cf. Senet, 1953:
26, 80–1).

The agronomists offer the most detailed instructions when discussing
animals whose care would be poorly known to many of their readers, such
as game-birds, and we will discuss these recommendations in greater depth
below, in our discussion of game farming, but the care of the most common
domestic species seems to have been just as highly developed.

Veterinary care falls outside the scope of this chapter, but ancient
knowledge of potential health threats and sources of stress and sickness
played an important role in informing the routine care of domestic animals,
and this is reflected in the sound advice given by the agronomists (Peters,
1998: 36–8, 85–9, 365–8). As regards sheep (Ryder, 1983: 708, 781; Peters,
1998: 79, 85–9; MacKinnon, 2004: 114), sensible precautions were taken
against sunstroke, the barber pole worm, foot rot, water-borne parasites, and
scab. In many cases, prevention was relatively simple, such as the advice
that in winter and spring sheep should be kept in pens during the morning,
so that they do not feed on dewy grass, since it typically causes bowel
problems, if their feed is wet or cold (Columella, De re rustica 7.3.25; cf.
Heady and Childs, 1994: 251).



The shearing of sheep was generally carefully managed with a view to
both health and productivity, carried out on a mat, to keep the fleece clean
and avoid contamination with straw, and done twice a year, in the belief,
now backed up by modern studies, that it increases the wool yield (Ryder,
1983: 165)—an approach made possible both by the warm climate, and,
more significantly, the protection of buildings (Columella, De re rustica
7.3.30; see Kron, 2008a: 183–4 for the sheepfolds of the Crau plain), an
important innovation in accord with modern practice (Ryder, 1983: 682–5).
After shearing, any cuts or abrasions were sealed with pitch, and, in order to
protect against scab, their skin was smeared with a concoction of lupines,
wine dregs, and olive lees, then washed with saltwater (Cato, Agr. 96;
Columella, De re rustica 7.4.7; Virgil, Georgics 3.546–60; Palladius,
14.34.1; Geoponica 18.8.3; cf. Peters, 1998: 86–7). The use of jackets to
protect the fleeces of the best fine-wooled breeds (Strabo 4.4.3) is perhaps
the most striking indication of the Graeco-Roman labour-intensive approach
and desire to maximize quality, although it was not unheard of in the
nineteenth century (Ryder, 1983: 683, fig. 12.21).

The housing provided to livestock offers the most striking evidence for
the seriousness with which the ancients took the health and comfort of their
animals, and the capital they were willing, and able, to invest (Morris,
1979; Rinkewitz, 1984: 27–9; Carandini, 1984: 160–2; Flach, 1990: 227–
45; Badan et al., 1996; Massendari, 2007). Modern research vindicates the
value of this investment in terms of reproductive performance and growth
(Fox, 1984: 58–70, 86–7, 91–2, 106, 108), but also demonstrates the serious
health and stress problems that can follow from overcrowding in poorly
designed shelters (Fox, 1984: 58–60, 65–70, 75).

The generally sound methods of ancient intensive pig farming offer an
enlightening contrast, worth pursuing in some depth, with the cruelty and
inefficiency of modern factory farming, which has been marked by an
increase in mortality from 2.85% to 6.13% between 1960–2 and 1977–9
(Fox, 1984: 75), notwithstanding heavy use of expensive antibiotics and
drugs to mask the health and behavioural stress of poor management (Fox,
1984: 76–7). Roman pig farming certainly succeeded in achieving high
reproductive rates (Columella, De re rustica 7.9.13; Peters, 1998: 114),
ensuring that sows farrowed twice a year (Columella, De re rustica 7.9.4;
MacKinnon, 2004: 150–1), and achieving production of up to 330% of the
breeding stock annually, according to one conservative estimate (Bökönyi,



1988: 174). Yet they did so by respecting the habits of the pigs, avoiding
overcrowding (Columella, De re rustica 7.9.9), permitting the pigs out to
forage and wallow in the mud occasionally as they like to do (Columella,
De re rustica 7.9.7), arranging separate pens, well-provided with straw, for
each sow, designed to allow the sow, but not her piglets, to come and go
(Columella, De re rustica 7.9.9–10, 13), and keeping the pigs’ sleeping area
clean (Columella, De re rustica 7.9.14) as pigs themselves clearly prefer
(cf. Fox, 1984: 72). Recent research shows that the modern method of
confinement of sows delays puberty, reduces fertility, and leads to
psychological stresses which reduce profligacy (Fox, 1984: 58–60), and that
pigs also do better when they are allowed to interact with humans and are
treated well by them (cf. Columella, De re rustica 7.9.10–11 for the active
involvement of the Roman swineherd). Moreover, sows in large pens with
straw bedding are much more productive and healthy (Fox, 1984: 65–6),
and pigs do much better if they are not strictly confined but are kept in
straw pens with solid rather than slatted floors (Fox, 1984: 66–8): they
experience half the level of disease, a shorter labour, lower incidence of
complications during birth, a lower incidence of stillborn or mummified
piglets (cf. Columella, De re rustica 7.9.9), fewer traumatic injuries to sows
(0.8% vs. 6.1%), and also lower mortality among the piglets. The stresses of
insufficient protein in the diet or overcrowded conditions in modern factory
farming is often so severe that many pigs react aggressively by biting the
tails of others, leading modern farmers to cut off all the tails as a matter of
course to prevent this behaviour, but this only does away with one
manifestation of aggression, but does not prevent it or address the root
cause (Fox, 1984: 68–70).

Zooarchaeological studies seem to show that this humane and efficient
approach to pig farming paid dividends in generally good health
(MacKinnon, 2004: 148–9, 159; Peters, 1998: 133–4). There is little
evidence of skeletal or dental abnormalities, very little enamel hypoplasia
indicative of nutritional deficits, and little evidence of disease. The most
common phenomena were bite irregularities and reduced numbers of teeth,
a common and harmless congenital defect of pigs.

The other domestic animal species show the same general good health,
reflecting the sound methods of animal husbandry (see Peters (1998) and
MacKinnon (2004) for more detailed accounts of the care of the principal
domestic species). There was very little evidence of trauma or ill-health



among the domestic animals at Metapontum, for example (Bökönyi and
Gál, 2010: 29–31). Sheep and goats showed very few and minor
abnormalities, mainly insignificant non-contagious and non-life-threatening
dental pathologies, and some evidence of osteoarthritis on phalanges
consistent with normal decline through old age (MacKinnon, 2004: 133).

Cattle, subject to significant stress from their work as plough or transport
animals, are arguably more likely to show the effects of poor treatment, but
most studies suggest very good health for the majority of cattle and
relatively little evidence of serious health problems. Work-related stress
damage to bones, osteoarthritis, exotoses formation, and eburnation on the
bones of the lower leg (the metapodials and phalanges) are reasonably
frequent, but trauma is rare, and there are few examples of the sort of
damage to ribs, vertebrae, or scapulae, or of fractures, that would indicate
harnessing accidents or a lack of care for the animals’ safety and health
(Peters, 1998: 69–71; MacKinnon, 2004: 96–7). Even the evidence of
arthritis and other work-related stress, while attested on a number of sites, is
rarely severe, universal, or debilitating—a particularly thorough and
detailed study from Feddersen Wiede showed that only 2 of 881
metapodials were in fact affected (Reichstein, 1991: 82; Peters, 1998).

NON-FARM ANIMALS
Although we tend to associate animal husbandry primarily with domestic
farm animals, or perhaps some farmed game, we should not neglect the role
of dogs, cats, and other more exotic animals as pets or work animals. Dogs
were the most versatile and diverse in terms of breed and function (Peters,
1998: 167–87; further references in MacKinnon, 2010: 291–2). There are
fairly abundant literary references to the most famous breeds of hunting
dogs (see Kron, 2008a: 187, table 8.2), but several breeds were also
renowned for their role as sheep dogs, particularly the Laconian and
Molossian, imported from Greece and long used in Attica, Apulia, and
Calabria, and such Italian breeds as the Umbrian, Locrian, and Sallentine.
As Ryder points out (1983: 658–9), the Roman preference for large
aggressive sheep dogs, rather than smaller herding breeds like the modern
Border Collie, suggests that predators were still a threat, and a good sheep
dog, furnished with a protective collar (Varro, De re rustica 2.9; Geoponica
19.1.2), was expected to be able to ward off not only wolves, but also bears



and wild cats (see Peters, 1998: 169–70, citing Columella, De re rustica
7.12.3). Zooarchaeological studies from France and Germany reveal a vast
increase in the number and diversity of dog breeds in the Roman period,
compared to the La Tène era, with great variations in skull and palate
morphology and a wide range of withers heights, creating a number of toy
breeds of 22–35 cm to larger war, sheep, or guard dogs, suggesting that the
Greeks and Romans put a great deal of effort into dog breeding (Peters,
1998: 180–7; Baxter, 2006). In northern Europe, at least, there is an
interesting tendency for the larger breeds to predominate on rural sites,
where many were probably kept as work or guard dogs. Dogs on villae
rusticae ranged from 27.5 to 74 cm, with an average withers height of 55.9
cm, whereas in villages they averaged 49.5 cm and in cities 40.3 cm.

The care of hunting dogs is very well-attested and sophisticated (Hull,
1964: 39–58), but there is also good zooarchaeological evidence for
relatively good health and treatment for Roman dogs, including effective
veterinary care for at least some sick pets (MacKinnon, 2010), as in the case
of a small (20–21 cm tall) toy breed, very similar to a modern Maltese,
from the Yasmina necropolis of Carthage, which survived to extreme old
age despite heavy ante-mortem tooth loss, one crippled leg, and severe
osteoarthritis (MacKinnon and Belanger, 2006).

Domestic cats are also well attested, far more so, for example, than in
France or Germany during La Tène times (Lepetz and Yvinec, 2002: 36–7),
with their numbers increasing significantly over time and the closer one
goes to Roman Italy, suggesting that they were relatively expensive or
unfamiliar before Romanization (Peters, 1998: 187–9). Cats seem to have
been kept primarily as pets, although there is evidence of awareness of their
practical and economic value as bird-catchers (Pliny, Natural History
10.202), or to kill mice and other vermin (Palladius, 4.9.4). More exotic
pets include monkeys, like the barbary macacque (Macaca sylvanus), native
to North Africa, which begins to appear at a number of sites in northern
Europe in Roman times (Lepetz and Yvinec, 2002: 39).

The greatest range of exotic animals is known from the wild beast shows
at Roman amphitheatres (see MacKinnon and Belanger, 2006, with
references), but some unusual animals were imported not just to be
displayed or slaughtered, but as work animals or for food. The camel, often
a deliberate cross between the Bactrian camel and dromedary, noteworthy
for its great size and hardiness, was not only used for military operations



and transport in its native habitat, but imported to sites in France, Austria,
and Germany, in at least one case to be displayed in an amphitheatre (Peters
and von den Driesch, 1997: 662; Peters, 1998: 189–90; Lepetz and Yvinec,
2002: 37–8). Camels also reached the Greek towns of the northern Black
Sea, presumably as part of the caravans of Bactrian camels that began to be
organized between China and the Black Sea under the Han (206 BC–AD
24) (Peters and von den Driesch, 1997: 662).

POULTRY FARMING
The Greeks and Romans refined the art of raising chickens, and most
domestic and wild barnyard fowl, to a very high state, and this expertise
was very widely disseminated—so much so that by late antiquity Palladius
could remark (1.27): ‘Any woman whose nature is at all industrious knows
how to raise chickens.’ The material available in the agronomists is
particularly rich (Columella, De re rustica 8.5; Varro, De re rustica 3.9.8–
16; Palladius, 1.28; Geoponica 14.7; Aristotle, History of Animals 6.2–3; cf.
Rinkewitz, 1984: 48–52; Peters, 1998: 202–8) and we can only briefly
sketch some of the highlights here.

Columella emphasizes the importance of rich nutritious feed for
chickens, suggesting that half-cooked barley increases the size of eggs and
makes the hens lay more often, and suggesting that one ought also to add
shrubs and leaves of shrub-trefoil to their normal barley ration (Columella,
De re rustica 8.5.1–2), excellent advice, as an early twentieth-century
agronomist notes:

The importance of green food is often overlooked. It means much in getting a good egg
yield and in keeping the hens in condition. There is nothing better than alfalfa, and clover
comes next.’

(Farrington, 1913: 56; cf. Farrington, 1913: 49, 51–2, 57, 76, 88)

The ancient agronomists’ timing of egg hatching to the lunar cycle
(Columella, De re rustica 8.5.9–10) has sometimes been questioned, but
modern studies suggest that there may well be a scientific basis for the
advice (Perrins and Crick, 1996).

The success of Roman poultry farming is striking. Roman chickens were
as large as many modern breeds (Bökönyi, 1984: 93–4; Peters, 1998: 222–
6; Kron, 2008a), and, as Columella often points out, very hardy, good



layers, and excellent broody hens and nurses to their chicks. Chicken
production was highly commercialized, and, while the young were normally
allowed to live in healthy free-range conditions, many were eventually
fattened in the city by commercial poulterers, who used methods much like
those of modern battery-farming (Columella, De re rustica 8.7.1–5; Peters,
1998: 201; cf. Fox, 1984: 14–8, 21–4), keeping the fowl in small enclosures
and in the dark (cf. Varro, De re rustica 3.9.19; Columella, De re rustica
8.7.1; Martial, Epigrams 13.62), and feeding them frequently with barley
meal mashed with honey-water or wheat bread soaked in diluted wine,
generally fattening them up for sale in 20–25 days (Columella, De re
rustica 8.7.4; Varro, De re rustica 3.9.19–20; cf. Farrington, 1913: 46–53).
Males were also frequently castrated to ensure quicker fattening
(Rinkewitz, 1984: 65, citing Varro, De re rustica 2.7.15; 3.9.3; Columella,
De re rustica 8.2.3; Pliny, Natural History 10.50; Martial, Epigrams 13.
63–4), although doubts have been expressed as to whether the method
described is indeed effective (Peters, 1998: 211–13).

The advice of the Roman agronomists focused a great deal on
maximizing the productivity of layers, keeping careful records of the
number of eggs laid by each hen (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.4; cf.
Farrington, 1913: 90–1), both breeding to achieve the best performance (cf.
Farrington, 1913: 4, noting that choosing the best strains can double the
productivity of a given breed), and selling or culling poor layers or nurses,
as well as hens three years old or more (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.24; cf.
Farrington, 1913: 85; Fox, 1984: 7). They also suggest distinguishing
between layers and sitters, and choosing hens that would be most effective
in each role (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.5–9), as was widely
recommended in nineteenth- and twentieth-century egg-farming (Peters,
1998: 203). Carefully selected, large and older, more experienced, hens
were preferred as sitters, and some hens were even chosen as nurse hens to
protect the chicks (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.6–7; cf. Farrington, 1913:
61–2, 79), chosen for a well-established good disposition, while any hen
that might break or consume the eggs was immediately culled. The eggs
were to be marked, allowing humans to check and regularly turn over any
that the hens may have missed (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.14; Geoponica
14.7.20; cf. Peters, 1998: 203 for the same advice in manuals from 1902),
as well as to remove damaged eggs and check for hatching chicks. The
ancients were well aware of techniques for artificially incubating eggs



(Peters, 1998: 206–7, citing Aristotle, History of Animals 6.2; Pliny,
Natural History 10.154; Geoponica 14.8), although they preferred the safer
and more reliable method of using broody hens, taking the sensible
precaution (cf. the modern advice cited by Peters, 1998: 203) of placing
food near incubating birds (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.13), thereby
discouraging them from moving and ensuring they maintain an even
temperature for the eggs (Varro, De re rustica 3.9.10; Columella, De re
rustica 8.5.14; Geoponica 14.7.18). Columella even suggests varying the
number of eggs to be incubated by each hen depending upon the season (De
re rustica 8.5.8). In order to avoid needlessly wasting the time of broody
hens, the Greeks and Romans developed reliable methods of testing eggs
for fertility (Peters, 1998: 205–6, citing Aristotle, History of Animals 6.3;
Varro, De re rustica 3.9.11; Geoponica 14.7.2), not just holding them up to
the sun, but testing their specific gravity against that of salt water, and they
were also aware that fertile eggs need not be incubated or hatched for up to
ten days after being laid.

Great attention was paid to maintaining a clean, healthy environment.
Chicken coops were to be kept scrupulously clean of manure, with the
henhouse regularly cleansed and fumigated (Columella, De re rustica
8.5.20). The chaff and litter in the nesting boxes were to be fully cleaned
out and purified with sulphur and bitumen before the hens were allowed to
nest in them (Columella, De re rustica 8.5.11), just as modern farmers will
do to protect nests from lice infestations (Peters, 1998: 203; cf. Farrington,
1913: 78–9, 89). For cooped up fattening hens, the farmer was advised to
remove feathers from around the head and hindquarters as an added
precaution against lice (Columella, De re rustica 8.7.2). Similar attention to
hygiene was advised for dovecotes (Columella, De re rustica 8.8.6); and for
turtledoves special hemp mats were used to make it easier to remove any
manure and collect it for use in the garden, where it was a prized fertilizer
(Columella, De re rustica 8.9.4). One can also see the careful attention to
the health of the birds, and of their habits, in the advice to provide access to
dust and ashes with which they can sprinkle themselves (Columella, De re
rustica 8.4.4), an important instinctive behaviour, effective in combating
lice infestations (cf. Farrington, 1913: 89), and likely to cause problems
with stress and aggressiveness when it is curbed, as it often is in modern
factory farming. Charcoal is also valuable as an absorbent, as are oyster
shells or grit, for the birds’ gizzards (cf. Farrington, 1913: 53–4).



The careful management involved in poultry farming is perhaps most
evident from the accounts of the design and maintenance of chicken coops,
which were particularly well-designed and elaborate (Columella, De re
rustica 8.3.1–9; Varro, De re rustica 3.9.6–7; Rinkewitz, 1984: 26–9;
Benecke, 1994: 169–70; Peters, 1998: 200–1), very similar to the better
built coops of the mid-nineteenth century, although less elaborate than some
of the large industrial facilities developed at the end of the nineteenth
century (Peters, 1998: 201). Large windows were designed to allow light to
reach the entire coop, with latticework shutters to facilitate ventilation
(Varro, De re rustica 3.9.6)—sound advice since air and light are critical to
preventing condensation and dampness (Farrington, 1913: 25 f.). Square-
hewn perches a foot off the floor of the loft were placed above each nest,
for the hens to sleep on, helping protect the hens feet from dung, and all
were to be placed on the same level, to prevent any fighting for priority, as
hens like to perch high (Varro, De re rustica 3.9.7; cf. Farrington, 1913: 41–
2 and photo facing p. 96). Windows with ladders were also to be provided
for each of the nests to allow easy access and light, as in a model coop
produced for the New Jersey test station in the early twentieth century
(Farrington, 1913: 34–5 and photo facing p. 36), and a poultry yard, strewn
with straw, the best litter despite its expense, allowed the chickens lots of
exercise (cf. Farrington, 1913: 55–6).

Chickens need lots of fresh drinking water (Farrington, 1913: 54–5), but
it is also a likely source of disease, if fouled, as often happens when
chickens scratch litter into it. The Romans therefore arranged to have it
provided in lead troughs with small holes on the side to prevent the
chickens from fouling their water or food (Columella, De re rustica 8.3.8–
9; cf. Farrington, 1913: 43; Peters, 1998: 201). Finally, care was taken to
protect the fowl from predators and pests, with latticework over the
windows, and the surfaces carefully plastered smooth to keep out snakes
and rodents, as well as burning women’s hair, galbanum (Mentha
pulegium), or hart’s horn to drive away snakes (Columella, De re rustica
8.5.18; cf. Peters, 1998: 80 for their potential efficacy).

GAME FARMING
Game farming was extremely profitable (Rinkewitz, 1984: 21–3, 111–30;
Kron, 2008: 192), and certainly considerably more glamorous than the



husbandry of most common domestic species. Comparative evidence shows
that the many claims of profitability given by Varro and our other sources
are by no means unrealistic. A fairly modest North American game farm,
providing limited supplementary feed to deer confined in their natural
habitat, with five mature stags and forty-five mature hinds, might produce
112 yearlings annually, in addition to meat from culled stock, for a
considerable profit—in excess of US$297,000 in the late 1980s—
(Renecker, Blyth, and Gates, 1989: table 13.6). While significantly cheaper
to produce than beef (Renecker, Blyth, and Gates, 1989: 262), the meat of
the red deer typically sells for more than twice as much (Renecker, Blyth,
and Gates, 1989: 264; cf. Krostitz, 1979: table 4). Venison certainly sold at
a premium in Roman times, but not a prohibitive one, judging from
Diocletian’s price edict, where it sells for 12 denarii per Roman pound, just
50% more expensive than beef or mutton, and comparable to pork or lamb.
Roman game farming was obviously sufficiently highly developed to bring
many game species within the budget of a broad segment of society. More
intensive methods have been developed, however, which are potentially
even more profitable and productive, with as many as 5–13 hinds per
hectare, fed using rotational grazing on rye-grass pastures, with hay and
silage used for supplementary feeding (Fletcher, 1989: 326–8), and, given
the Graeco-Roman philosophy of intensive mixed farming, a similar
approach was probably used for at least some ancient game farms.

There was a great demand for new and ever more exotic animals, as fowl,
fish, and game, prestige meats long prized by the Greeks and Romans
(Lehmann and Breuer, 1997: 490–2; Olive and Deschler-Erb, 1999;
Bökönyi and Gál, 2010: 4–16) were increasingly appreciated in the
provinces as well (see Lepetz and Legouilloux, 1996: 273–4 and fig. 9). A
huge range of wild animals was consumed. I have offered references to the
ancient literary sources, as well as modern discussion of their food value
and attraction to hunters for most of the species identified in recent
zooarchaeological studies elsewhere (Kron, 2008a: tables 8.3, 8.4). Their
consumption varied significantly, however, and the following species seem
to have been most popular, based on an incomplete, but broadly
representative, survey of faunal studies from more than 380 archaeological
sites from Italy, Germany, France, Greece, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia,
and the Czech Republic. I list them in order of popularity, with references,
if any, to raising them on farms: red deer (Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1;



Varro, De re rustica 3.13.3), duck, chicken, hare (Varro, De re rustica 3.3.2;
3.12.1–6; Columella, De re rustica 9.1.8), goose (Columella, De re rustica
8.13–4; Palladius, 1.30; Varro, De re rustica 3.10.6; Geoponica 14.22), roe
deer (Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1; Varro, De re rustica 3.3.3; 3.13.3),
wild boar (Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1; Varro, De re rustica 3.2.13–14;
3.3.3; 3.13.1–3; cf. Binder, 1971: 32–3), pigeon (Varro, De re rustica 3.7;
Columella, De re rustica 8.11.1–7; Palladius, 1.24; Geoponica 14.1–6;
Kron, 2008a), thrush (Columella, De re rustica 8.10; Varro, De re rustica
3.3.3; Palladius, 1.26; Geoponica 14.24), woodcock, crane (Varro, De re
rustica 3.2.14), partridge (Varro, De re rustica 3.11.4; Geoponica 14.19–
21), grouse, swan, elk, rabbit (Varro, De re rustica 3.12.6–7), quail (Varro,
De re rustica 3.5.1–6; Rinkewitz, 1984: 32–4, 67–8), fallow deer
(Columella, De re rustica 7.12.8; 9.1.1), peacock (Varro, De re rustica
3.6.1–6; Columella, De re rustica 8.11.1–7; Palladius, 1.28; Geoponica
14.18), capercaillie, and pheasant (Palladius, 1.29). Less common, perhaps,
but still well-attested, farmed species included the wild goat (Varro, De re
rustica 2.3.3; 2.1.5; Columella, De re rustica 9.pr.1), mouflon (Varro, De re
rustica 2.1.5), and guinea fowl (Columella, De re rustica 8.2.2–3; Varro, De
re rustica 3.9.18; 8.12), and such exotic fare as the gazelle (Pliny, Natural
History 8.214), the Arabian oryx (Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1; 9.1.7),
and the ostrich (Apic. 6.1.1–2; SHA, Heliogabalus 22.1; 28.4; 30.2; SHA,
Firmus 4.2).

Although generally more expensive and characteristic of wealthy or at
least affluent middle-class consumers (Kron, 2008a: 188), fowl and game
often represented a significant proportion of meat consumed. While
MacKinnon (2004: 228–9 and App. 13) notes that many sites derive as little
as 1–3% of their meat from game, even this is certainly significantly more
than the less than 0.5% of worldwide meat production that game
represented as late as 1978 (Luxmoore, 1989: 46; cf. Krostitz, 1979: table 1
for 0.3% game for developed countries in 1973). Moreover, deposits with
percentages of game ranging from 5 to 10% are not uncommon, and figures
of 10–20% or more are by no means rare, and can be found from a very
wide range of sites, including the French urban settlements of Saint-
Quentin, Boulogne-sur-Mer, Orange, the sanctuary of Forêt d’Halattes, the
vicus of La Blanche Voye, and the villa at Remy: Les Neufs (Lepetz, 1996;
Columeau, 2000, 2002), and in Italy at the urban sites of Paestum
(Boessneck and von den Driesch, 1969) and Naples (King n.d. apud



MacKinnon, 2004), at vici near Monte Gelato (King, 1997), Metaponto
(MacKinnon, 2004), Montecatino (Wilkens, 1991), and villas at Gravina
(Watson, 1992) and Lugnano (MacKinnon, 1999), and the rustic villas at
Matrice (Barker and Clark, 1995), Monte Barro (Baker, 1991, 1994), San
Giacomo (Albarella, 1993), and S. Potito-Ovindoli (Bökönyi, 1986). Only
contemporary France and Italy, with annual levels of game consumption of
4 and 6 kilos, respectively, representing approximately 5 and 8% of meat
consumption, seem to have built up even remotely comparable game-
farming industries.

The Romans raised a number of large game animals, most notably the
red, fallow, and roe deer, oryx, antelope, hares, rabbits, and wild boar
(Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1; cf. Fletcher, 1989: 323–4). Woodlands,
with a good natural or artificial water source were attractive features for
such game farms (Columella, De re rustica 9.1.1–2), allowing the animals
to supplement the pasture and artificial feed with their natural diet of
browse, forbs, and leaves (cf. Renecker, Blyth, and Gates, 1989: 259–60).
The greatest expense (if we exclude breeding stock, of course, cf. Fletcher,
1989: 327), was fencing, typically unhewn stone and lime, where such
materials were cheap, unburnt brick and clay (Columella, De re rustica
9.1.2–5), or, where timber was abundant, as in Gaul, fences of oak, cork-
wood or a convenient rain-resistant local wood, with posts spaced eight feet
apart, joined by crossbars to prevent escape (Columella, De re rustica
9.1.5). With adequate feed and good management, farm-bred deer will
rarely test the strength of walls or fences, even in their season of rut
(Renecker, Blyth, and Gates, 1989: 259), so over time the cost of fencing
could probably have been reduced somewhat.

Game farming allows a very significant increase in productivity, and in
the size of animals, compared to those caught in the wild. For example,
wild Scottish red deer produce 40–46 calves/100 hinds, but only about 30
survive to a year of age. For farmed deer in English forest habitats,
however, 100 hinds will typically produce 65–70 calves, and 85% of these
calves survive until they can be weaned, as many as 90% if the farm is
well-managed (Fletcher, 1989: 328). Moreover, the animals tend to grow
significantly faster and are more likely to reach their full growth potential.
It will take 7–9 years for wild Scottish red deer stags to reach their typical
adult weight of 120 kg, and 6–8 years for hinds to reach 78 kg. On farms,
however, with adequate food and shelter, stags can reach 185 kg and hinds



115 kg in as few as 26 months (Fletcher, 1989: 328–9). The key is
supplementary feeding, particularly during the winter, when forage is scarce
(Columella, De re rustica 9.1.6–9; cf. Renecker, Blyth, and Gates, 1989:
261–2), for pregnant or nursing hinds, or for bucks at the end of the season
of rut (Fletcher, 1989: 314).

Studies of the bones of Greco-Roman red deer, which were almost
certainly farm-raised, reveal the same success in producing extremely large
animals, as we can see from fourth-century BC Kassope, as well as at the
Arcadian site of Hellenistic Lousoi, much larger than (presumably) wild
deer from the Bronze Age, and matched only in the Neolithic, when there
was significantly less deforestation, and much less competition with
humans for forage (Forstenpointner and Hofer, 2001: 178, abb. 4).

Although it is difficult to distinguish farmed from wild game from bone
remains, a number of game farms have been plausibly identified by
zooarchaeologists. One of the most recent and notable is an urban facility
for the breeding of rabbits at Lattes, consisting of several pits with nearly
4100 rabbit bones broken into three deposits of nearly complete skeletons,
consisting of at least 48, 22, and 37 individuals respectively (Gardeisen and
Valenzuela Lamas, 2004; 2010). The consistent age of death for most of the
rabbits, slaughtered as soon as they achieved physical maturity, as well as
comparison of the mortality curve with estimates for rabbits in the wild,
effectively demonstrates that these animals were raised in captivity
(Gardeisen and Valenzuela Lamas, 2010: 130, 134, fig. 5, 136–7). The
absence of butchery marks suggests that these particular animals were being
raised for their fur, but that other leporaria raised rabbits for the table is
clear enough, and rabbits and hares were clearly very popular game, as
demonstrated by their high rank among game species and many discoveries
of their bones in food deposits (Gardeisen and Valenzuela Lamas, 2010:
132, table 4; see also Bortuzzo, 1990). Game farming of deer can also be
inferred using similar methods for Kassope in Epirus in the fourth century
(Columeau, 2000: 155).

Another interesting article describes two operations (Olive and Deschler-
Erb, 1999), an urban smokehouse and a villa near Neftebach in Switzerland,
which seem to have been used to prepare smoked meat, particularly deer
and chicken respectively, for export. At the villa itself, 9% of the remains
were deer, whereas 27% of the bones found outside the pars urbana, near
room 25, identified as a smokehouse, were from deer. The authors argue



that the deer from the villa were probably hunted rather than farm-raised,
although their arguments are far from iron-clad (Olive and Deschler-Erb,
1999: 37), since farm-raised deer today are often slaughtered before
adulthood (most stags at 15 or 27 months, when they typically yield 50 or
65 kilos of meat, respectively; see Fletcher, 1989: 331), and do tend to be
larger, rather than smaller, than wild deer, as at this villa, and at Kassope
and Lousoi, as we noted above. In all likelihood, we are dealing with
farmed venison smoked and packaged for export. Another very large third-
century AD building on the Avenue de Genève in the town of Annecy
(Boutae) was furnished with a smokehouse, where 82% of the remains were
chicken, almost 94% adult, carefully disarticulated for smoking and
transport, the males castrated and sold as soon as they reached adulthood,
the females slaughtered much later, presumably after being used to lay eggs,
and all prepared for export to the nearby town (Olive and Deschler-Erb,
1999: 36).

The elaborate habitats laid out by Columella for raising wild ducks are
worth discussing at some length (Columella, De re rustica 8.15.1–5), as
they are clearly based on very careful observation of the duck’s behaviour,
corresponding nearly exactly to modern advice for creating flight ponds to
attract ducks (Coles, 1971: 238–43). They are, in fact, more carefully
designed than was common as late as the 1970s, as one prominent expert
complains: ‘People think that ducks need only a sheet of water to keep them
happy. They forget the other habitat requirements—nesting and brooding
cover, food supplies, safe resting areas and so on’ (Coles, 1971: 237).
Columella recommends building a 15-foot-high enclosure, covered with
nets, the walls plastered against rodents and snakes, surrounding a pond, at
least two feet deep, its centre planted with reeds and other plants favoured
by ducks, including the Egyptian bean (Nelumbum speciosum), tamarisk,
and club-rushes (Columella, De re rustica 8.15.4; cf. Coles, 1971: 283–90).
The circumference of the pond should be furnished with a sloped pebble
surface to keep it free from vegetation and surrounded by 20 feet of grass,
with one-foot-square nest-boxes of stone and plaster, protected by bushes.
Columella explains the reason for this:

Some of them take pleasure in lingering in…thickets of club-rushes. Nevertheless, the
whole space…should be left free around the edges, so that, as they are cheered by a day of
sunshine, the water fowl may vie with each other to see which swims the fastest. For just as
they require…holes into which they can creep and lie in wait for fresh-water creatures



which are in hiding, so they are displeased if there are no open spaces in which they can
roam freely.

(Columella, De re rustica 8.15.4–5, tr. Ash)

The same careful observation is evident in his recommendations for
feeding:

A continuous channel should be constructed, along which the food may be carried down
every day mingling with the water, for this is how birds of this kind get their food…The
terrestrial foods they like best are panic grass and millet and also barley…If there is food
available which originates in water, they are given shrimps or prawns or shad when it is in
the river, and any river animals which grow only to a small size.

(Columella, De re rustica 8.15.6, tr. Ash).

The Roman authorities’ other provisions for raising wild ducks in
captivity (Columella, De re rustica 8.15; Varro, De re rustica 3.1;
Geoponica 14.23) likewise mirror modern advice very closely (cf. Coles,
1971: 258–92). The eggs from wild ducks, gathered in marshlands, can be
incubated relatively easily and effectively by hens, and the resulting chicks
become relatively tame and grow well in captivity, although wild ducks can
eventually be induced to breed (Columella, De re rustica 8.15.7; cf. Coles,
1971: 262–3), and ducks reared in pens are very ready to use artificial nests
to raise their young (Coles, 1971: 260). Columella even suggests that
appropriate twigs and vegetation be scattered about in March and April for
the ducks to use to create nests in their prefabricated nest-boxes (Columella,
De re rustica 8.15.7). Ducks were obviously raised in large numbers and
very effectively, given their low price, in Diocletian’s price edict, of around
4.4 denarii per Roman pound, more expensive than chicken, but half the
price of beef.

It was both more cost-effective and stimulated productivity to rely upon
ordinary chickens, ideally the hardy native Italian breed, to hatch exotic
wild game-birds. So, for example, a large hen could incubate 5 peahen eggs
and 4 chicken eggs simultaneously (Columella, De re rustica 8.11.10–4), or
3–5 goose eggs (Columella, De re rustica 8.14.6; cf. Farrington, 1913:
122). Likewise, ducklings were often both incubated and then raised by
hens (Columella, De re rustica 8.15.7; cf. Farrington, 1913: 119). The same
method is widely recommended by modern game-bird farmers for ducks,
peacocks, pheasants, and partridge, among other species (Coles, 1971: 75–
80).



Geese, one of the first breeds of barnyard fowl to be domesticated, were
significantly simpler to raise (see Columella, De re rustica 8.13–4;
Palladius, 1.30; Varro, De re rustica 3.10.6; Geoponica 14.22; cf. Buckland
and Guy, 2002), although wild geese fetched higher market prices and were
considered more prolific (Columella, De re rustica 8.14.3). The primary
considerations were to provide a simple complex of small pens fitted with
doors, protected from predators by a nine-foot-tall enclosure, with easy
access to a pond or river, and a marshy field planted with vetch, trefoil, and
fenugreek (Columella, De re rustica 8.14.1–2; Varro, De re rustica 3.10.3–
4; Palladius, 1.30; Rinkewitz, 1984: 34–5). One ought to keep no more than
twenty goslings, of uniform age, in a single pen, to avoid crowding and
potential predation or cannibalism, and keep their coops clean and dry, with
frequent changes of litter, chaff, or straw (Columella, De re rustica 8.14.9).
Careful instructions were given to ensure that the geese lay each egg safely,
and that it is protected from damage and the young goslings from injury
(Columella, De re rustica 8.14.4–8; Palladius, 1.30). Very elaborate advice
was given for feeding (Columella, De re rustica 8.14.2, 8, 10–11; Varro, De
re rustica 3.6.3; Rinkewitz, 1984: 59–60, 70–1). Vetch, clover, fenugreek,
lettuce, and endive (seris) were the staple greens for geese as they grew to
maturity. Goslings were to be fed chopped lettuce and endive, also wetted
wheat or millet, or, according to others, soaked pearl-barley or meal with
chopped cress along with water. Geese ready to be fattened for market, a
process that began at a month and a half, and lasted around two months,
were to be kept in dark cages and given pearl barley and wheat three times a
day, or boiled barley flour or farrago and chopped greens, with lots of water
to drink after meals. Geese were profitable, not only for their meat, which
was just slightly more expensive than beef, but also for their feathers, much
prized for stuffing goose-down pillows in the affluent society of imperial
Rome, where, as Pliny complained (Pliny, Natural History 10.53–4),
‘luxury has advanced to such a pitch, that now not even the male neck can
endure to be without goose-feather bedding’. The art of making foie gras
was known in fourth-century BC Greece, but Pliny claims that his
‘countrymen are wiser, who know the goose by the excellence of its liver.
Stuffing the bird with food makes the liver grow to a great size’ (Pliny,
Natural History 10.52; cf. Buckland and Guy, 2002: ch. 11).

Native to India and introduced to Greece as early as the fifth century, the
peacock became an increasingly popular game-bird by the late Republic,



particularly after Q. Hortensius introduced peafowl at a large-scale public
feast, until individual eggs could be sold for 5 denarii, grown birds for 50
denarii each, and a herd of 100 peacocks could easily yield 60,000 HS per
year (Varro, De re rustica 3.6.6). Soon breeders such as M. Aufidius Lurco
(Varro, De re rustica 3.6.1; Pliny, Natural History 10.45; Rinkewitz, 1984:
75, n. 3) established very lucrative game farms specializing in peafowl, and
detailed instructions for their care were published in many agronomic
treatises (Varro, De re rustica 3.6.1–6; Columella, De re rustica 8.11.1–17;
Palladius, 1.28; Geoponica 14.18). Peafowl remained enormously popular
(Kron, 2008: table 8.4 s.v. peacock), and it is clear from Diocletian’s price
edict, which sets peafowl at approximately 16.4 denarii per Roman pound,
just marginally more expensive than wild boar, 50% more expensive than
goose, and half as expensive as thrushes, turtledoves, or partridge, that these
birds were being successfully farmed, although peafowl bones have been
identified at fewer sites than many other game-birds (Lepetz and Yvinec,
2002: 35–6).

Although appreciated by some French gourmets (Montagné, 1961: 719),
peafowl are rarely raised for the table today, and are neglected in most
modern standard game-farming manuals, but they are still widely kept as
ornamental birds, and the advice given by the Roman agronomists reveals,
as always, very careful attention to the birds’ habits, and is generally sound
(cf. Gardiner, 1996). The agronomists are well aware of the mating habits of
the peacock, and potential problems caused by its aggressiveness towards
other males, as well as to peahens’ eggs and chicks (Columella, De re
rustica 8.11.7–8; Palladius, 1.28.2), and offer advice on how to stimulate its
amorous attentions by feeding roasted beans (Columella, De re rustica
8.11.6; Palladius, 1.28.2). The peahens are confined to the peacock house
when about to lay, or their eggs are gathered up by the keepers to be
hatched in carefully constructed nests under broody hens, freeing up the
peahens to lay more (as many as thirty according to some modern
authorities), and allowing the eggs to be monitored and turned by hand, if
necessary, until the eggs hatch and the chicks can be entrusted to a nurse-
hen (Columella, De re rustica 8.11.9–12; Palladius, 1.28.3–4). The problem
of the different periods taken by the eggs of the peafowl and common hen
to hatch, which leads some modern breeders to counsel against using
common hens, is cleverly obviated by Columella by substituting a new
batch of chicken eggs just before they hatch (Columella, De re rustica



8.11.12). Peafowl were kept on flat land with grass and trees, in an
enclosure fenced on three sides. On the fourth side, two huts were built, one
for the custodian and the other a peacock-house (stabulum pavonum or
cavea). The yard was fitted with reed enclosures arranged in rows forming
coops, to keep the males apart, and the peacock-house must be free from
damp, floored with wood, and fitted with removable square-cut perches, so
the birds could be removed frequently, when their house was cleaned
(Columella, De re rustica 8.11.3–4; Varro, De re rustica 3.6.4–5;
Rinkewitz, 1984: 25–6). Great care was taken to provide a proper diet for
the peafowl (Columella, De re rustica 8.11.6, 14–5; Varro, De re rustica
3.6.3; Pliny, Natural History 10.45; Rinkewitz, 1984: 64), but, especially
for the first six months, the chicks are given a special diet:

For the first days barley meal sprinkled with wine will be given to the chicks, or a mash of
whatever grains, cooked and cooled. Later chopped-up leeks will be added, or fresh cheese
(but pressed, since whey is harmful to chicks). Locusts too are provided, with feet
removed.

(Palladius, 1.28.5, tr. J. Fitch; cf. Columella, De re rustica 8.11.14–5)

The level of expertise in raising new game-birds seems to have continued
to improve well into late antiquity. The pheasant, for example, although
clearly prized as a game-bird from the fifth century BC (Ar., Nub. 108; Ath.
386e, 387b; Martial, Epigrams 3.77; 3.58.16; 13.72), was neglected as a
farm-raised species by Columella, and, not surprisingly, the cost of pheasant
in Diocletian’s price edict, at approximately 43 denarii per Roman pound, is
significantly higher than most other game-birds, almost three times as
expensive as the peacock, and about 50% more expensive than the thrush,
turtledove, or partridge, suggesting that it had yet to be farmed on any scale.
By the time Palladius was writing, however, typically dated to the fifth
century AD, effective methods of raising pheasants in captivity were known
and widely published (Palladius, 1.29), differing only in detail from the
modern method of open-field rearing with coops and broodies (Coles, 1971:
96–101), and it remained a popular species into the early Byzantine period
(Geoponica 14.19).

Even some of the most modest and unlikely animals became the object of
very sophisticated and profitable farming operations, including the
dormouse, raised and fattened as it hibernated in small terracotta jars
(Colonnelli et al., 2000), and many different types of snail, gathered from
throughout the empire, as described by Pliny:



Ponds for keeping snails were first made by Fulvius Lippinus…indeed he kept the different
kinds of snails separate, with different compartments for the white snails that grow in the
Rieti territory and for the Illyrian variety distinguished for size, the African for fecundity
and the Solitane for breed.

(Pliny, Natural History 9.173)
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CHAPTER 8

VALUE ECONOMICS
Animals, Wealth, and the Market

TIMOTHY HOWE

INTRODUCTION
THE peoples of the ancient Mediterranean were extremely conservative in
their views about status-related activities, especially wealth measurement,
markets, and wealth production (Adkins, 1960, 1972; Schaps, 2004;
Hollander, 2007; Howe, 2008; Bang, 2008). In order to define who was,
and who was not, part of the ruling class, Greek and Roman authors were
particularly interested in identifying, praising, and encoding ‘proper’
sources of wealth. Since this literary consensus held that elite status derived
from owning land and animals, markets involving these forms of property
focused more on the personal ties and the sociopolitical goals of the buyer
and sellers than narrowly defined conceptions of profit and loss. Unlike
today, where markets of all types run according to profit-oriented goals,
ancient exchanges invoked behaviour that the modern Westerner might
consider chaotic, idiosyncratic, or at least bizarre. Through their published
works, then, ancient elite writers consciously constructed, maintained, and
embedded this vocabulary of what it meant to be wealthy and what (and
how) one should properly buy, sell, and invest that wealth. For their part,
non-elites were simply drawn into this world view because they had few
other options. Yet despite this ancient consensus, and despite the work of
scholars such as Max Weber (1927: 236–41) and Karl Polanyi (1968),
classicists and ancient historians have followed M. I. Finley (1985) in
pursuing a very narrow view of Greek and Roman markets and wealth as
functions of coined metal. Only very recently have scholars begun to



question this prevailing model and to understand ancient economic
activities as untidy affairs that involved more complex relationships than
the movement and measurement of precious metals (Schaps, 2004;
Hollander, 2007; Bang, 2008; and Cline, 2009 are particularly noteworthy).
In the following discussion of animals, wealth, and markets, I follow their
example.

VALUE ECONOMICS
Across many genres of literature, Greek and Roman writers underscored the
idea that socially acceptable forms of wealth were gained from the land and
the products of agriculture (e.g., Aristotle, Politics 1258b.12–21; Cicero, De
officiis 1.151). Indeed, the ancient authorities even weighted their
arguments with moral biases, asserting that the most noble and honourable
men, the men free from the mundane cares of subsistence and survival,
were those who eschewed the vulgar realms of industry and marketing of
commodities and engaged only in the virtuous pursuit of agricultural wealth
(White, 1970; Kehoe, 1988; Isager and Skydsgaard, 1992; Tandy, 1997;
Morris, 1998; Howe, 2008). The epics of Homer, for example, stereotyped
those who procured wealth through trade as ‘rascally’ and ‘grasping’,
contrasting them with herd owners and agriculturalists, who were ‘wealthy’
and ‘virtuous’ (Odyssey 14.288–9; 15.415–17; cf. Odyssey 14.99–104;
Tandy, 1997). In fact, so far did Homeric epic highlight elite values that
some have argued the poems themselves were an attempt by an eighth-
century Greek elite to justify and entrench a class identity that revolved
around ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ behaviours (Morris, 1985; Raaflaub, 1998).

Yet this bias towards agricultural wealth and marketing of agricultural
products is not unique to Homeric epic. In a similar fashion, the sixth-
century BC Megarian poet Theognis, who was known for his hatred of
Megara’s rising wealthy, contrasted the despicable ‘cargo-carriers’ and the
virtuous agricultural ‘best men’ (Theognis 679; Van Wees, 2001). Likewise,
centuries later, Aristotle praised the good, traditional agricultural and
pastoral forms of wealth-getting as gateways to ‘the good life’, while
condemning the wrong, self-serving, commercial wealth-getting of the
grasping mercantilists, who did not even seek the good life but only more
coin. Yet even Aristotle had to admit that commercial gain was not in itself
inherently evil. The trader or industrialist could be redeemed, so long as he



put his coin to the proper sort of use—that is, invested it in agriculture
(Aristotle, Politics 1257a–1258a). He would also need to abandon trade and
find his profits only in the agricultural markets (Howe, forthcoming). As in
many other things, the Romans seemed more than willing to follow Greek
examples (Harris, 2009; Jongman, 2009). Notice the terms in which Cicero,
a former outsider to the Roman ruling class, and thus eager to exhibit all the
proper ruling-class attitudes, explains the Roman upper-class perspective:
‘of all the ways of acquiring wealth, none are better than agriculture, none
more pleasant and fruitful, none more fitting to a free man’ (De officiis
1.151; Dyck, 1996).

This more nuanced perspective towards investment of commercial wealth
into ‘better’, more socially respectable forms, that is, into agricultural
production, is perhaps not all that surprising since many notable Greek and
Roman elites had built their fortunes in non-agricultural ways. Of course,
they all invested that wealth in land and animals later on. For example,
Nikias, the famous Athenian general, and his father had made their wealth
from the hide-tanning industry, and then increased it by investing in estates
and flocks (Davies, 1971: 403; Hodkinson, 1992b). The much-lampooned
fifth-century BC Athenian politician Kleon also invested his wealth in
leather and herds (Aristophanes, Knights 44, 309; MacDowell, 1995: 107).
Later in the fourth century, after the restitution of democracy at Athens,
Xenophon writes admiringly about a certain upwardly-mobile Nausikydes,
who took the profits from his slave-run milling business and bought herds
of sheep and pigs (Xenophon, Memorabilia 2.7.6; McInerney, 2010: 181;
Howe, 2011: 11).

Among the Romans, Varro uses Cicero’s famous friend, the banking
tycoon Titus Pomponius Atticus, to introduce his conversation about sheep
and the intensive production of wool for the Roman market (Varro, De re
rustica 2.2.20). During this conversation, Varro insists that the profit to be
gained through this type of wool production more than outweighed the
potential for loss. Indeed, Atticus was so convinced of the gain that he
invested a large portion of his fortune, which he had made from handling
the banking of his aristocratic friends. Unfortunately, that fortune was soon
in jeopardy when a proposed colonial foundation threatened to break up the
public grazing land Atticus was using near Buthrotum in Epirus (Cicero, ad
Atticum 15, 16; Bergemann, 1998: 47–73). The Gracchan reforms posed
similar threats to wealthy, ruling-class Romans grazing ager publicus



(Gabba and Pasquinucci, 1979). Yet despite these issues, members of the
elite such as Atticus continued to invest in herds and land. We need look no
further than Marcus Licinius Crassus, who Plutarch tells us was infamous
both for his rapacious business practices and his many latifundia (Plutarch,
Crassus 2; Marshall, 1976). Indeed, the fact that Caesar and Bibulus were
initially assigned as a proconsular duty for the year 49 BC the supervision
of cattle-drive routes in Italy suggests that animal production, use of public
land for grazing, and the driving of market animals on public roads were
important issues in Republican Rome (Suetonius, Divus Iulius 19;
Skydsgaard, 1974).

In the end, it seems that even conservative members of elites such as
Xenophon, Aristotle, and Cicero were willing to admit new men into the
gentlemen’s club, provided that they conformed to proper standards of
behaviour by turning their wealth into herds and land and only returning to
the market with agricultural produce. For these elite writers and their elite,
educated audiences, marketing agricultural and animal products was by
nature superior to trading or manufacturing goods, most probably because
the gods were responsible for giving rain to plants and giving fertility to
animals (cf. Hesiod, Works and Days 116–20 (the Golden Race); Lucretius,
On the Nature of the Universe 2.1164–74 (a debunking of the idea); cf. also
Virgil, Georgics 2.490–540). Seen in this light, agricultural produce was a
direct indication of divine favour and therefore the proper pursuit for the
best men (cf. Iliad 14.490). Of course, as we have seen, this did not mean
that elites did not engage in trading, banking, manufacturing, or many other
forms of wealth production as part of their overall economic strategies.
Wealthy Greeks and Romans simply did not talk about non-agricultural
wealth in the loving terms that they employed for the cultivation and
produce of the land (Tandy, 1997; Andreau and Chankowski, 2007;
Migeotte, 2007). Non-agricultural wealth did not connote the same level of
god-blessedness.

If possible, the Greeks expressed this agricultural bias more clearly than
the Romans. In his treatise on household management, for example,
Xenophon notes that ‘whoever said that agriculture is the mother and nurse
of all the other disciplines spoke nobly indeed. For when agriculture goes
well, all the other skills also flourish, but when the earth is compelled to lie
barren, the other disciplines almost cease to exist, on sea, as well as on
earth’ (Xenophon, Oeconomicus 5.17; Pomeroy, 1995). But agriculture is a



wide subject, and the Greek authors could be much more discerning, even
snobbish, in distinguishing between the most proper forms of agricultural
activity. Indeed, there seems to have existed a hierarchy of agricultural
pursuits, with wealth derived from marketing animals and their products
slightly more proper, slightly higher in the hierarchy of status than wealth
derived from cereal and arborial agriculture. Aristotle explains this view:

The most useful types of wealth production are first knowledge concerning beasts: which
animals are most profitable in what places and under what conditions. That is knowledge
concerning production of horses, or of cattle, or of sheep, and likewise of the remaining
animals. For one must be expert as to which animals are most marketable compared to each
other, and also which are most profitable on what sorts of land, for some thrive on different
lands. Then knowledge of agriculture…and finally of bee keeping and of other animals,
feathered and finned, which can bring wealth. These are the types and primary parts of
wealth production in the most proper sense.

(Aristotle, Politics 1258b.12–21)

While Aristotle acknowledges crop farming as an important source of
wealth, he gives animals priority, and even implies that there is a further
hierarchy among types of animals, with horses being most prestigious,
followed by cattle, sheep, and other beasts. Cato, in his agricultural manual,
echoes this by observing, ‘There is nothing more profitable than to take
good care of cattle’ (De agricultura 54.5; White, 1970: 278–88). According
to Cicero (De officiis 2.89), Cato once remarked that even raising cattle
poorly made a man wealthier than any other types of farming. For the last
word on the subject we need look to Columella, who argues that animals are
of singular importance because they impact all aspects of human life, from
the food supply (cheese, meat, and milk) to clothing (wool and hides) (De
re rustica 8.27).

Several factors may account for this priority of animal husbandry over
agriculture, as well as the priority of large animals like horses and cattle
over small animals like sheep and swine, in the minds of status-conscious
Greeks and Romans. First, the literary sources are fairly explicit that
animals give the best return on investment. That is, they produce numerous
young that grow quickly and can be sold for good prices at market (Howe,
2011). Second, while large animals are difficult and expensive to maintain,
even in small numbers, their offspring are also expensive to buy and thus
fetch high prices. Indeed, even though small numbers of horses and cattle
require great amounts of specially grown feed, open pasture, and personal
care, they are worth the investment (Aristotle, History of Animals 522b20,



572b10, 577a5–17, 596a10–24; Varro, De re rustica 2.5.14–18, 2.7.7;
Columella, De re rustica 6.3.3, 6.27.11–30.2; Calder, 2011). Even small
animals, though easier to produce than their larger domesticated cousins—
sheep and goats can eat otherwise useless scrub brush, and swine can be fed
kitchen scraps and even human waste—are still more labour-intensive than
traditional dry-farm agriculture (Aristotle, History of Animals 596a16–b1,
Varro, De re rustica 2.4; White, 1970: 304–321; Howe, 2011; Calder,
2011). They do, however, also bring a nice return at market, as Aristotle
notes (Politics 1258b; History of Animals 596b).

Moreover, because of these large expenses and profits, animals,
especially large animals such as horses and cattle, make a significant public
impression; they impress an audience much more than do huge tracts of
grain, spreading orchards, or even warehouses full of pots, spices, or
tapestries. Even in our modern technologically driven society, a Grand
Champion bull or a Triple-Crown-winning racehorse makes a powerful
statement: the initial purchase and maintenance cost of breeding stock, staff,
feed, pasture, shelter, and other daily concerns are implied, if not fully
understood, by even the most sheltered suburbanite (Howe, 2008: 27–32;
McInerney, 2010: 1–20). In addition, because of the inherent cost, top-
quality (and large-scale) animal husbandry is a naturally selective pursuit,
an activity that relatively few could afford. In the ancient Mediterranean
world, only the exceptionally wealthy could provide the fodder, manpower,
and irrigation resources necessary to raise herds of animals. Some
landscapes are so arid in certain seasons that year-round land for grazing
was scarce and usually would have to be removed from food production
and devoted specifically to irrigated pasture (Krasilnikoff, 2002, 2010;
Bannon, 2009; McInerney, 2010: 21–47; Howe, 2011). To put it another
way, producing animals was the most fitting pursuit for those of high status
simply because the high investment costs excluded almost everyone else.
The fact that the return on investment was concomitantly high only made
animals that much more desirable as property. Animals were a double win
for the wealthy.

Consequently, animals, particularly large animals such as cattle and
horses, became naturally exclusive symbols of wealth and elite status. John
Campbell (1964) has shown through his work among the Sarakatsani of
central Greece that animals form a critical element in status negotiations in
pre-industrial, low-technology societies because they can represent tangible



measures of wealth. Klein (1920) and Marino (1988) have observed similar
dynamics at work in pre-modern Spain and Italy respectively. Taken
together, the numbers and quality of animals a man possesses form the
necessary material for high prestige: they imply self-sufficiency and ability,
both economically in terms of subsistence and marketable surplus, and
technically in terms of manpower and resources. Among the Sarakatsani,
when a man with animals goes to market, he draws with him a number of
dependent individuals as herdsmen, and because of these dependent
relationships a man with herds carries weight in the formal setting of the
council as well as the more informal setting of the marketplace. Due to their
visible success in raising animals, these men are given respect and loyalty,
and so herds and flocks by their very nature best display the elite status of
their owner. Among non-industrialized groups like the Sarakatsani, herds
and flocks, rather than vulgar coin, are proper wealth, for proper men.

ANIMALS, WEALTH, AND VALUES
In order to understand ancient Greek and Roman connections between
animals and wealth more fully and contextually, it is necessary to analyse
the surviving literature in more detail. In what follows, I will focus on
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, since these epics served throughout Greek and
Roman history as foundations for elite behaviour and conceptions of
identity (Adkins, 1960, 1972; Donlan, 1980; Hall, 2002; Howe, 2008).
Here, herds of domesticated animals play a central role in economic
relationships. We should be clear, however, that this literary focus and elite
bias towards animal wealth does not mean that animal production was the
main market activity of ancient Greek and Roman elites, just the most
prestigious and socially visible because of its status connotations; as
discussed earlier, the ancients employed diverse and varied wealth-
generating strategies and only for social and status reasons tended to
showcase animal production.

For the Homeric audiences, epithets such as ‘rich in flocks’ and ‘rich in
herds’, borne by geographical locations, groups of people, and prominent
individuals, confirmed and constructed close social connections between
animals, exchangeable wealth, divine favour, and status (Iliad 2.106, 605,
705; 9.154, 296; 14. 490; 16.417; Odyssey 11.257; 15.226). One of the most
explicit of these animal epithets, ‘rich in flocks’, as in, ‘Phorbas, rich in



flocks, whom Hermes [the god of flocks] gave wealth’ (Iliad 14.490),
provided the necessary linkage between divine and human, showing how
socially and religiously significant domesticated animals might be. Only by
the grace of Hermes could Phorbas have so many sheep. Indeed, the author
and the audience of Iliad 14 found possessing numerous flocks significant
enough to serve as a class-defining moniker for this Phorbas. Therefore, a
cultural insider would decode Phorbas’s epithet ‘rich in flocks’ as implying
that its owner was a man of proper wealth, who possessed all of the
requisite fodder, equipment—such as pens and barns—as well as the
necessary labour to live the aristocratic lifestyle and thus to produce
animals. We can extrapolate this further to conclude that the man rich in
flocks has the proper sort of god-given wealth with which to reciprocate as
a god-worshipping gentleman should. By contrast, the agricultural linkage,
‘rich in crops’, appears only once in the Homeric corpus (Iliad 5.613).

Although it has been common to take the prevalence of animals, and
animal feasts, in the epics to argue that the ancient economy was more
pastoral than those of later periods, such was not the case (Howe, 2008;
McInerney, 2010). Although scholars such as Richter (1968), Snodgrass
(1989), and Hanson (1999) are certainly correct in observing that animals
had a central role in systems of wealth and prestige among the Homeric
Greeks, they have overemphasized the general importance of animal
breeding in relation to other agricultural activities. The epics are equally
full of descriptions of cereal and arborial cultivation, and as literary and
archaeological evidence has shown, economic strategies differed little from
later Greek and Roman practice, being based firmly on a mix of animal
husbandry and arable/arborial farming (e.g., Iliad 12.310–20; 14.121–4;
Odyssey 7.110–32; 16.139–45; White, 1970; Cherry, 1988; Foxhall, 1995;
Halstead, 1996; Howe, 2011). Animal production, while an important
activity, was not the sole, or even primary, market product or wealth source,
even among the Homeric heroes. The typical agricultural strategy most
likely resembled that of Diomedes’ father who was ‘rich in grain land and
orchards and many sheep’ (Iliad 14.124).

But why did Diomedes’ father have so many sheep, and why did the
author of the Iliad feel the need to tell the audience about them? For that
matter, why do the Homeric poems showcase animals at all, if they played a
lesser role in real market activity? Values. In the end, as Campbell
illustrated among the Sarakatsani, it all comes down to societal impressions



and the weight humans attach to the opinions of other humans. For the
Homeric heroes, and their later emulators, animals signify prestige, for the
many reasons we discussed earlier. Therefore, it was important to the author
and audience of Iliad 14 to call attention to herding activities of Diomedes’
father; his reputation, his eliteness, so to speak, depended upon the quality
and quantity of his animals.

Apart from signifying elite status for the Homeric heroes and their
descendants, animals may have fulfilled an even more complex role as
actual measures of value at market and in gift exchanges. In a much
analysed passage, the Trojan hero Glaukos trades his gold armour, which
the poet describes as ‘worth’ one hundred cattle, for the bronze arms of
Diomedes, worth only nine (Iliad 6.234). Although this unique and
troubling exchange has convinced some scholars that cattle served as an
official standard of currency in Homeric society, the extent to which the
economy was based on a ‘cattle-standard’ is unknown and probably
unknowable. Jeremy McInerney is certainly correct that the way out of this
conundrum, and the key to moving the conversation towards better-
evidenced historical periods, is to view cattle in this instance in their role as
tractors (2010: 84). Draught oxen have a known value because of their
ability to draw a cart or a plough. Thus they might serve as a known value
in barter exchanges. I tend to follow this argument because it complements
the view, held by Greek authors down through Aristotle, that values cattle
as visible, tangible forms of marketable property.

In Roman literature, the use of cattle as a form of value-currency is made
even more problematic by the Latin term pecunia (often translated into
English simply as ‘money’): Varro in both De re rustica (2.1.11) and De
lingua Latina (5.92), Cicero in De Re Publica (2.9), and Ovid in the Fasti
(5.280–1) all assert that pecunia derives from pecus, ‘cattle’ (or in some
contexts, ‘sheep’). To complicate matters further, although Varro calls
pecora the foundation of all money, and reports that fines were still levied
in oxen and sheep in his own time (De re rustica 2.1.9), he seems not to
understand to what extent this was true beyond a mere figure of speech and
a few colourful anecdotes (Hollander, 2007: 7, 63–4; cf. Crawford, 1985).
But all the same, some value hierarchy similar to the Homeric seems at
work in this Roman equation of cattle and value. On some level, it seems,
cattle retained their abstract measure of value for the Romans, if only so
that a man of property may measure the social quality of that property. That



is, so that a man might demonstrate his engagement in proper social values
by tallying up his ‘cattle’. In traditional societies from sub-Saharan Africa
to medieval Ireland, cattle regularly performed these abstract social
functions (Shelford, 1910: 269; Maguire, 1928: 12–17; Schapera, 1934:
562; O’Donovan, 1940: 17; Mors, 1954: 23; MacKinnon, 1999: 107). It is
not surprising, then, that in a culture such as Greece or Rome, where
animals were highly esteemed, an ox or bull would serve as the highest
measure of social quality. Indeed, the fact that the exchange between
Glaukos and Diomedes is a mutual but unequal gift underscores the
important roles of animals in defining and maintaining social hierarchies
and dependencies.

As Walter Donlan (1997) has argued, these public displays of animals in
the form of gifts, marketable goods, or even as meat distributed at feasts,
helped to construct and maintain the complex status negotiations that were
essential to the success of Graeco-Roman elite households. He often noted
that the Homeric epics speak of animals as essential elements in creating
and maintaining a hero’s reputation. In Book Two of the Odyssey, for
example, Telemachos laments the fact that his mother’s suitors are
destroying his animals. They are feasting in Odysseus’s house and
slaughtering his cattle, sheep, goats, and swine (Odyssey 2.48–58). The
slaughter is so upsetting to Telemachos because his father’s animals
represent the raw materials that the young prince will soon require when he
breaks off to demonstrate and prove his own aristocratic status. Without the
animals from his father’s herds, Telemachos will be unable to start and
expand his own herds with which to hold his own feasts, give his own
expensive animal gifts, or to market animals and their products in return for
his own ships and weapons.

Indeed, animals and seemingly only the abundance of animals could
represent the unparalleled and truly impressive power of the highest of the
high, the basileis, the rank to which young princes such as Telemachos
aspired. Consider the famous catalogue of Odysseus’s wealth in Book
Fourteen:

Let me give you some idea of Odysseus’ wealth.
On the mainland, twelve herds of cattle,
As many flocks of sheep, as many droves of pigs,
And as many scattered herds of goats,
All tended by hired labour or his own herdsmen;
While here in Ithaca eleven herds of goats,



Graze up and down the coast,
With reliable men to look after them

(Odyssey 14.99–104)

Here, a description of Odysseus’s animal resources serves to acquaint the
reader (listener) with Odysseus’s aristocratic pedigree, his position as a
basileus. In an effort to prove the stature and ability of his master to the
foreigner, who is himself the disguised Odysseus, Eumaios boasts about his
master’s herds. In essence, Eumaios is using a catalogue of animal wealth to
prove to the foreigner that, despite what he has heard, and despite his
master’s long absence, Odysseus is a proper basileus, who has all the proper
forms of wealth, and thus is not a man to dismiss lightly.

As Gabriel Herman (1987) observes, animals never seem to lose this
status-defining role among the Greek elites (see Homeric Hymn 30.10;
Hesiod, Works and Days 307; Pindar, Pythians 4.148–150, Olympians
10.88–90; Aristophanes, Clouds 21–22; Demosthenes 19.265; Theocritus
22.157; Philostratus V.A. 8.7; Bacchylides 11.95; Howe, 2008). If Cato (De
agricultura 54.5) and Cicero (De officiis 2.89) are to be believed, the
Romans felt the same. Indeed, the agricultural works of Varro and
Columella revolve around how to become wealthy by marketing animals
for sacrifice, transportation, traction, and animal products such as cheese,
wool, hides, and meat (White, 1970, 272–327).

ANIMALS AND THE MARKET
And it is to markets that we turn next. As we have seen, Greek and Roman
elites raised animals in order to sell the offspring and products and thereby
grow their visible, status-affirming wealth. Cato sums up this strategy
succinctly when he says, ‘Look over the livestock and hold a sale…Sell
worn-out oxen, blemished cattle, blemished sheep, wool, hides…The
master should have the selling habit, not the buying habit’ (De agricultura
2.6–7). But where would the ancient stockman sell (and buy) his livestock
and hides, as well as his cheese, milk, wool, and meat? The answer is more
complex that it seems: although the literary sources are in agreement over
types of wealth, and hierarchy of animals that create that wealth, Greek and
Roman literature offers different reasons for Greek and Roman marketing
behaviour.



For the Greeks, animal and animal-product markets responded most often
to sacrificial demand, since meat and related goods such as suet, hides, and
sinews usually had their origins in cultic activity (Jameson, 1988; Howe,
2008; cf. McInerney, 2010: 183, who adds the qualifier that not all Greek
meat came ‘straight from the altar to the table’). Indeed, the fact that Greeks
first sacrificed consumable meat to a god posed such a problem for the early
Christian communities that the apostle Paul devoted much space in his early
letters to resolving this issue (Sorabji, 1993: 170–194; Murphy-O’Connor,
2003). Because these cultural habits linked meat to cult worship in the
Greek world, the infrastructure required for animal markets, that is, the
space, personnel, and official regulation, became intertwined with religious
ritual and thus tied to specific locations in rather specific ways. For
example, because state-controlled urban cults possessed, by nature,
different characters from international rural ones, the markets they created
consequently possessed distinct characters. As Jeremy McInerney puts it,
‘urban sanctuaries were in the paradoxical position of driving a demand for
meat in precisely the worst place to satisfy that demand’ (2010: 173).

In Classical Athens, for example, the state sponsored urban sacrifices that
took up one-third of the calendar, with an estimated 6,500 cattle, an equal
number each of sheep, goats, pigs, and numerous smaller offerings of birds
and fish (Reece, 1989; Rosivach, 1994: 78; Neils, 1996: 13). Indeed,
McInerney estimates that just one Athenian festival alone, the Lesser
Panathenaia, produced between 9,000 and 12,000 kg of meat, enough meat
to supply between 7,200 and 9,600 individual portions, or to put it another
way, enough meat to feed 30,000 individuals (2010: 175). At this point, we
should note that all of these animals had to be transported into the urban
space for sale, sacrifice, and subsequent distribution as meat. In order to
insure this process went smoothly, and that important state festivals such as
the Lesser Panathenaia had sufficient supplies of good-quality sacrificial
beasts, the Athenian demos created a group of officials called boonai,
‘cowboys’, to purchase animals from private sellers (McInerney, 2010:
187).

While the large state-funded and state-controlled public sacrifices of
Classical Athens are rather unique, especially when it comes to scale of
government involvement, there is no reason to assume that other
communities, religious entities, or even private individuals did not use a
similar market infrastructure (Demosthenes 21.172; Rosivach, 1994).



Indeed, a decree from Classical Eretria implies that such governmentally
regulated and organized events for both public and private markets were
fairly common outside of Athens (IG XII.9.189.26–40). Here, villages some
distance away from the city centre would purchase animals from private
sellers at specially created markets for use in public sacrifice. While these
markets were open, any person who wished (not just Eretrian citizens)
might set up a stall in the sanctuary grounds to sell his animals. He would
be allowed to sell these animals only so long as he did not offer for sale any
blemished or otherwise imperfect animal. In order to insure that the animals
sold are of high quality, Eretria, like neighboring Athens, appointed
inspectors to examine all animals and pronounce them worthy for sacrifice.

Perhaps regular, community-organized, sacrificial markets like this one at
Eretria, and the larger ones connected to state-sponsored festivals in Athens,
are why Aristotle puts breeding animals as the most profitable form of
wealth acquisition (Hodkinson, 1992a). Indeed, an anecdote from the
Aristotelian Oeconomicus suggests that this was not simply an Athenian
phenomenon. Aristotle tells that the Sicilian tyrant Dionysios of Syracuse,
in order to raise a large sum of public money in a hurry, cut the tax rate on
selling sheep and cattle. As a result, people immediately purchased sheep
and cattle, in order to exploit the recently opened tax-free animal market.
But once they had begun to profit from their animals, Dionysios reapplied
the tax and raked in the revenue. Then, in order to keep both tax revenue
and prices at a high rate, the tyrant set limits as to how many animals might
be sold for sacrifice at a given time (2.1349b; McInerney, 2010: 179). In the
end, this anecdote suggests that sacrifice was the primary demand for
animals, since this revenue system could not work effectively if there were
other profitable markets.

Although the sacrificial market drove Greek animal production, we
should keep in mind that the large festivals like the Lesser Panathenaia and
the Eretrian public festivals discussed above were occasional, although non-
random, affairs. As a result, urban meat and hide markets would experience
spikes at festival times and then decrease to a subsistence level maintained
by smaller public and private sacrifices. In order to ensure a high number of
animal producers, sacrificial demand must have been complemented by
demand for other animal products, such as wool, cheese, and draught
animals. If Hesiod is to be believed, most Greek farmers would prefer to
have their own oxen (Works and Days 406–6, 435–40). Indeed meat, hides,



cheese, wool, and burden are all, to a certain extent, complementary.
Essentially, there are three main animal production strategies: (1) if the aim
is to have animals for work and for the production of wool, hair, and hides,
then individuals tend to be kept until maturity; (2) if the aim is milk
production—for which females are employed—then one sees a high
reproductive rate, with most young males killed and females not kept
beyond their reproductive years; (3) if the aim is meat production, young
males are killed, sometimes after fattening, as juveniles or young adults, at
the point when the most economical balance has been achieved between the
weight of the animal and the feed consumed (Dahl and Hjort, 1976).
Fortunately, all of these strategies are complementary with the sacrificial
market. Even burden was not wholly incompatible with the sacrifice/meat
market: although it was generally undesirable to sacrifice draught animals,
even in their declining years (Pausanias 9.11.7–12.1), inscriptions from
fourth-century Abdera and third-century Knossos take space and time to
outline market rules for selling unsuitable draught animals as meat
(Chandezon, 2003, nos. 23 and 43). Thus, we can postulate multiple
markets, all intertwined, all linked to some extent to sacrificial or cultic
activity, especially in state-sponsored environments such as Classical
Athens.

Because of the Athenian literary habit we know most about these
Athenian markets. While Plutarch tells us in his introduction to the
biography of the Athenian statesman Solon that the Athenians were given a
land better for grazing than farming, and Bacchylides suggests that fortunes
could be made in selling animals and their products, it is Xenophon, in his
typology of wealthy Athenians, who tells us what sort of animals the
Athenian primarily grazed—sheep (Plutarch, Solon 23.4.4; Bacchylides,
18.9; Xenophon, De vectigalibus 5.3). In fact, Lysicles ‘the sheep dealer’, a
contemporary of Pericles, must have been one of these sheep ranchers
(Aristophanes, Knights 132; cf. 739). The value of the Athenian sheep
derived from their high-quality wool; Polycrates, tyrant of Samos, was so
impressed with Attic wool that he wanted to import Athenian animals for
crossbreeding with Milesian sheep in an attempt to improve his own herds
and thereby to compete with, or perhaps surpass, the Athenians (Athenaios,
12.540d). Indeed, Attic wool often appears in Greek literature: Antiphanes,
a fourth-century BC playwright praised wool as a particular product of
Athens, and Athenaios suggests that a foolish question is ‘what wool is



softer than Attic?’ (Athenaios, 2.43c; 5.219a). But in addition to wool, the
Athenians also sold sheep’s cheese. Athens was famous for its fresh cheese
market, frequented during the fifth century BC by men from outlying areas
as far away as Plataea (Lys. 23.6). It is probable that men in rural,
mountainous areas such as Plataea raised the sheep that produced the cheese
sold at this market. Alternatively, Athenians sold cheese as far afield as
Boeotia, ‘cow land’, perhaps in return for Boeotian oxen (Aristophanes,
Knights 479; Osborne, 1985; Chandezon, 2003: 4–49; cf. Hennig, 1977;
Bogaert, 1979; Howe, 2013).

Also because of the Athenian literary habit, we know about Classical
Sparta, and although one has to be cautious of the Athenian desire to cast
the Spartans as their mirror opposites, there are environmental reasons to
trust Athenians when they report that Spartans raised cattle and horses, as
well as sheep like Athens (Plato, Alcibiades 1.122d–e). Because of the
unique social, political, and environmental characteristics of Sparta, large
estates and large herds (rather than a patchwork of small farms as in
Athens) dominated the Spartan landscape (Howe, 2011). Indeed, the
Spartans had a compelling social market for meat and other pastoral
products in the public mess, the sisitia, to which every Spartiate was
required to contribute (or lose his citizenship) (Hodkinson, 2000). Here,
wealthier Spartiates competed for status by giving large gifts of beef and
cheese (Athenaios, 4.139c, 140c–e, 141e; Hodkinson, 1983). The Spartans
also competed in horse production and had demonstrated a passion and no
small skill in breeding and marketing horses trained for chariot racing;
between the years 448 and 420 BC, a Spartan won the four-horse race in
seven out of eight Olympiads (Hönle, 1972). Aside from raising animals for
competition, Xenophon tells us that each Spartan was expected to provide
his own horses for the cavalry forces (Xenophon, Hellenica 4.4.10f., 6.4.11;
Respublica Lacedaemoniorum 6.3; Aristotle, Politics 1263a35). Indeed, the
Spartans were so successful at, and famous for, their horse production that
in the Hellenistic period they even exported animals to the Ptolemaic
kingdom of Egypt (Polybius, 5.37). While the Athenian-centred sources do
not provide a clear picture of how these horses were raised, it is probable
that the Spartans kept herds much as Aristotle describes, on the well-
watered pastures of their estates, complete with helot grooms and trainers
(History of Animals 577a15–17). Apart from their horses, the Spartiates
were also famous for their cattle (Strabo, 8.5.6). In fact, King Agesilaus II



took such pride in his herds that he presented each new member of the
Gerousia with an unblemished ox when they entered office (Plutarch,
Agesilaus 4.3).

The international, pan-Hellenic festivals offered Greeks a different set of
market expectations than the polis-orientated events. The Crown Circuit of
the Olympic, Pythian, Isthmian, and Nemean Games, for example, would
bring in large numbers of customers for regular, albeit short, periods to feast
and sacrifice (Miller, 1990, 2004; Morgan, 1990; Scott, 2010). While other
attractions, such as the oracular shrines and lesser cult festivals at these pan-
Hellenic sites, might draw a smaller but steady flow of animal buyers, at the
crunch times—the Crown Games—the demand for public and private
sacrificial victims, as well as meat for communal feasting, would be at least
as intense as at the better documented Lesser Panathenaia of Athens. As
both Aelian and Theophrastos report, the open-air meat markets during the
Olympic festival for after-sacrifice meat were so chaotic that birds of prey
could swoop down and steal portions of meat from market stalls (Aelian,
Characteristics of Animals 2.47; Theophrastos FGrH 115 F 76; cf [Arist.]
Mir.123.842b1).

The needs of Delphi, the site of a world-famous oracle and a Crown
Festival, best illustrate the scale and scope of the markets created by these
Greek international religious centres. Delphi drew people from both within
and without the Greek world on a constant basis, and like all Greek
sanctuaries it consumed a good many animals through public and private
sacrifice. Given the popularity of the oracle, and the required sacrifices
offered before any consultation, not to mention the large numbers of
animals used at festivals such as the Pythian Games, Delphi required a
steady supply of sacrificial animals. At times there was even a
disproportionate ratio of animals to people (Plutarch, Moralia 437a, 438a–
b).

Located on a plateau, halfway up the slopes of Parnassos, Delphi was
relatively isolated. This isolation and Delphi’s need for providing sacrificial
victims to pilgrims were such issues that the Delphic Amphiktyony fought
the First Sacred War in the eighth century BC in order to set aside the
coastal Krisan plain, below the oracular sanctuary, as a place to raise and
market sacrificial animals (Howe, 2003). As the archaic Homeric Hymn to
Apollo clearly states, because of the First Sacred War the god no longer
lacked sacrificial victims (Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 533). Over time, this



Delphic market infrastructure had been centralized to such an extent that
Apollo came to own sacred herds of both cattle and racehorses, which were
pastured on the sacred land and sold at a profit for the sanctuary (Syll3 636;
Syll3 826 G).

Yet Delphi was not unique in raising sacred animals for sale to pilgrims;
many non-state sanctuaries kept temple herds, which the officials would sell
at a profit at temple markets: the sanctuary of Athena Alea in Tegea had
temple herds, which grazed on nearby sacred land (IG v. 2.3.1–21); Delian
Apollo, like Pythian Apollo, also owned sacred animals and marketed not
only their bodies for sacrifice but also their secondary products such as
wool and hair (ID 503.23–4; IG II/III 1638.66; 1639.15–16, 17; 1640.28);
and Hera Lacinia in southern Italy made such a profit on sacred herd that
her sanctuary became internationally famous for its animal-generated
wealth (Livy 24.3). Indeed, sacred markets like these were so significant to
cult practice and the local economies that both Strabo and Cicero found
them worthy of comment (Strabo, 6.1.11; Cicero, De inventione 2.1).

Sacred animal markets, however, were not the only markets generated by
pan-Hellenic religious activity. Livy reports that the Isthmian Games,
because of their excellent location on the spit of land between two seas,
offered the perfect environment for trade (33.32.1–3). Indeed, by the
Hellenistic and Roman periods, most of the pan-Hellenic centres had
religious festivals and general market fairs (panegyreis). Over time, as these
became more formal and permanent, regular markets for animal products
became the norm (de Ligt, 1993). Pausanias describes a spring and autumn
festival to Isis at Tithorea in Phokis, on the last day of which they hold a
panegyris:

The small traders make themselves booths of reeds or other improvised material. On the
last of the three days they hold a fair, selling slaves, cattle of all kinds, clothes, silver and
gold. After mid-day they turn to sacrificing. The more wealthy sacrifice oxen and deer, the
poorer people geese and guinea fowl.

(Pausanias, 10.32.15–16, tr. W.H.S. Jones)

An inscription from first-century BC Andania in northern Messenia
shows that the procedure and organization at these panagyreis was not
unlike that in operation at Classical Eretria:

The priests shall indicate a place for all sales. The city market officials (agoranomoi) shall
ensure that settlers sell fairly and cleanly and use the city’s weights and measures. One



shall not restrict the sellers as to volume of sales, or as to time, or charge them for the site.

(Sokolowski, 1969, no. 65, ll. 99–107)

These fairs would draw people from many different regions and allow for
a wide exchange of goods. Their scheduling at culling and shearing times
(autumn and spring) are not coincidental. In transhumant areas such as
Messenia, Phokis, Argolis, and Arcadia, the movement of animals from
summer and winter pastures ensured the animals were already on the road,
on their way to markets, when they required culling.

This can best be seen in central Arcadia. Throughout antiquity, Arcadia
was famous for its sheep, with the epithet ‘rich in flocks’ used from
Homeric times forwards (Pindar, Oympians 6.100, 6.169; Homeric Hymn to
Mercury 4.2, 18.2; Homer Iliad 2.605; Strabo, 8.3.6; Theocritus 22.157;
Philostratus V.A. 8.7). Bacchylides calls it ‘sheep-feeding’ Arcadia (11.95),
and sheep production seems to have been so important and honourable
among the Arcadians that wealthy men, such as Praxiteles of Mantineia,
described themselves and their fortunes in terms of sheep (IG v..2.47[i];
Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 1981: 271, 280). To a greater degree than
anywhere else in Greece, the highlands of Arcadia were unpopulated and
the only permanent structures tended to be religious sanctuaries, located in
both the lower plains and the high meadows. Jost (1994) has observed that
these isolated sanctuaries served as community centres, as meeting areas
from which the Arcadians exploited the pastoral landscape in their seasonal
movements between summer and winter pastures, giving the dispersed,
mobile, Arcadians economic and religious focal points. Such a sense of
community would be quite different from that of more settled, urban folk
such as the Athenians. In fact, even when the western Arcadians did move
into large urban centres such as Megalopolis, they did not abandon their
rural shrines, but instead created new festivals and urban sanctuaries
twinned with their rural predecessors, thereby continuing to stress the close
connections between Arcadian life and the pastoral countryside (Jost, 1994;
cf Voyatzis, 1990). Chaniotis (1988) postulates similar economic and
religious roles for mountainous shrines on Crete.

Unlike these Greek communities, most Latin towns had standing, year-
round livestock markets that were independent from sacrificial demand
(Gabba, 1975; Gabba and Pasquinucci, 1979). Indeed, it seems that the
western Mediterranean diet contained more meat than the Greek, especially
when it came to cured pork products. Consequently, Roman marketing



behaviour differed significantly. Unlike Athens or Delphi, for example, the
city of Rome possessed permanent, constantly operational animal markets
in fixed locations that supplied both sacrificial victims and meat for human
consumption: the Forum Boarium (Bovarium), Forum Pecuarium, and
Forum Suarium. In the interests of space, I will focus here on the markets as
we come to know them through the Roman agronomists Cato, Varro, and
Columella, since their treatises served as a didactic guide for the Latin-
speaking world. By necessity, this will also mean confining discussion of
physical markets to the city of Rome itself.

We begin with the Forum Boarium, ‘the cattle market’. Lying along the
Tiber River, just south of the Circus Maximus, this largest and most
significant of the standing markets received its name because men met here
in order to sell cattle (Varro, De lingua Latina 5.146; Livy, 21.62.3). Indeed,
CIL 6.1035, which was found in the Forum Boarium, refers to negotiantes
boarii, ‘cattle sellers’. Although Joan Frayn, in her study of Roman and
Italian markets, argues that the Forum Boarium ceased to be a standing
market for livestock by the first century AD, she does not suggest that
Rome ceased having permanent cattle markets. Seemingly, by the first
century AD, Rome had simply become too large and constricted by
suburbs, and so the standing cattle market was relocated to less inhabited
areas outside the city proper (Frayn, 1993: 147). Frayn argues that at this
time the Forum Boarium, and its companion marketplaces the nearby
Forum Suarium and Forum Pecuarium, changed from marketing live
animals and fresh and cured meats to primarily cured meats. The fact that
the salt market, the Salinae, and the Forum Boarium were in close
proximity (Coarelli, 1988: 110), so that sellers could combine salt and meat
for long-term sales, makes this argument compelling, as salt played a
singularly important role in the preservation of meat in the warm
Mediterranean climate.

The agronomists devote much space in their works to markets, since their
purpose is to offer practical advice on how one might become wealthy
through agriculture and animal husbandry. As one might expect, cattle
figure prominently: Columella mentions at least six Italian and four foreign
breeds of cattle, each with a specific purpose, from meat, milk, and cheese
to traction (Varro De re rustica 2.2.11; Pliny, Natural History, 25.94;
Columella, De re rustica 4. Praef. 2, 6.1.1–2; White, 1970: 276–8). Like
Hesiod, all of the Roman agronomists recommend that each estate have at



least one ox for traction, and donkeys for burden (cf. Cato, De agricultura
10, 11). Cattle also figured largely in animal sacrifice and subsequent sale
as meat. After cattle, horses receive attention: Columella, for example,
reports that the Romans divided horses into three categories: (1) ‘noble
stock’, which were used for the Circus races and other games; (2) stock
used for breeding mules, ‘which by reason of the high price brought by its
offspring, is comparable to the noble stock’; and (3) ‘common stock’, which
produces ordinary mares and horses (Columella, De re rustica 6.27; cf.
Vegetius, Digestorum Artis Mulomedicinae Libri 4.6.2). Notice the value
judgments here embedded in breeds of horses. Adjectives like ‘noble’ and
‘common’ clearly engage with the value economy discussed earlier.
Although horses captured attention, the most valuable of the equids was the
mule. By the Late Republic, the Roman army required tens of thousands of
mules a year as beasts of burden. For this reason, stud donkeys were in high
demand. One ass-producer in the first century BC, for example, sold four
stud donkeys for 400,000 sesterces at the markets in Rome (Varro, De re
rustica 2.14). Varro, who was from the mule-breeding country near Reate,
speaks at length about the importance of the mule markets.

Small animals such as sheep, goats, and swine could always turn a profit
for Roman breeders. Sheep could be sold for sacrifice, meat, and hides or
kept for wool, milk, and cheese (Columella, De re rustica 7.2.1, 7.3.13,
12.13; Varro, De re rustica 2.11.6–9). Romans produced goats primarily for
their high milk yield (Columella, De re rustica 7.6.4, 7.8.3–7; Virgil,
Georgics 3.308f., 400f.). Goats were also useful for their hair and hides; the
hair was especially useful for making ropes used on ships and for Roman
army catapults (Varro, De re rustica 2.11.11–12; Martial, 14.148). Swine
the Romans sold for meat. Indeed, pork dominates the menus of Apicius,
and Varro’s discussion of swine is longer than any other section on animals
(Varro, De re rustica 2.4). Like modern Italian cooks, Romans adored the
pig in the form of cured meats, lards, roasts, feet—the list goes on. A visit
to any delicatessen in Italy today would give one a sense of what the Forum
Suarium and its fellow markets must have been like. Indeed, the many
open-air local markets of modern Tuscany give a good sense of what the
animal fora would have been like in the time of the Emperor Augustus.

CONCLUSIONS



As we have seen, the Greeks and Romans were extremely conservative in
their views about status-related activities, especially wealth measurement,
markets, and wealth production. The ancients held that elite status derived
from owning land and producing animals primarily because animals,
especially large animals such as cattle and horses, were physically
impressive and required substantial investment in terms of care and
facilities. To put it another way, Greeks and Romans owned animals in
order to show they were wealthy and part of a landed elite; they sold
animals and animal products so that they could buy more (and larger)
animals in order to show they had risen even higher in the ranks of that
landed elite. Because of this status angle, markets involving animals and
their products focused more on the personal ties and the sociopolitical goals
of the buyer and sellers than narrow conceptions of profit and loss. That is
not to say that profit was not important—both Aristotle and Cicero clearly
state it was—but rather to say that profit was not as much a concern as
socially appropriate behaviour. Consequently, market activity is
complicated. It becomes even more complicated because Greek and Roman
animal sales (and certain animal-product sales) depended to varying degrees
on a demand for sacrificial victims and other socially driven behaviour such
as public feasting, horse racing, and competitive mule-breeding. As this
discussion has hopefully demonstrated, Greek and Roman value economics
invoked behaviour the modern Westerner would consider idiosyncratic; but
then so much of the ancient world seems that way when seen through a
modern cultural lens.



SUGGESTED READING

Specific works devoted to animals and the economy in Greek and Roman
antiquity, but largely, or solely, focused on the ancient textual and
iconographic evidence, include Skydsgaard (1974), Gabba and Pasquinucci
(1979), Frayn (1983), Cherry (1988), and Hodkinson (1992a, 1992b). For
general assessments that devote significant portions to animal value
economics, see White (1970), Isager and Skydsgaard (1992), Chandezon
(2003), Howe (2008), McInerney (2010), and Howe (2011).
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CHAPTER 9

FAUNA OF THE ANCIENT
MEDITERRANEAN WORLD

MICHAEL MACKINNON

INTRODUCTION
THE study of animals is an essential component in reconstructing the natural
and cultural worlds of the past. As inhabitants of the land, sea, and air,
animals furnish information about the physical surroundings, the natural
world. As commodities herded, hunted, kept, observed, admired, feared,
manipulated, and exploited by humans, animals enlighten us about cultural
behaviours, attitudes, and practices. Archaeologists and classicists typically
access three main categories of data in investigations of animals in
antiquity. Ancient texts and inscriptions provide a wealth of evidence,
although as it is important to assess such references within their proper
context. Animals are mentioned across all genres of ancient texts—from
agricultural manuals to comedies, mythological stories, poetry, legal
documents, commodity lists, novels, letters, historical accounts,
philosophical manuals, and hunting guides, among many other types.
Although this wider set of information is considered in this chapter
detailing the fauna of the Mediterranean, particular attention focuses upon
encyclopedic accounts about natural history, zoology, and geography.
Chronologically, major works within this pool include: (1) Aristotle’s
History of Animals, written in the fourth century BC; (2) Strabo’s
Geography, dated to the early first century AD; (3) Pliny the Elder’s
Natural History, dating to the first century AD; (4) Aelian’s Characteristics
of Animals, from the third century AD. All these volumes share a similar
‘textbook’ style of writing, with observations and ‘facts’ about animals,



although the degree of accuracy among these ‘facts’ can vary, with some
entering fantasy. Issues of later authors ‘borrowing’ data and anecdotes
from earlier authors add another level of complexity. Nevertheless, these
natural history volumes, in conjunction with other categories of texts and
inscriptions, provide a good basis to investigate animals in antiquity.

Images of animals—whether sculpted, painted, etched, assembled, or
crafted in any other type of visual fashion—provide a second source of
data. The study of animals in ancient iconography, however, is complex.
Visually an animal may be depicted in a variety of ways—abstractly,
naturalistically stylized—the form of which need not directly relate to the
social significance of that image, be it religious, symbolic, didactic,
commemorative, and so forth. Nevertheless, images provide a means for us
to understand how the ancients saw, viewed, and subsequently portrayed
animals.

Zooarchaeology provides a third source of information. Bones recovered
from archaeological sites yield data about the actual animals themselves,
with clues about their origins, extinctions, distributions, movements, uses,
and roles, as influenced by a range of biological, ecological, and cultural
factors. This knowledge is crucial, not only in verifying the actual
existence, placement, and use of many animals as detailed in ancient texts
and iconography, but in providing evidence about animals that is not
recorded among other sources. Moreover, recent explorations of isotopic,
chemical, and physical properties of ancient bones, not to mention the vast
potential of information from DNA extraction and analysis on these bones
is shaping new directions in assessing species distributions, migration
patterns, trade, animal breeding, genetic relationships, and other
components in the study of ancient animals. The pool of available
zooarchaeological information for ancient Greek and Roman sites across
the Mediterranean is vast. Bibliographies of reports and syntheses of data
from various regions and time-frames of antiquity are published elsewhere
(e.g., Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993; MacKinnon, 2007). Much of these data are
drawn upon here.

The animal world of the ancient Mediterranean can be classified into two
groups, for the purposes of investigation here. First, are common
domesticates, including major taxa like cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, equids
(i.e., horses, donkeys, mules), dogs, and domestic fowl—all of which are
typically represented across the entire ancient Mediterranean, although in



varying proportions depending upon temporal, regional, and cultural
factors. Minor domesticates, less frequently referenced in ancient sources
and found less regularly, on average, across ancient archaeological sites,
include cats, camels, and various types of birds (e.g., ducks, geese, pigeons,
and assorted ‘pet’ birds). While each of these domesticates derived from a
wild ancestor, some of which continued to coexist over time (although often
in smaller numbers as domesticates displaced many of their wild
progenitors), most of the common domestic fauna in the Mediterranean
world today, and notably the principal livestock, were domesticated well
before Graeco-Roman times, although the ancients were certainly
instrumental in creating new varieties or types of these through specialized
breeding practices. Domesticated taxa, as well as examples of quasi-
domesticated, ‘tamed’ wild animals adopted as ‘pets’, are discussed in
greater detail elsewhere in this volume.

Wild fauna represent a second category for investigation, and form a
focus of study here. This category might be subdivided under several
headings: (1) wild progenitors of domestic taxa; (2) major wild mammalian
taxa, which include species found widely across the Mediterranean
throughout antiquity, and which occur fairly commonly among
zooarchaeological assemblages; (3) minor wild mammalian taxa,
represented less frequently, be this because of smaller numbers, regional or
temporal restrictions in ranges, less cultural exploitation, or other factors;
(4) rats, mice, and other microfauna; (5) birds; (6) reptiles and amphibians;
(7) fish and other aquatic animals. Information presented here concerning
species appearances, habitats, behaviours, and modern ranges derives from
field guides and zoology volumes (e.g., Cramp et al., 1977–94; Burton,
1991; Nowak, 1991).

WILD PROGENITORS OF DOMESTIC TAXA

Aurochs (Bos primigenius); Bison (Bison bonasus);
Buffalo (Bubalus bubalis)
The aurochs, the ancestor of European domestic cattle, became extinct in
the Mediterranean region in the seventeenth century AD. A few aurochs
bones have been recovered from ancient Greek and Roman sites around the
Mediterranean. They occur more frequently among sites in northern Europe



(Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 446), given more favourable climates and
environments for cattle in that region. Aristotle (History of Animals 488a21)
refers to wild cattle, but passages are unclear, with aurochs, bison, and
water buffalo getting confused taxonomically. Aristotle (History of Animals
499a4) also mentions buffalo; Virgil (Georgics 2.374) complains they are
nuisances, by feeding on vegetation. Technically, true domestic water
buffalo derived from wild Indian water buffalo (Bubalus arnee), which may
have reached western Asia in post-Neolithic times, and subsequently
entered the larger Mediterranean area. Nonetheless, buffalo are infrequent
among ancient Greek and Roman sites. Wild cattle and bison occasionally
comprised stock for games (Martial, Epigrams 1.104), and are depicted on
some hunting images. The natural range for bison, however, encompasses
northern Europe and the Balkans; Mediterranean locales rarely encounter
them. Pausanius (10.13.1–2) briefly notes the animal while discussing a
bronze bison head dedicated at Delphi.

Wild Sheep and Wild Goat
Wild sheep and wild goats regularly occur in early prehistoric faunal
assemblages from Mediterranean sites, but were largely supplanted by
domestic varieties from Neolithic times onwards. Few register across
ancient Greek and Roman sites, although isolated herds were exploited. The
wild progenitor of the domestic sheep, the mouflon, comprises two chief
Mediterranean varieties, the Asiatic mouflon (Ovis orientalis) and the
European mouflon (Ovis musimon). Both types are dark-coloured, hairy
sheep, with rather small bodies, long legs, and relatively short tails.
Morphologically, the wild goat (Capra aegagrus) is distinguished from its
domestic counterpart (Capra hircus) by larger, ribbed horns.

Osteological similarities between wild and domestic counterparts can
render identifications problematic. Neither wild sheep nor wild goat
accounts for more than a tiny fraction of bones from ancient sites. Not
surprisingly, these arise from sites in areas with facilitated access, such as
mountains of northern Italy or Asia Minor, or Corsica and Sardinia, where
populations of wild sheep continue to exist. Pliny (Natural History 8.199)
specifically mentions mouflon flocks in Corsica, confirmed here
zooarchaeologically as well. Wild sheep appear in Roman Carthaginian
venatio mosaics (Toynbee, 1973: 163); they feature as game kept in some



hunting preserves (Varro, De re rustica 3.12.1), and as breed stock for
domestic sheep to achieve hardier, specialized progeny (Columella, De re
rustica 8.2.4–5). Wild goats, by contrast, register less within ancient
sources, but are relatively more frequent across faunal assemblages,
possibly linked to wild goats’ isolation in remote, rockier, mountainous
locations, areas somewhat removed from domestic taxa. The species was
introduced to various Mediterranean islands, including Crete, during the
Neolithic and into antiquity (Masseti, 2003: 57). Still, numbers overall
dwindled in antiquity from augmented competition and landscape changes.

Wild Boar (Sus scrofa fer.)
While it is true that the domestic pig (Sus scrofa dom.) evolved from the
wild boar (Sus scrofa fer.), the fact that the latter was not extirpated to the
degree wild cattle, wild sheep, and wild goats were might have been due to
competition or habitat loss. Rather, wild boars were locally abundant across
much of the ancient Mediterranean, thriving particularly well in forests and
woodlands. They were widely hunted, and commonly referenced as such in
ancient texts and iconography. Boars were also kept in a semi-wild state in
vivaria or game preserves, as stock for private hunting or amphitheatre
spectacles. Depictions of the Calydonian boar hunt are particularly
widespread in Greek antiquity. Scenes of non-mythical boar hunting also
prove popular, especially in Roman contexts, with examples noted in
bronze sculptural work from Pompeii (King, 2002: 443–4) and hunting
mosaics in Sicily and North Africa (Dunbabin, 1978), not to mention sport
hunting scenes from games and spectacles.

Wild boar and domestic pig share osteological similarities. Some faunal
reports may lump the two groups together in assessments. Consequently,
actual numbers of boars noted may be higher than counts indicate.
Nevertheless, even with this bias, wild boar, alongside deer and hare, is
among the most common wild animal taxa identified from ancient sites. Its
prevalence is largely determined by aspects such as local availability, scale
of hunting practised, and degree of dietary wealth exemplified (boars were
prestigious commodities, and highly esteemed foodstuffs), among other
cultural and ecological factors.

MAJOR MAMMALIAN TAXA



Red Deer (Cervus elaphus)
Red deer occur across vast areas, from lowlands to mountains, but have a
preference for extensive, half-open areas, where forests alternate with open
areas. They were once widespread across the Mediterranean during
antiquity, excepting North Africa and the Near East, where forests are more
disparate. Red deer were not indigenous to a number of Mediterranean
islands, but introduced to many during later prehistory and into antiquity.
Numbers fell considerably across the Mediterranean after this time, largely
due to pressures of hunting, deforestation, and expansion of human
settlement. Only males have antlers, which normally become more
elaborate as age increases. The rutting season is autumn; antlers are shed in
spring.

Red deer were a key source of meat in the ages prior to livestock
domestication. Their importance continued subsequent to this, but along
different lines. They were widely hunted in antiquity, for sport and food,
and for amphitheatre games. Some also appear as pets (Martial, Epigrams
13.96) or as stock in game parks (Varro, De re rustica 3.13.3). Red deer
typically outnumber other wild taxa in zooarchaeological assemblages from
ancient sites. They are also the most frequently depicted deer species in
ancient art, notably within Roman contexts. They often feature significantly
at wealthy rural sites, where they provided meat, antlers, and hides for
consumption and marketing. Although venison was valued (Apicius, 8.2.1,
8.3–8), red deer bones are less abundant in urban assemblages than rural
ones, perhaps an issue of limited access and marketing of deer meat.

Red deer antlers were collected, both from animals killed and as shed
branches, for handicraft. The relative ubiquity of antler pieces among many
ancient sites, including towns such as Pompeii, suggests a range of antler-
working operations, spanning from household artisans to larger industries,
the latter possibly linked with commercial exchange networks in the
product (Trantalidou, 1990: 402).

Roe Deer (Capreolus capreolus)
The smallest native European deer, the roe deer, presently inhabits much of
the continent, but is less populous, and even locally extinct, in
Mediterranean contexts. The species does not occur in North Africa, but



does register in parts of northern Syria and Anatolia. Similar ranges are
hypothesized for antiquity, although certainly numbers of roe deer have
been reduced across many areas since this time. Roe deer are less
gregarious than red deer, but may be found in groups of up to 100 in winter.
They usually inhabit woodland and forests with dense cover, hiding by day
and emerging at dusk to feed. Their rut is in midsummer, and antler-
shedding occurs in spring.

Remains of roe deer (both antlers and bones, some butchered) have been
found on many ancient sites (within the animal’s range that is), but never in
large numbers—very rarely outnumbering other deer. They were
undoubtedly hunted throughout antiquity, but presumably not on any scale
comparable to red deer, which are larger and arguably more prestigious
game in this respect. The secondary nature of roe deer, in relation to red
deer, is further exemplified in ancient texts and iconography, where the
species features minimally.

Fallow Deer (Dama dama)
Two species of fallow deer occur in the Mediterranean: the European fallow
deer (Dama dama), and the slightly larger Mesopotamian fallow deer
(Dama mesopotamica). The former resides in the western Mediterranean,
the latter in the Near East and Anatolia; neither currently occupies North
Africa to any great extent. Fallow deer is smaller, on average, than red deer,
but prefers much the same habitat, typically open landscapes, with some
forest, much vegetation, and shrubs. They are best recognized by their
palmate antlers, which distinguish them visually in ancient art from the red
deer, with its large branching antlers, or the much smaller roe deer, with its
short spikier antlers.

Fallow deer represent a special case, as they are one of the few wild
animals introduced or reintroduced to various areas during antiquity. Fallow
deer once existed across wider areas of the Mediterranean Europe, but
became largely extinct in western regions during the last glacial maximum,
with populations restricted principally in the east, perhaps exclusively in
Asia Minor. Bronze Age people may have introduced fallow deer into Crete
and the Balkans during the third millennium BC. Yannouli and Trantalidou
(1999: 251) document thirteen known locations in the Greek and Aegean
context where osteological evidence for the presence of fallow deer is



recorded for the Iron Age and later times. Most of these examples, however,
date to the first millennium BC, and thus precede a specific Roman
introduction of fallow deer across the area. Roman presence and influence
in Greece, however, appears not to have spurred a resurgence of fallow
deer, be these raised in game preserves or naturally distributed in the wild.
Indeed, fallow deer are virtually absent from Roman zooarchaeological
samples among Greek and Aegean contexts. In no case do they occur
exclusively in Roman levels at a site, with no earlier presence of the
species, to suggest Roman reintroduction of fallow deer to the area.

The situation for fallow deer in the western Mediterranean is different.
Here its general reappearance in western Europe, including Italy and Iberia,
occurred during the last two millennia, a spread for which the Romans
should probably be credited (Davis and MacKinnon, 2009). Fallow deer,
moreover, became similarly dispersed in Roman times in North Africa and
various western Mediterranean islands (Pascal et al., 2006).

Hare
Several important varieties of hare were known to the ancients, but not
always distinguished in practice. The dominant type, widely distributed
throughout the northern Mediterranean, west of Iberia, is the brown hare
(Lepus europaeus). The African hare (Lepus capensis), similar in size and
temperament to the brown hare, replaces the latter in Iberia and North
Africa. The mountain hare (Lepus timidus) is rather more lightly built than
the other two, and best characterized by its white, winter coat. Within the
Mediterranean, it is chiefly restricted to the northern Apennines and Alps.

Hares were popularly hunted during antiquity, across both Greek and
Roman contexts. They were also kept in hunting preserves; some even
tamed as pets. Their familiarity with the ancients ensured them frequent
mention in ancient texts, especially in relation to hunting; hares also feature
regularly in iconography, from hunting scenes, to culinary displays, to
sculptural works.

Alongside deer, hares commonly occur among zooarchaeological
assemblages across the ancient Mediterranean. The European and African
hare appears more often than the mountain hare, however, a pattern largely
explained by availability. Hares register with greater frequency among rural
sites, probably from ease of hunting, but otherwise show no atypical pattern



in exploitation over time or space. This is not to say that the role of hunting
in general remained the same temporally and spatially during antiquity, but
rather that humans continued to hunt and consume hares throughout this
period, and in frequencies, relative to other wild taxa, that remained rather
consistent within individual areas under consideration.

European Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus)
While rabbits occupy large areas of the Mediterranean today, this was not
the case in antiquity. It is assumed that rabbits spread from Africa to Iberia,
Corsica (where Polybius (12.3) records their presence during the second
century BC) and Sardinia, and Sicily, before eventually reaching Italy
during the Imperial period, perhaps as late as the third century AD (Naether,
1967). Rabbits were probably not imported into the eastern Mediterranean
before late antique times (Masseti, 2003: 58). Varro (De re rustica 3.12.7)
comments about rabbits following people from Spain to the larger Roman
world. This is traceable zooarchaeologically. Rabbit bones are common
across Iron Age and Roman sites in Iberia, confirming remarks about their
ubiquity in the area (Strabo, 3.2.5) and general fecundity (Pliny, Natural
History 8.217–18). Curiously, rabbits are all but absent in Italy until late
antiquity (MacKinnon, 2004: 213), and comparably rare across the central
and eastern Mediterranean, even in periods post-dating their introduction to
these places. Several factors may account for this. First, the ancient texts do
not always distinguish between hares and rabbits, and the same ambiguity
sometimes applies in zooarchaeological identification, with both species
considered together as ‘lagomorphs’. Second, although Varro (De re rustica
3.3.1–3) recognizes that hares and rabbits could be kept in special game
preserves, the name for these complexes, leporaria, suggests that they were
originally, and perhaps principally, intended for hares. Hares are larger,
more prestigious, and would provide more meat. Moreover, they were
widespread across the ancient world from prehistory onwards, and hunted
continuously throughout this period.

Iconographical data for rabbits in the ancient Mediterranean world mimic
patterns shown in the textual and zooarchaeological evidence. In some
cases, it is not always easy to tell if the creature depicted is a hare or a
rabbit, a situation paralleling literary and osteological groupings for
‘lagomorphs’ as inclusive of the two taxa. Where a firm distinction can be



made, however, rabbits are much less frequently portrayed. They do not
register (at least not with certainty) in ancient Greek artworks, but appear
occasionally in Roman iconography, chiefly from Imperial times onwards,
at least as regards the central and western Mediterranean worlds.

MINOR WILD ANIMALS
(MEDITERRANEAN/EUROPEAN TAXA)

Brown Bear (Ursus arctos)
Brown bears were hunted for sport and collected for shows in antiquity. In
addition to meat, they provided fur, medicinal fat, and teeth for decoration
(Keller, 1909: 175–81). The sole Mediterranean species is the brown bear
(Ursus arctos), but polar bears (Thalarctos maritimus) were also known,
some apparently imported for games (Calpurnius, Eclogues 7.65).

The bear’s habits, especially its hibernation, provoked curiosity
(Aristotle, History of Animals 600a28–b12; Pliny, Natural History 8.126–
31). The gentleness with which the mother attends her cubs (Pliny, Natural
History 8.126), however, contrasts with the bear’s savage nature, huge size,
and shaggy appearance among general representations in ancient texts and
art. In this manner, bear hunting, often linked with mythological heroes, or
living kings and emperors, carried great prestige.

Local extinctions of the animal across larger areas of the Mediterranean
probably began in later prehistory, exacerbated subsequently by habitat
destruction and over-hunting during antiquity. Zooarchaeological data
confirm as much (Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 459; De Cupere, 2001: 49;
MacKinnon, 2004). Some bear hunting is inferred, but nowhere comparable
to other game taxa. A few bear bones have been recovered from several
sites, Greek and Roman, but principally rural ones, and chiefly in northern
areas where more would have existed. Nevertheless, the very rare presence
of the animal in urban assemblages, such as Paestum (MacKinnon, 2004),
coupled with its depiction in iconography associated with ancient games
and hunts (Dunbabin, 1978), suggests the bear remained a thrilling addition
to ancient spectacles.

The distribution of the bear in antiquity is somewhat controversial. Pliny
(Natural History 8.131) expresses disbelief about Numidian bears brought
for games in Rome, in 61 BC, stating that, at least in his time, it was



apparently well-known that bears do not occur in Africa. This contrasts
Martial’s (Epigrams 1.104) claims about imported Libyan bears, and is
further challenged by recovery of bear bones among excavations of a
Roman bath in Carthage, Tunisia (Rossiter, 1998: 108). This site is less than
200 m from the amphitheatre. Assuming these remains derive from a bear
caught within North Africa, probably the Atlas Mountains, where bears
once lived, then Pliny’s claim appears false.

Wolf (Canis lupus)
Wolves were once widespread across the Mediterranean, but numbers have
seriously dwindled since antiquity. Many populations today are extinct or
seriously threatened, confined to remote mountains and northern locales.
Mention of wolves is not uncommon in the ancient texts; the animals’
aggressiveness and savagery is often used as a metaphor for similar cultural
behaviours. Not surprisingly, the animal is sacred to Ares/Mars in this
respect (Horace, Odes 1.17.9; Virgil, Aeneid 9.565–6). Wolves also
threatened flocks and crops; no doubt a number were killed to protect these
resources. Despite their mention in ancient Greek texts, however,
artistically, wolves are rather rare in Greek art. They register more
frequently in Roman iconography, but chiefly in the context of the she-wolf
suckling the twins Romulus and Remus, founders of Rome.

Although bones of wolves appear among zooarchaeological assemblages,
notably among ancient rural sites, across time and space, they are
infrequent. Exact figures, however, are difficult to achieve. Osteological
distinction between the wolf and the domestic dog is chiefly based on size;
the wolf is usually larger. Morphological overlap between these taxa can
confuse identifications. Wolf bones tend to outnumber fox bones among
sites in northern locations, but across the ancient Mediterranean context, the
reverse holds true, probably as a result of greater habitat restrictions and
other elevated pressures placed on the wolf populations.

Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes)
The red fox has one of the widest distributions of any European mammal. It
occurs throughout the Mediterranean, and on many islands, but not Crete. It
inhabits a range of habitats, from forests to prairie and farmland, and is



widespread from areas at sea level up to high mountain slopes. Despite their
ubiquity, however, foxes are rather uncommon in art, text, and
zooarchaeology. Possible depictions of the animal occur in a few wall
paintings from Pompeii (King, 2002: 446), among other isolated
iconographic examples, including occasional representation on hunt scenes
from Graeco-Persian gems (Anderson, 1985: 68) and Roman mosaics
(Toynbee, 1973: 102). Foxes do not appear to have been hunted for sport or
food during antiquity, at least not on the same scale as hunting wild boar,
deer, and hare; however, certainly foxes and wolves were killed in the
protection of livestock, to which the animals would have been common
nuisances. In part, this may explain why rural sites record relatively more
fox bones, as places they would pose a greater threat. Alciphron (Letters to
Farmers, 2.19.1.1–3.6) provides a particularly vivid account of a farmer’s
frustrated attempts at catching a pesky fox. Aelian (Characteristics of
Animals 17.17) remarks that foxes were so numerous in the Caspian
territory that they actually approached towns. Although osteologically
similar, fox and dog can be separated, the former by its slenderness and
smaller size. Overlap exists, so it is possible that some bones identified as
dog may be fox. Cut marks have been observed on some bones, but depth
and placement of many is suggestive of skinning foxes, probably for fur, as
opposed to widespread consumption of meat (De Cupere, 2001: 46–7).
Butchery marks, perhaps related to eating fox, however, are noted at a few
Bronze Age Aegean and Iron Age European sites, but the practice appears
largely unfashionable during subsequent phases of Greek and Roman
antiquity.

Although biological and ecological details about foxes are scarce among
ancient texts, the animal commonly features (across multiple genres of
texts, both Greek and Latin) in reference to its slyness and trickery as
analogues for human cunning and craftiness. The ubiquity of the fox, over
the entire Mediterranean, may help explain its popularity in this respect as a
social and behavioural metaphor.

The fox also features prominently in the festival of Ceres. As part of this
ritual, established apparently towards the end of the third century BC
(Jennison, 1937: 42), and celebrated on 19 April, foxes were set loose in the
Circus in Rome, with lighted torches attached to their tails, eventually
burning them to death (Ovid, Fasti 4.681–712).



Ibex (Capra ibex; Capra pyrenaicus) and Chamois
(Rupicapra rupicapra)
The alpine ibex (Capra ibex) is an agile goat that inhabits mountainous
regions, usually above the tree line. The species was once more widespread
across Europe, but is largely restricted today to the southern Alps. A second
type, the pyrenean ibex (Capra pyrenaicus), similar in appearance to the
alpine ibex, is confined to isolated mountain zones in Iberia.

The chamois is a small, goat-like animal that inhabits high-altitude
pastures. It congregates in herds of up to 100 or more, during the winter.
Small populations reside in mountainous areas from the Pyrenees through
to parts of the Alps, the Carpathians, and south to the Balkans.

Few accounts of the ibex and chamois exist among the ancient sources,
but they were recognized. Pliny (Natural History 8.214), for example,
describes the goat-like similarities of these species, marvelling at their
speed and agility. He further comments on the enormous, razor-sharp horns
of the ibex, and the manner in which it catapults and locks horns when
challenging other ibexes. The occasional specimen dots zooarchaeological
samples from ancient sites in designated areas, but numbers are dwarfed by
other taxa. Both types seem inconsequential overall to ancient life.

Wild Cat (Felis sylvestris) and Lynx (Lynx lynx)
Wild cats and lynxes typically inhabit forest and scrubland zones. Varieties
of wild cats existed throughout the Mediterranean in antiquity, but their
status and distribution are difficult to determine, largely owing to their poor
representation across archaeological sites, and to their osteological overlap
with domestic cats. Cats typically seek places removed from humans in
which to die (Lentacker and De Cupere, 1994), so few might register across
archaeological sites. Domestic cats were exploited as mousers and pets;
wild cats not so.

The lynx is a larger cat with a short tail and prominent ear tufts. It was
much rarer than the wild cat during antiquity, isolated, as Pliny (Natural
History 8.70, 8.72), tells us, to certain parts of the eastern Mediterranean,
areas of Iberia and Gaul, and North Africa. This distribution is largely
confirmed zooarchaeologically, with small samples of lynx bones reported
from sites in Gaul (Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 452) and southern Greece



(Trantalidou, 2000: 712). They were probably killed in protection of
animals, as opposed to any other practical reason. Pliny (Natural History
8.70) once mentions lynxes in relation to Roman games, but no clear
depictions of lynxes in this, or other contexts, exist among ancient
iconography.

Hedgehog
Several species of hedgehogs inhabit the Mediterranean: the European
hedgehog (Erinaceus europaeus) in western and northern Europe, the
eastern hedgehog (Erinaceus concolor) in parts of eastern Europe and
central Asia, and the Algerian Hedgehog (Erinaceus algirus = Atelerix
algirus). Each shares morphological and behavioural similarities, occupying
woodlands, gardens, and hedges. It is unlikely such varieties were
distinguished in antiquity. Although Aristotle (History of Animals 612b7)
alludes to a ‘pet’ hedgehog, ‘kept in the house’, this is surely a unique
event; the animal has little to offer that might be exploited culturally; indeed
Plautus (Captivi 1.2.184–5) mocks a hunter who trapped only a hedgehog
rather than a hare. Several medicinal and practical uses of hedgehogs are
noted, including use of their spiny hides for dressing cloth in the garment
industry (Pliny, Natural History 8.133–5). However, what was of greater
curiosity to the ancients about hedgehogs, and a metaphor for trickery and
defence, was their ability to roll into a ball and protect themselves with
outstretched spines (Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 3.10, 4.17, 6.24,
6.54). Hedgehogs rarely occur in zooarchaeological samples from ancient
sites, but scattered, isolated examples are recorded from across the
Mediterranean, including several finds from Pompeii (King, 2002: 426).

Porcupine (Hystrix cristata)
Porcupines inhabit forests, scrubland, rocky hillsides, and agricultural areas,
digging extensive burrows, often among rocks. Porcupines did exist in
Europe during the Pleistocene, but appear to have become extinct
throughout the continent in early Holocene times. They were subsequently
reintroduced into Sicily and southern Italy during late antique times, from
North Africa, where they were still widespread (Masseti et al., 2010).
Ancient authors recognized as much. Herodotus (Histories 4.192) lists



porcupines among Libyan fauna, while Pliny (Natural History 8.125) states
they were native to India and Africa. Once reintroduced, however, it seems
the species never spread further through Europe from these Italian and
Sicilian regions. Currently, it does not reside in other European zones. It has
never occurred in the eastern Mediterranean, the Balkans, or the Iberian
Peninsula in the Holocene.

Across the Mediterranean, presently, only two ancient sites, both in Italy,
have yielded porcupine bones. The earliest confirmed zooarchaeological
evidence for porcupines derives from the late Roman site of San Giovanni
di Ruoti, in Basilicata, southern Italy. The calibrated 14C date range for
porcupine remains tested from this site is 560–720 AD (94.2% probability)
(MacKinnon, 2002: 73). The range here matches that for the Crypta Balbi
site in Rome, where a porcupine specimen had been dated (through
stratigraphic relationships and not 14C) to the seventh/eighth century AD
(Masseti et al., 2010). Interestingly, the Crypta Balbi case showed cut
marks on a distal humerus bone, providing evidence for human exploitation
of porcupine, perhaps as food or in the acquisition of quills or other
resources. The ancient sources list several pharmaceutical purposes for
porcupine, many interchangeable with the hedgehog, suggesting the two
taxa may not always have been distinguished in antiquity. Pliny (Natural
History 29.107) recommends using the ash of hedgehogs and porcupines,
mixed with honey, to treat skin conditions. Porcupine quills were also used
in oral care, as toothpicks and dental scrapers, it seems (Pliny, Natural
History 30.27). The belief that porcupines could shoot their quills in
defence when threatened is repeated among several ancient authors,
including Aristotle (History of Animals 623a33), Pliny (Natural History
8.125), and Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 1.31).

Badger (Meles meles)
Fairly commonly distributed over most of Europe and the Mediterranean
(but absent from a number of Mediterranean islands), badgers are nocturnal
animals that inhabit woodland areas, often near pastures. They can be
occasional pests to gardens, crops, and small livestock, but are usually shy
and solitary. Badger bones periodically occur among ancient sites, but
particularly those in rural settings. They are also relatively more common
among northern European locales (Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 453), in part



probably due to habitat preferences and degree of forest cover. They were
probably not hunted; indeed, in one of only a few ancient references to the
animal, Martial (Epigrams 12.48) mocks a huntsman who proudly brought
home a badger. The incorporation of badger bones into a number of ancient
sites probably represents post-depositional burrowing and intrusion, rather
than any specific cultural use. Representations of badgers in ancient
iconography are unknown.

Marten
Martens are small cat-sized carnivores that typically live in forests and
woodlands. Two types currently populate the Mediterranean area: the beech
(or stone) marten (Martes fiona) and the pine marten (Martes martes). The
beech marten is slightly larger, on average, and more abundant, but absent
from Sicily and western Mediterranean islands. It is frequently found close
to human habitation, where it feeds on rats, mice, and occasionally
domestic fowl. It can be a pest, sometimes inhabiting and causing damage
to buildings. Interestingly, Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 11.19)
alludes as much, noting that martens leave when a house is near ruins. Pine
martens are found principally in Italy, Sicily, Corsica, and Sardinia; they are
currently absent from much of the southeastern and western Mediterranean.
Remains of stone marten were identified from a handful of sites, both
prehistoric and antique, in places such as Italy (MacKinnon, 2004) and
Turkey (De Cupere, 2001: 52). Presumably these represent natural deaths,
given their tiny numbers, although hunting or predator control cannot be
ruled out.

Stoat (Mustela erminea), Weasel (Mustela nivalis),
and Polecat (Mustela putoris)
These three members of the weasel family occur in many different kinds of
habitats, such as woodlands, fields, and meadows, living in underground
burrows or hollow trees. They feed mainly on small rodents, but also on
birds, lizards, and amphibians. The weasel and stoat are similar in size and
appearance, the latter with a longer and black-tipped tail. Stoats are
currently restricted to northern Europe and Asia, but may have inhabited
parts of the Mediterranean during antiquity. The weasel, however, is prolific



across the Mediterranean region, and presumably the animal referenced in
ancient texts and iconography. Polecats are larger than weasels, and
restricted, geographically, to the western Mediterranean.

Depictions of weasels in ancient iconography are rare, and sometimes
ambiguous. They are, however, predominantly mentioned in Greek and
Roman texts, from very early times as well, as effective hunters of mice and
other vermin. They appear to be exploited, to a larger degree, in this
capacity, during the Roman period (Petronius, Satyricon 46; Pliny, Natural
History 29.60), assuming pest-control duties prior to the use of the cat,
which was cleaner and friendlier, in this regard. Occasionally, traps were set
for the animals and their fur used, but weasel meat was not eaten (Keller,
1909: 164–71).

Weasel bones have been identified among a range of sites across the
ancient Mediterranean, especially in more northerly regions (Audoin-
Rouzeau, 1993: 454), but typically not more than a few specimens per site.
No marked temporal patterns emerge within this small pool of data to
investigate any shift in use for the weasel coincident with broader
dissemination of cats across the Mediterranean during Roman times.
Moreover, as yet, no definitive remains of the domestic weasel (i.e., the
ferret, Mustela furo) have been identified from an ancient Mediterranean
site, although possible ones may exist in some northern Roman sites
(Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 454). Distinguishing between the weasel and
ferret, however, is difficult osteologically.

Beaver (Castor fiber)
The European beaver is the largest rodent in Europe, reaching weights of up
to 35 kg. It was more widely dispersed throughout Europe during prehistory
and antiquity, but has since become extinct from most Mediterranean
locales, and is now largely confined to northern regions. Beavers were
known in antiquity. Pliny (Natural History 47.109) describes its
appearance, commenting particularly on its soft fur and beaver-oil, both of
which were exploited, as well as recognizing the animal’s distinctive teeth
and fierce bite. Zooarchaeological finds of beaver have been reported from
a number of sites in northern Europe (Audoin-Rouzeau, 1993: 447), but are
extremely rare from Mediterranean contexts, and currently restricted to a
few Roman contexts in northern Italy. While the broader Mediterranean



zone, in general, does not afford the best habitat for the beaver, their dearth
among sites may suggest localized extinctions during prehistoric times,
with few beavers around during antiquity.

Bats
More than twenty different species of bat currently inhabit the broader
Mediterranean. Ranges overlap, as do distinguishing skeletal features. Bats
are largely ignored in the ancient texts and in artistic works. Strabo (16.1.7)
notes the region of Borsippa abounds in bats, larger than types elsewhere,
and evidently caught and salted for food. Herodotus (Histories 3.110) refers
to the shrill shrieking sounds bats produce. Pliny (Natural History 29.89,
30.143) notes use of bat blood in medicine and as an aphrodisiac. Bats are
infrequently recorded from ancient sites, but are present across a broad
temporal and spatial spread of these, nonetheless.

MINOR WILD ANIMALS (AFRICAN-AND
ASIAN-SPECIFIC TAXA)

By far our greatest literary and iconographic account of Asian and African
animals during antiquity concerns the larger, exotic taxa. These were the
subject of great fascination among the ancients, leading in turn to vivid
(sometimes fanciful) descriptions of their habitats and behaviours in the
ancient texts. Among artistic depictions, Nilotic landscape scenes, and
representations of exotic animal hunting, capture, and display in
amphitheatre and circus games of Roman antiquity, provide our greatest
base of images for many of these taxa. Although technically falling within
parameters of Mediterranean fauna, African and Asian ‘exotics’ arguably
represent special cases, given that many were rarely exploited as food or
work animals in their natural setting, at least by ancient Greeks or Romans.
Many of these exotic species (e.g., lion, tiger, leopard, elephant, giraffe,
hippopotamus, rhinoceros, monkeys, apes, hyena, jackal) are considered in
greater depth elsewhere in this volume. Nevertheless, it is important to add
that the ancients did have an impact on the distribution and population size
of a number of these taxa, severely reducing populations in many areas,
even causing local extinctions, as in the case of lions in northern Greece



and parts of North Africa. Over-hunting and habitat destruction are
probably to blame. Bones of exotic taxa are extremely rare across ancient
archaeological sites, so there is little zooarchaeological information to
assess their status (MacKinnon, 2006).

The following selection represents taxa that occur with greater regularity
in the zooarchaeological database among ancient sites in the Mediterranean,
but that are restricted in their distribution to Asia and Africa. Although
some may have been exploited for show and spectacle purposes in
antiquity, each also shared a relationship with humans outside of these
domains, be this in an economic or ecological sense.

African Wild Ass (Equus africanus) and Asian
Wild Ass = Onager (Equus hemionus)
Although wild African and Asian donkeys were captured for arena games
during Roman antiquity, they were also exploited locally (and sometimes
abroad) as foodstuffs. Pliny (Natural History 8.174) calls them a delicacy.
Several bones of these taxa are noted from ancient sites in parts of Africa
and Asia, but they are very rare. Moreover, none shows butchery traces that
might indicate consumption. Problems of distinguishing types of equids
osteologically, including wild and domestic varieties, hinder firm
assessments, however. Incidentally, the European wild ass (Equus
hydruntinus) lived in Anatolia in prehistoric times, a distribution confirmed
zooarchaeologically, but by the beginning of Classical times this species
had largely disappeared from the region and across the broader European
Mediterranean zone as well.

Egyptian Mongoose (Herpestes ichneumon)
The Egyptian mongoose is similar in build to the marten, but larger and
more slender. It currently inhabits areas of eastern and central Africa, Asia
Minor, the Maghreb, and southwest Spain. Its distribution in antiquity,
however, probably did not extend into Spain, given that no confirmed finds
are recorded from ancient Iberian sites. The occasional mongoose bone has
been recorded among African and Near Eastern sites, however, and the
animal occurs in Nilotic images (Toynbee, 1973: 91). The mongoose is
typically connected with Egyptian religion, notably the cult of Isis (King,



2002: 429), but it was also occasionally used in pest control, killing snakes
and other vermin (Pliny, Natural History 8.87–8; Strabo, 17.1.39).

Gazelle
The typical gazelle referenced in the ancient texts and depicted in ancient
art is the dorcas gazelle (Gazella dorcas), although other varieties,
including addra gazelle (Gazella dama) and mountain gazelle (Gazella
gazella) were also known. Within the ancient world, gazelles typically
occupied pre-desert, savannah regions of North Africa, the Maghreb, the
Sahara, and Saudi Arabia, spreading further into Ethiopia as well. Aelian
(Characteristics of Animals 10.23, 10.25, 14.14, 17.31) lists a similar zone
for the species; however, it was doubtless more prevalent and extensive in
these regions during antiquity. Numbers today are much reduced. The
animal holds a dual status. On the one hand, gazelles were captured for
spectacles and game parks in antiquity, and exported in this regard,
although currently no gazelle bones have been identified from any ancient
sites in Europe. On the other hand, some were probably hunted for food and
sport within their native habitats. Relatively high frequencies of gazelle
bones at the Roman farm site of Wadi-el-Amud, in Libya, suggest
concentrated exploitation. The fact that the majority of these gazelles were
adult and similar in age might imply a fairly close cultural relationship,
possibly semi-domestication of the species (Clark, 1986: 59), in this area.
Elsewhere, among sites in North Africa and the Near East, gazelle appear
rather frequently, but rarely account for more than a small percentage of
zooarchaeological finds at individual sites. The impression here is that they
were only occasionally hunted across most of the ancient world where they
occurred. They do appear in hunting scenes in Roman art. As for the semi-
domestication of the species, the animal is rather timid and small in size,
characteristics that made it suitable as a children’s pet (Martial, Epigrams
13.99), but such a practice was probably rare.

RATS, MICE, AND OTHER MICROFAUNA

Dormice



Four species of dormice are represented in the broader Mediterranean
context: the larger, grey, edible dormouse (Glis glis) and the smaller, hazel
dormouse (Muscardinus avellanarius) occur across most regions, save for
Iberia; the similarly-sized garden dormouse (Eliomys quercinus) and forest
dormouse (Dryomys nitedula) reside in western and eastern regions of the
Mediterranean respectively. All varieties commonly inhabit woodland
areas, but garden dormice and edible dormice may also venture into
orchards, gardens, and scrub. Dormice are generally quite common, but not
normally pests.

Although all dormice may be eaten, the edible dormouse was considered
a delicacy during Roman times. It becomes very fat after hibernating and is
known to reach weights up to 250 grams. There are numerous references to
dormice in the ancient texts, predominantly as a foodstuff. Apicius (9.1.1)
provides a recipe for stuffed dormouse; Petronius (Satyricon 31.10)
describes a variation of them served with honey and poppy seeds. Special
jars with internal ramps and breathing holes were used to contain and fatten
the animals (Varro, De re rustica 3.15.1–2).

Dormice bones appear across ancient sites in small quantities, principally
in elite Roman sites, typically rural villas. They are very rare, and
presumably unimportant, in Greek contexts. Their recovery, as with most
microfauna, however, largely depends on effective sieving campaigns in
bone retrieval. Although it is possible that the dormice identified among
sites were eaten, no cut marks are noted that might directly indicate this.
Some may have even perished naturally while hibernating in suitable
hideouts or burrows around sites.

Moles, Shrews, Voles, Field Mice, Gerbils,
Jerboas, and other Microfauna
A huge and diversified category, this greater pool of microfauna contains
species that inhabit sites from forests and fields (e.g., shrews, mice, and
voles) to savannah and semi-desert landscapes (e.g., gerbils and jerboas).
Distributions are obviously tied to availability of preferred habit, nocturnal
or diurnal lifestyles, competition with other taxa, and other ecological
variables. Humans have played a role in reducing the numbers of these taxa
through habitat destruction, but none appears to have been exploited to any
degree by the ancient Greeks or Romans. They are inconsequential across



lines of evidence. Ancient texts offer some natural historical and zoological
details (e.g., habits, locations, appearance), but, depending on the taxa,
often reference microfauna as pests to crops or stored goods, or as a general
nuisance (if the animal bites or squeaks). Microfauna are rarely shown in
ancient iconography, and what is depicted is typically generic.
Zooarchaeological evidence is equally minimal, and contingent on
enhanced recovery schemes among sites, as well as sound understanding of
animal burrowing and other post-depositional complications affecting
assemblages. The available pool of data is too fragmentary to assess
patterns of species distribution, migration, and other parameters;
nevertheless, a range of microfauna has been reported across the entire
ancient Mediterranean.

House Mouse (Mus musculus) and Black Rat
(Rattus rattus)
The house mouse and black rat are here considered separately from other
microfauna because of their commensal relationship with humans. The
distribution and spread of these two taxa, in particular, is often associated
with urbanization and human movements. There is evidence that during the
last millennium BC, the Phoenicians and Greeks were responsible for the
spread of the house mouse (Mus musculus) into the western Mediterranean,
while the Romans themselves appear responsible for importing and
dispersing the black rat (Rattus rattus), among other pests, throughout their
Empire (Cucchi and Vigne, 2006).

Bones of house mice are recorded from Classical Greek excavations, but
do not appear in Italy until the later Republic (King, 2002: 435). Artistic
and textual references allude to as much. The popular ‘unswept floor’
mosaic from Rome, in which a house mouse is shown, is Hellenistic in style
(Toynbee, 1973: 204), while the animal is not specifically mentioned in
Italy until this time (Pliny, Natural History 8.103, 8.221). Once embedded
in the western Mediterranean, house mice establish a strong footing in
urban locations, displacing other types of mice. In Pompeii, for example,
zooarchaeological evidence registers a rise in house mice and a concomitant
decline in wood mice (with which the house mouse competes) coincident
with the intensification of urbanization in the city (King, 2002: 435).



Similar patterns surface across other urban centres in the western
Mediterranean.

The situation involving the black rat in antiquity is complicated. This
species is crucial in the spread of bubonic plague (microbes being
transferred via fleas carried by the rats), so its movement can help
illuminate patterns of disease transmission and plague epidemics during
antiquity. Clear and widespread archaeological evidence for rats in Greek
and Roman antiquity, be this in the form of rat gnaw-marks on other bones,
owl or other predator pellets containing rat pieces, or actual rat remains
preserved in situ, is piecemeal. Black rats are of eastern origin; a record of
them exists among early Near Eastern and Egyptian sites (Collins, 2002).
Their presence in fourth- to second-century BC levels in Corsica and among
second-century BC contexts from Pompeii and Minorca suggests
colonization of black rats into the western Mediterranean during Republican
times (McCormick, 2003), probably as stowaways on trading ships. Ancient
texts offer little temporal help, given that Classical sources often spoke
generically of mice and rats. Still, elements conducive to rat colonization
and expansion (e.g., increased trade and shipping; rising populations
densities and urbanization; poor sanitation), existed in many parts of the
ancient world, in turn promoting havens for rats. By late antique times, the
black rat is common across large areas of the western Mediterranean, and
may be linked with plague outbreaks that affected much of the area at this
time (King, 2002: 443).

BIRDS
The ancient Greeks and Romans identified and exploited a huge array of
birds. Space limitations here do not permit a detailed investigation of each
species; larger accounts of birds in ancient life, texts, and art can be found
in Keller (1909/13), Thompson (1936), Toynbee (1973), Pollard (1977),
Tammisto (1997), and Watson (2002).

Birds featured in numerous components of ancient life: diet, hunting,
sport, pets, ritual and cult, augury, magic, medicine, folklore, not to mention
the exploitation of feathers, dung, and other products. Depictions of them
span a vast array of temporal and spatial contexts, and media—sculpture,
painting, mosaic, etc. Key iconographical examples, in this respect, are
landscape and garden paintings that depict a variety of bird species. Such



images range from stylized pictures on ancient Greek vases to more realistic
depictions across Roman wall painting, such as the portrayal of birds in
some Pompeian household frescos, a number of which are displayed in such
detail that recognition to species level is secure (Watson, 2002: 358).
Aristotle and Pliny provide descriptions of many types of birds; poets and
other authors yield further evidence, especially as regards the social,
dietary, religious, metaphorical, and symbolic uses of birds in antiquity.

Assessing the introduction, range, and distribution of different bird types
in antiquity, on the basis of available textual, iconographical, and
zooarchaeological information is difficult. Reconstructions grow even more
complicated given the fact that many species are seasonal (usually winter)
visitors or passing migrants in a number of areas of the Mediterranean. By
far the most abundant record of data, across all three lines of evidence—
bones, texts, art—concerns relatively common and widespread taxa, such as
fowl (notably domestic fowl, but also pheasants, partridges, etc.), waterfowl
(e.g., ducks, geese), pigeons and doves, and some songbirds. Domestic fowl
were known in Mesopotamia by the end of the second millennium BC.
They spread into Anatolia during the Bronze Age, and subsequently during
the first millennium BC into the broader Mediterranean (De Cupere, 2001:
37). Once the species becomes established, bones of domestic fowl are
ubiquitous across ancient sites.

Partridges, pheasants, quails, and other fowl-like birds are also
commonly represented in zooarchaeological samples among ancient sites,
but in much smaller quantities than domestic fowl. These taxa were
frequently trapped or hunted. As a consequence populations of many have
been reduced and pushed to more marginal, scrub-zones since antiquity
(Watson, 2002: 363).

Ducks, geese, and other waterfowl were widespread across areas of the
Mediterranean during antiquity, as today. Ducks are frequently mentioned
in the ancient texts, commonly in relation to hunting, but also in reference
to raising them in captivity (Columella, De re rustica 8.15). The greylag
goose (Anser anser) is a resident in Mediterranean Europe and the
presumed ancestor of most domestic varieties of geese. Remains of ducks
and geese have been identified across numerous Greek and Roman sites
throughout the Mediterranean, but typically in very small quantities.

Herons and storks breed in various locations across the Mediterranean.
Isolated bones of these taxa occur among different sites as well.



Pigeons and doves were commonly distributed throughout the
Mediterranean during antiquity, inhabiting both rural and urban settings.
Both feral and domestic varieties were known, the latter often kept in
dovecotes or similar structures (Varro, De re rustica 3.7). Despite their
ubiquity, pigeons and doves feature poorly among zooarchaeological
assemblages from ancient sites, probably due to the small size of their
bones and recovery biases. Nevertheless, pigeon and dove bones are noted
among a range of places, indicating their constant exploitation during
antiquity.

Songbirds comprise a huge category, with numerous taxa described and
noted by the ancients. They typically feature as elite foodstuffs, caught or
collected in season. Some were even made available on the market, or
raised separately in aviaries. Although taxa as large as the raven and crow
and as small as finches and sparrows are recognized across many sites, none
registers in any significant quantities. Thrushes appear with some regularity,
perhaps suggesting their popularity, but available zooarchaeological
evidence is too fragementary to reconstruct any distributional patterns for
songbirds or to investigate scales of exploitation for them.

Lastly, ostriches are noted in ancient texts and art, some featuring in
games and shows. Ostrich bones and eggshells, although not abundant,
occur commonly among North African sites during Greek and Roman
times, and occasionally in Near Eastern contexts. Some even display saw
and cut marks suggestive of handicraft operations.

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS
Like birds and mammals, reptiles and amphibians further represent an
immense category as regards taxonomic abundance, with great variety in
the Mediterranean region alone. Unlike birds and mammals, however,
amphibians and reptiles are infrequently represented in ancient art and texts.
Most, in turn, were of little cultural value, save perhaps those exploited for
pharmacological, spectacle, or cult purposes.

In terms of the textual and iconographic record for antiquity, reptiles and
amphibians in the European Mediterranean context elicit less fascination
than more exotic representatives from Egypt, Africa, and India. Early
references to snakes appear in Homer’s epics. Aristotle provides accounts
of the anatomy and reproductive biology of amphibians and reptiles, noting



especially aspects about egg laying in tortoises and turtles (History of
Animals 536a8–20). Pliny outlines further information, notably about
snakes, but also about medicinal and pharmacological uses.

Depictions of reptiles and amphibians in ancient art are equally
dispersed. Most fall into two general categories: one in relation to religious
and symbolic beliefs; the other, as a means of decoration (Bodson, 2002:
328). Categories overlap, however, as in the case of serpentine
ornamentation in jewellery and cult objects, as well as images of snakes in
religious shrines, especially Roman lararia. Popular Nilotic scenes in
ancient art often featured crocodiles and other Egyptian reptiles and
wildlife.

Bones of reptiles and amphibians are rare among archaeological sites
across the ancient Mediterranean, largely owing to cultural biases in their
use, initially, and retrieval biases in excavation, subsequently. Tortoise
remains dominate within the category, Testudo hermanni in the west, and
Testudo graeca in the east. Tortoise shells were used to make objects such
as dishes and musical instruments. Tortoise meat was also consumed, but
minimally, and reluctantly, being used mainly for medicinal reasons (Pliny,
Natural History 32.32–40; Keller, 1913: 248). Some tortoise bones from
ancient sites bear cut marks. The occasional frog and toad bone typically
occurs among water-sieved samples, across the Mediterranean, a sign of
their relative ubiquity. Snakes are also identified, but extremely
infrequently, especially in relation to their larger prominence in ancient
texts and art.

FISH AND OTHER AQUATIC ANIMALS
The investigation of fish and sea animals of the ancient Mediterranean
region is also an immense topic, encompassing thousands of taxa. Space
restrictions inhibit detailing each here. Many are discussed elsewhere (e.g.,
Thompson, 1947; Reese, 2002), while fishing in antiquity, in general, is
outlined in chapter 3.3 of this volume. Two sea mammalian taxa, however
—whales and dolphins—are reported here, as each shared a somewhat
special status or appeal during antiquity.

Whale



Early Homeric Greek literature alludes to sea monsters and large fish in
rather general terms (Papadopoulos and Ruscillo, 2002: 209). Aristotle
(History of Animals 566b), however, is more specific in distinguishing
different varieties, notably whales and dolphins, in a natural historical
perspective. Subsequent Greek and Roman authors provide further details
and descriptions, including reports of sightings of various types of whales
in the Arabian Sea (Arrian, Indica 30.1–9), the Indian and Atlantic Oceans
(Pliny, Natural History 9.4–8), and the Mediterranean Sea (Dio Cassius,
75.16.5; Pliny, Natural History 9.14–15).

Several varieties of whales currently inhabit the Mediterranean. These
range in size from the fin whale (Balaeonoptera physalus) (up to 70
tonnes), to the sperm whale (Physter catodon) (up to 38 tonnes), to the
killer whale (Orincus orca) (up to 7.2 tonnes), down to Cuvier’s whale
(Ziphius cavirostris) (up to 4.5 tonnes) and the false killer whale
(Pseudorca crassidens) (up to 2.2 tonnes). A number of these taxa,
especially the larger ones, fall into endangered or threatened states. While
references to whales and other large sea life permeate ancient texts and
iconography, confirmed zooarchaeological finds for them among sites are
scarce. In most cases, materials were probably scavenged, locally, from
beached specimens, as opposed to any that were actively hunted. One rather
interesting specimen is a fragment of a scapula of a fin whale
(Balaeonoptera physalus) found in an Early Geometric well in the Athenian
Agora (Papadopoulos and Ruscillo, 2002). The bone, which had been
modified into a cutting surface, derives from an immature individual.
Further examples from sites of Classical antiquity include a whale vertebra
from excavations of the Minoan palace at Phaistos, and four sperm whale
vertebrae from the sixth/fifth-century levels at the Phoenician site of Motya
in Sicily (Papadopoulos and Ruscillo, 2002: 201–2).

Dolphin
Dolphins were regarded as rather sacred in antiquity, their intelligence,
devotion to humans, and streamlined beauty the subject of much textual and
iconographic material. They are portrayed among a variety of media across
time and space, from Minoan and Mycenaean wall paintings to Roman
sculpture. Within these works, they often occur as stylized and schematized
decorative motifs or minor elements, typically to denote a marine or



aqueous environment. Although the ancient Greeks and Romans did not
hunt the dolphin (no dolphin bones have been recovered from ancient sites),
only using them exceptionally in rare cases for medicinal purposes,
dolphins were actively hunted by the Thracians and Byzantians, adding to
their threatened condition in many parts of the Mediterranean and Black
Sea. Today, dolphin populations in these areas are quite depleted. Several
species currently inhabit the region. The common dolphin (Delphinus
delphus) and striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoablus) each has a long beak
and distinctive banding. As the more abundant taxon, notably in the
Mediterranean, the common dolphin was probably the prominent example
featured in antiquity. The bottle-nosed dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) also
inhabits parts of the Mediterranean, and was once very abundant in the
Black Sea. It can be distinguished from the other forms above by its shorter
beak and lack of distinct body markings.

SUGGESTED READING
For broad overviews of animals in antiquity, drawn principally from
assessments of the ancient textual and/or iconographic evidence, see Keller
(1909/13), Jennison (1937), Toynbee (1973), Dumont (2001), and Kalof
(2007). Within this pool, Pollard (1977) and Thompson (1936) consider
birds, specifically; Thompson (1947) catalogues ancient fish. MacKinnon
(2007) provides an extensive bibliography of zooarchaeological reports for
ancient sites. Studies combining various lines of evidence—faunal, textual,
artistic—in the investigation of ancient animals of the Mediterranean
include: Audoin-Rouzeau (1993) for Europe in general; Trantalidou (2000)
for the Bronze Age Aegean; MacKinnon (2004) for Roman Italy; De
Cupere (2001) for sites in Turkey; Collins (2002) for the ancient Near East;
and various papers on Pompeian fauna in the volume edited by Jashemski
and Meyer (2002).
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CHAPTER 10

INSECTS

RORY EGAN

INTRODUCTION
IT is both convenient and consistent with ancient practice to include among
‘insects’ such animals, excluded from the Linnaean class Insecta, as
arachnids, worms, wood-lice, leeches, millipedes, and scorpions. The
insects of record have a Greek and Latin nomenclature in excess of five
hundred terms, some with only ephemeral or localized currency or
redundant, inconsistent, or imprecise application. By whatever measure, the
insects in ancient Mediterranean lands, as in virtually every terrestrial place
and time, were the most numerous and diverse non-microbial animals.
Their number, variety, and ubiquity generated a corresponding frequency
and complexity in the records of human culture from Neolithic times
through to the end of antiquity. The record also reveals a wide range of
human perceptions and reactions: fear, revulsion, affection, bemusement,
mystification, scientific curiosity, aesthetic appreciation, and utilitarianism.
Human interaction with insects occupies two general and interlocking areas
of interest: the realm of biophysical reality and the abstract world of
aesthetics, fantasy, and metaphysical speculation. The quantity and variety
of the material dictates, in a necessarily selective overview, notice of two
indispensable, well-indexed compendia of detailed information published a
generation ago: the books by Davies and Kathirathamby (1986; hereinafter
DK) and Beavis (1988).

DK and Beavis are complementary, not redundant or alternative
resources. Beavis, for instance, foregoes the complicated topic of honey
bees. DK is restricted to Insecta, while Beavis admits other small
invertebrates. DK includes general essays on such topics as literary and



artistic documentation and scientific history, whereas Beavis adheres
consistently to a catalogue format. The two also select their documentation
differently, Beavis favouring zoological, medical, veterinary, agricultural,
magical, and pharmaceutical writings; DK poetry, drama, philosophy, and
the visual arts, an interest represented in judiciously selected photographs.
DK, being specifically on Greek insects, entertains Latin data only
sporadically while Beavis, although slighting poetic documents and related
scholarship, is fully attentive to Latin technical writers. Together, these
books provide copious leads to ancient documentation and to earlier
scholarship, including modern entomological literature, and they
sometimes, with varying degrees of conviction, identify species according
to Linnaean nomenclature. DK also frequently cites non-classical literary
and folkloric analogues. Some matters fall into cracks left by the authors’
different predilections and purposes. Unmentioned, for instance, are the
spider-woman Arachne (a non-Insectum attested only in Latin) and some
splendid insect imagery from Virgil’s Aeneid. Fortunately, for Latin poetry,
commendable articles by Sauvage (1970) and Rocca (1985) fill many gaps.

Where the material record is concerned, prior neglect of Graeco-Roman
Italy is partly remedied by Larew’s chapter (2002) on materials buried by
Vesuvius, a pioneering work on Mediterranean archaeoentomology.
Another such contribution, on broader chronological and geographical
bases, is Panagiotakopulu’s (2000) seminal monograph. Both Larew and
Panagiotakopulu mark departures from traditional archaeological
indifference to insect remains at Classical sites.

CLASSIFICATION, DEFINITION, AND
‘CLASSICAL ENTOMOLOGY’

Ancient taxonomic initiatives are most apparent in works by the
encyclopedic Aristotle, who established elementary criteria and
terminology with the term entoma (History of Animals 487a32), ‘incised (or
grooved) animals’, later calqued by Latin insecta. Aristotle further defines
entoma as a sub-category of what he calls anaima, bloodless creatures
(Generation of Animals 721a32). Elsewhere (History of Animals 523b17–
18), though, by explicitly naming centipedes and millipedes among entoma,
he gives the term wider application than the now-standard criterion of



tripartite segmentation would allow. The distinction traditionally accorded
Aristotle as history’s first entomologist is qualified nowadays (Bodson,
1983; DK: 16–28; Crane, 1999: 581–2) by critics who emphasize the extent
to which his zoological writings mingle ideology, folk belief, and hearsay
with accurate observations on anatomy, physical functions, and ethology. A
lingering consequence of Aristotle’s perceived primacy in entomology is a
tendency to view as derivative the commonplace misconceptions that he
records (on spontaneous generation of larval or adult insects, for example,
or on eggs as larvae) while attributing his accurate information to his own
investigations. In reality, though, the pre-Aristotelian record indicates, amid
many casual, confused, and fanciful observations, considerable careful and
serious empirical and theoretical study, often with practical applications.
Evidence of earlier disciplined investigation is widely scattered over time
and numerous literary and archaeological contexts. Notable, for instance,
are beetle figurines from Bronze Age Crete in which a modern entomologist
(cited by Rutkowski, 1986: 89) discerns species-specific details. Also
revealing are Aristophanes’ caricatures in Clouds of experimental and
theoretical science: the complicated calculations of the flea’s leaping range
and the hypothesis on the mosquito’s entero-proctal sound-production.
Other instances are Aristophanes’ accurate parody (Knights 402–4) of bees
collecting and disgorging honey, or Plato’s detailed reflections in Phaedrus
of cicada metamorphosis. Such literary displays of knowledge presume
comprehending audiences more knowledgeable than the typical modern
layperson about insects and their ways.

From Hellenistic through to Byzantine times various writers on zoology
repeat or garble information found in Aristotle while occasionally adding
facts or figments without introducing new principles or investigative
techniques. While there is no extant work dedicated exclusively to insects,
several are noteworthy for the relative abundance of their entomological
content. Theophrastus, Aristotle’s associate and successor, frequently
discusses insects in connection with plants, his primary biological interest.
Nicander (second century BC) has left two didactic poems, one dealing
with venomous animals and one with poisons and antidotes, both mainly
derived from now-lost earlier works. Among Latin writers, Pliny the Elder
(first century AD) stands out for the quantity of information in Book 11 of
his Natural History. Noteworthy for similar reasons is the extensive



compilation of Aelian (second-third century AD) Characteristics of
Animals, a moralizing work that favours miracles and paradoxes.

LITERARY INSECTS
Modern consumers of the vast farrago of texts (augmented by the ever-
growing archaeological record) covering the biophysical and abstract
realms have varied motivations and interests, which are not served equally
by the same documents or approaches. If strictly expository documents are
usually straightforward, literary or dramatic writings often require that an
insect’s significance in narrative, plot, or action be teased out from a tissue
of metaphor, irony, and allusion, a process that is often facilitated by prosaic
documents such as lexicons and the exegetical comments of scholiasts.

The cast of insects in poetry and artistic prose is dominated by a select
group: ants, bees, wasps, and cicadas or other ‘singers’, stock characters of
literary entomology, whose prominence is owed to habits that invite
correlation with human behaviour. A salient case is the bee-woman, the
only admirable type among a catalogue of women defined by similarities to
animals in a poem by Semonides (seventh century BC). Other writers
exploited such human features as social organization (‘caste system’),
military prowess, engineering skills, apparent intelligence and altruism
(bees, wasps, and ants), or the musical virtuosity of cicadas (favorites of
Apollo and the Muses), grasshoppers, and crickets. The sound of bees, too,
combined with the sweetness of honey, suited them for musical imagery
and as metaphors for poetic inspiration. Observable metamorphosis, as with
cicadas and bees, also has its literary reflections, although, curiously, there
are few poetic instances of butterflies to balance their occasional visual
representation. Environment is another factor in the literary prominence of
bees, grasshoppers, and cicadas, which, as fixtures of the idyllic countryside
in summer, are essential to the milieu of pastoral literature.

Occasionally, insects dominate an entire work, as they do in
Aristophanes’ Wasps with its chorus of wasp-men jurors of appropriately
nasty disposition. Wasps is in other respects typical of Aristophanes’ entire
oeuvre, for the play’s insect menagerie also includes midges, hornets, and
beetles, while wasp imagery also occurs in Acharnians, Birds, Lysistrata,
and Wealth. Every extant Aristophanic play includes some insects; a
complete listing would include worms, spiders, bedbugs, clothes-moths,



caterpillars, mosquitoes, cock-chafers, flies, and cicadas, frequently in
imagery involving scurrility, invective, parody, or subversion of poetic
tradition. One pun (Clouds 710), for instance, matches Corinthians with
bedbugs (koreis). Notorious is the horse-sized, Pegasus-like dung-beetle of
Peace, which, amid scatological and olfactory allusions, conveys Trygaeus
to his celestial meeting with Zeus. Also noteworthy is the farcical
suggestion (Acharnians 918–26) that an incendiary device, lamp-wick
affixed to water-beetle, might be floated into the Athenian dockyards to
sabotage the fleet. A final example from Wealth sees Poverty answering the
impoverished Chremylus’s complaint about the fleas, mosquitoes, lice, and
bedbugs that attend her (537–41). Poverty boastfully contrasts her keen and
waspish attendants with the slovenly associates of Wealth (557–61).

The comedic propensities of insects (Conti Bizarro, 2009) persist,
somewhat muted, for centuries, as Plautus’s Curculio (Latin for ‘weevil’)
demonstrates. The title is metonymically pervasive, being the name of a
human ‘parasite’ (a stock figure in Roman comedy), as voracious as his
entomological correlative. But Curculio also features a complexity of other
insect motifs. So the amorous Phaedromus carries a candle, sweetly
produced by bee-lets, on a nocturnal quest to redeem his ‘sweet little honey’
(10–11) from a pimp whose type Weevil-Man (Phaedromus’s accomplice)
likens to flies, mosquitoes, bedbugs, lice, and fleas (500). Another principal
character is Lyco, the grasping banker, whose name connotes the predatory
‘wolf’ spider. The characters, then, include Weevil-Man, Spider-Man, the
verminesque pimp, who resembles the spider’s prey, and, indirectly, little
bees.

In Ode to a Fly the Greek satirist Lucian encomiastically catalogues the
familiar attributes of the universal pest. The noble cicada is honouree of
another, doubtless more sincere, laudatory poem from the Imperial period,
Anacreontic Ode 34. A mosquito has the title role in Culex, a mock epic
attributed to Virgil. The culex, after being killed by a shepherd, reports from
the Underworld to his slayer through a dream. The fourth book of Virgil’s
Georgics, ostensibly a didactic poem on apiculture, treats the republic of
bees as a paradigm of human society. An Eastertide sermon by an early
Christian named Asterios the Sophist features the cicada’s emergence from
the ground as a nymph, its subsequent moulting, temporary whiteness, and
wing-deployment in an extended metaphor for the resurrection of Christ
and baptismal renewal (Egan, 1995). Centuries earlier, Plato’s Phaedrus



implicitly likened the same attributes to the emergence and perfection of the
winged soul of the philosopher. The cicada actually has a generally
conspicuous role in the Phaedrus (Egan, 2004), contributing to its pastoral
ambience, and also to its symbolic language when the interlocutor Socrates,
while speaking intelligible Greek, mimics the insect’s sound.

Individual epigrams of the Greek Anthology, dirges or encomia, feature
crickets, locusts, and cicadas. Some such epigrams are ludic exercises,
responses to the poetic challenge of dealing innovatively with traditional
themes, but some were possibly prompted by genuine emotion; we do know
from Theocritus’s reference to a ‘cricket-cage’ that stridulating insects
could be kept as pets or amusements. One notable epigrammatist is the
poetess Anyte (c.300 BC), whose several animal epitaphs include one for a
grasshopper and another for a grasshopper and a cicada (AP 7.189, 190).
Another virtuoso of the genre is Meleager of Gadara (first century BC),
who, as compiler of an earlier anthology, preserved many insect poems by
predecessors and added his own, including an elaborate pair of epigrams in
which a cicada and a cricket exchange complimentary remarks on each
other’s musicality (Egan, 1988). Reminiscent of Plato’s Socrates, each
insect ‘sings’ with imitative verbal sound effects.

Insect protagonists appear frequently in moralizing fables of the Aesopic
type, often accommodating a lesson that hinges on the paradoxical success
of a small creature’s clever resourcefulness over the raw strength of a larger
one. Occasionally, though, the fable pits two insects, such as an ant and a
beetle, against each other. One famous fable sets the industrious and
responsible ant against the hedonistic cicada, whose summertime idling
leads to wintertime hunger and an appeal to the provident but
unsympathetic ant. With their focus on insects as types or paradigms of
human virtues and vices and their consequences, the fables have much in
common with other literary appearances of insects, including several of
those cited above. In fact, Plato’s Phaedrus contains its own, apparently
original, fable-like account of the cicadas’ metamorphosis from humans
whose devotion to the Muses caused them to neglect the practicalities of
eating and drinking.

Several insects owe their literary appearances to a fixed role in myth or
folklore. Frequently this involves human–insect metamorphosis and shared
physical or behavioural characteristics. So it is with the skilled weaver
Arachne, changed into a spider as punishment for arrogant emulation of



Athena/Minerva. In a more arcane literary context, the mythographer
Antoninus Liberalis (following a lost work of Nicander) tells of the
musician Kerambos, inventor of the tortoise-shell lyre, transformed into a
beetle called kerambyx. This creature’s head, with its prominent ‘horns’
(kerata), i.e., mandibles or antennae, resembled that type of lyre. Another
etymology-based story concerns the Myrmidons, Achilles’ army at Troy,
warriors as numerous as ants in a hill. These ant-men, as reported by the
Virgilian commentator Servius and several patristic writers, had an
eponymous ancestor fathered by Zeus/Jupiter who, disguised as an ant
(Greek myrmex or myrmidon), mated with the princess Eurymedousa. This
story is localized in Achilles’ native Thessaly, but a variant has Zeus
transforming ants into Myrmidons in Aegina, Achilles’ ancestral homeland.
Human–insect interaction also features in a story, often repeated in
Hellenistic literature but best represented by the Byzantine epigrammatist
Paulus Silentiarius (AP 6.54). It tells of a competition in lyre-playing at
Apollo’s shrine at Delphi in which one Eunomos (‘Good-Tune’) was
victorious, despite breaking a string, when a cicada sang in place of the
missing string. The grateful musician commemorated the cicada with a
bronze statue. Another story of human–insect collaboration features the
ingenuity of both parties. Daedalus, the technical genius who served King
Minos of Crete, when challenged to pass a thread through a conch shell,
tied the thread to an ant, which completed the task.

Most insect literary roles are relatively minor ones, being confined to
passing allusions or figures of speech. Still, readers’ encultured familiarity
with both reality and traditional suppositions made certain insects and their
ways available for economical use as emblems or tropes. Occasionally the
full significance of a reference is difficult or impossible to recover. So the
Latin epigrammatist Martial enigmatically connects an aged prostitute with
a cicada’s breast. Comparably inscrutable is St. Jerome’s advice, in a letter
counselling an adolescent female on chastity (Epistles 22.18), to be a
‘cicada of the night’. Elsewhere, plausible explanations present themselves.
So Archilochus, an early (seventh century BC) specialist in shrill poetic
invective, advises an adversary that he has grasped a cicada by the wing.
This, interpreters conclude, is a warning to expect loud, prolonged, and
angry poetic protestations. In numerous other instances the recovery of the
immediate and extended sense of an insect allusion is similarly feasible,
albeit sometimes quite complicated, even in the earliest poetry. So Homer’s



comparison (Iliad 16.641–4) of the Achaeans gathered around Sarpedon’s
corpse to flies around milk containers simultaneously evokes the hominess
of the dairy-barn and the repellent image of flies on a putrefying corpse, an
image described separately elsewhere in the Iliad (19.25–6). Similarly
multireferential is Homer’s comparison (Iliad, 3.146–52) of Priam and
other elderly Trojans chattering on the city wall to cicadas singing in tree-
tops. Readers might ponder the proverbial garrulity of old men, the high
pitch of their voices, or the myth of Priam’s brother, the mellifluous Trojan
prince Tithonus, beloved of the dawn-goddess, who changed him in old age
into a cicada. But the cicada’s idyllic intimations also offer a macabre
contrast with the martial scene that the elders observe in the plain below. A
final Greek example comes from late in Aeschylus’s Agamemnon (1492–3),
where the chorus, addressing the dying Agamemnon, virtually recapitulates
the entire play by briefly referring to a spider’s web, for Agamemnon has
been entrapped, literally in a piece of fabric, and figuratively in a lethal web
woven by Clytemnestra, who had long lain in wait for him.

With Plato in Greek and Virgil in Latin, insect imagery and symbolism
reached their fullest elaboration. Virgil frames Aeneas’s entire sojourn in
Carthage with two extended insect similes. As Aeneas approaches Carthage
he observes the Phoenicians busily constructing their new city. They are
likened to bees, as the poet who devoted hundreds of lines to bees in his
Georgics uses only seven (Aeneid 1.430–6) to evoke their principal traits as
industrious builders, food suppliers, political organizers, and military
operatives. While the bees’ immediate correlatives are the
Phoenicians/Carthaginians whose political, economic, and military
achievements they foretoken, those admirable insects must also evoke the
future Romans, successors of the Carthaginians, who were building
Carthage anew even as Virgil was writing. Later, as Aeneas and the
departing Trojans load their ships with provisions, they are likened to ants
moving vast heaps of grain with strength, discipline, and military efficiency.
Here again a few lines (Aeneid 4.401–7) epitomize the insects’ proverbial
virtues, and again those virtues are doubly relevant. The ants correspond to
Aeneas’s Trojans while also anticipating realities of Virgil’s day when the
lading of grain ships bound for Italy would be a frequent sight in a Carthage
rebuilt as the African entrepôt for the Roman grain industry.

SPIRITUALITY



The broad constellation of topics embracing religion, eschatology, and
psychology has been touched upon several times above. Aristotle, while
writing on the psyche (De anima 411b20, 413b20), actually allowed his
interest in insects to bridge, or blur, the divide between biology and
metaphysics. A similar linkage on the popular level is epitomized by the
fact that psyche means both ‘soul’ and ‘butterfly’ in Greek. That, combined
with the curious rareness of butterflies in literature, has prompted
suggestions of taboos relating to a belief in butterflies as souls of deceased
humans (a longstanding belief, worldwide). Striking graphic representations
of the butterfly as vital principle, in conjunction with human semen, appear
in various media over several centuries (illustrated in DK: 103–7). Perhaps
related are the anthropomorphic souls with butterfly wings depicted, among
other places, in a fresco of ‘Ezekiel and the dry bones’ in the late antique
synagogue at Dura Europos (Barasch, 2005: 15, 18).

The bees that featured for six centuries on the coinage of Ephesus must
have had symbolic associations with the cult of Artemis. Spiritual bees also
had a lengthy literary history. It begins with Homer’s reference (Odyssey
13. 102–6) to a cave, sacred to the nymphs, containing bees and jars of
honey. Centuries later the neo-Platonist philosopher Porphyry connected
Homer’s nymphs with bees and souls. In retrojecting, rightly or wrongly,
such a concept into the Homeric context Porphyry cited a now-lost play of
Sophocles that spoke, in patently apian imagery, of a humming swarm of
souls. Such conceits reappear more elaborately centuries after Sophocles in
the Underworld of Virgil’s Aeneid. There, Aeneas views, in a secluded
Elysian vale, thronging souls who await reincarnation. These souls are
likened (Aeneid 6.707–11) to bees flying about a flowery meadow. By
eschatologically linking souls, bees, and Elysium, Virgil apparently
complicates the image, because bees and Elysium already had a common
association with inspired poets (Horsfall, 2010). The well-attested
attribution of poetic inspiration to bees had, notably, contributed a
complicated sub-theme to Plato’s Republic (Liebert, 2010). That is not all,
though, for bees are also associated with prophetic inspiration, as strikingly
exemplified by the identification of Apollo’s prophetess at Delphi as
Melissa or ‘Bee’. So Virgil’s Elysian bees emphasize that Aeneas, guided
by another Apolline prophetess, the Sibyl of Cumae, is essentially on an
apocalyptic tour through the Roman future.



VISUAL REPRESENTATIONS
The several two- or three-dimensional representations of insects mentioned
above are among hundreds surviving from the millennia between the
Bronze Age and medieval times. In fact Greek and Roman coin types with
insects number in the hundreds by themselves, showing, in addition to
famous Athenian cicadas and Ephesian bees, beetles, grasshoppers, flies,
mantises, dragonflies, and scorpions from other cities. As with coins, most
other representations of insects are appropriately miniature, even those set
in large contexts such as the frescoed grasshoppers in the Villa of Poppaea
at Oplontis or the marble ants, bees(?), cicadas, and grasshoppers carved on
the Eumachia frieze in the forum at Pompeii (Larew, 2002: 319–24).

Conspicuous among Bronze Age survivals is the celebrated gold pendant
(DK: 61), discovered near Mallia in Crete, with two hymenopterans
(whether bees or wasps remains controversial) affrontant and arched so as
to encircle a round honeycomb. Complex religious symbolism has been
attributed to this item (Bloedow and Björk, 1989). Less spectacular, but no
less arresting, are the aforementioned beetle figurines, replete with
modelled dung-balls, also from Minoan Crete. These ensembles, especially
considering their cultic setting on a mountain-top, invite speculation
relating to the religious associations of Egyptian scarabs. Other Bronze Age
items include a golden butterfly and ten golden cicada nymphs on golden
chains from a grave at Mycenae (Schliemann, 1878: 204–5). Since the
wingless nymphal cicadas seldom appear in art, and only momentarily in
life (between emergence from underground and before ecdysis and wing
deployment), their funerary and subterranean provenance suggests a
prehistoric anticipation of notions attested repeatedly centuries later;
Thucydides, as Schliemann observed, wrote of early Athenians wearing
golden cicadas as hair ornaments, symbols of their ancestral emergence
from the earth, and the same Athenian symbolism accounts for the
emblematic cicada on Athenian coinage. It was perhaps only a few years
after Plato used cicadine metamorphosis as a paradigm for the development
of the human soul that a Greek burial in southern Italy included an elaborate
ornament, now in the Metaponto archaeological museum (Gore and
Brimberg, 1994: 24–5). This is a metal crown fitted with models of
grasshoppers and cicadas. Centuries later, and two millennia after the
Mycenaean burial, Asterios’s cicadas symbolized Christian rebirth.



In another medium, but analogous to the insect-epigrams in their playful
aspects, are the numerous miniature glyptic representations on gems or
metal jewellery of insects, some partially anthropomorphic, engaged in
human activities: playing musical instruments, dancing, fishing, or riding in
chariots. There are more realistic, albeit relatively rare, renderings of insects
painted on vases, sometimes in narrative contexts, sometimes as free-
standing devices (DK: passim with photographs). Particularly notable is a
unique moulded cicada centred in a phiale (ritual cup) from a fifth-century
Athenian tomb, suggestive in its funereal context of the insect’s well-known
associations with immortality or resurrection (Williams, 2006: 311–3).

PRODUCTS AND APPLICATIONS
Honey, being practically the only available dietary sweetener, is the most
important insect-related commodity of antiquity. By some point in
prehistory, bee-keeping, traditionally initiated by the mythical culture-hero
Aristaeus, developed from earlier harvesting of wild honey. Bronze Age
evidence includes Linear B references to bee-keepers and honey stewards
(Chadwick, 1973: 134, 560), inscribed Hittite laws related to bee-rustling
(Crane, 1999: 173–4), and physical remains of apiary equipment.
Throughout antiquity the pragmatics of apiculture claimed careful study,
reflected in instructional writings. The whole topic with its diverse literary
and archaeological documentation is comprehensively treated in worldwide
historical context by Crane (1999: 184–209). Her compilation is now
supplemented, particularly on earlier phases and archaeological data, by
Aravantinos (1985) and by Panagiotakopulu (2000: 95–103). A second
important apicultural product is beeswax (Crane, 1999: 524–38), with its
plethora of domestic and technological applications: lighting, adhesives,
cosmetic and medicinal ointments, metal-casting, water-proofing, polishes,
and encaustic painting.

Other practical insect products include silk and dyes. Although
Mediterranean sericulture utilizing oriental moths began only in Byzantine
times, there is a tradition about silk products, either from indigenous moths
or imported silk, being introduced centuries earlier on Cos, and
Panagiotakopulu (2000: 69–94) even posits a Bronze Age silk industry,
citing archaeological evidence from Santorini including one fossilized



cocoon of an indigenous moth. Among ancient dye sources (Beavis, 1988:
110, 216) were red scale insects and black, insect-generated plant-galls.

Instructional writings in poetry and prose document numerous internal or
external applications of living or dead insects with real or putative efficacy
for the prevention, cause (poisonous), cure, or alleviation of illness or injury
in humans, beasts, and plants. Leechcraft is perhaps the most familiar
practice here, but, as sundry entries in Beavis (1988) and Panagiotakopulu
(2000) demonstrate, the ancients recorded a large array of insect amulets,
ointments, powders, and decoctions. Typical, or at least representative,
might be the burning of centipedes for fumigation against bedbug
infestations or applications of wood-lice prescribed to combat dozens of
internal and external ailments in humans and beasts. All of this invites
surmise about trafficking in insects or insect parts for use in magic,
medicine, veterinary science, pharmaceutics, or agriculture, particularly
since exotic sources and species are sometimes cited. In contrast, insects for
human consumption apparently had little importance among Greeks and
Romans themselves, although Aristotle and others write of cicadas as food,
and classical writers knew of locusts being consumed by foreigners such as
Parthians.

PESTS AND THEIR CONTROL
Ancient literature, artistic and technical, abounds with references to
annoying and harmful insects of types familiar to modern inhabitants of
temperate and sub-tropical zones. They might appear as swarms (locusts,
wasps, mosquitoes), ‘migrations’ (centipedes), or other major infestations
injurious to humans, livestock, trees, vines, standing crops, or stored
foodstuffs, but often as individual biters, stingers, or bloodsuckers.
Predictable and attested countermeasures include the use of fly-swatters,
netting, fumigation, insecticides, repellents, ointments, and apotropaic
rituals. Pliny (Natural History 11.106.1–4) reports such less conventional
measures as a levy of dead locusts imposed on Lemnian citizens and the
fostering of locust-eating jackdaws.

Panagiotakopulu (2000: 6–41) comprehensively reviews textual
(Egyptian, Greek, Latin) and archaeological evidence for infestation (and
control thereof) of stored cereal goods and pulses by beetles and other
insects. Her archaeological data, largely from Bronze Age Akrotiri on



Santorini, include fossilized insects. In the storage facilities for grain,
pulses, and flour she detects anti-insect designs in architecture and
containers.

CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES AND
SURVIVALS

The cultural history of insects from the Greek and Roman world extends far
in time and geography from its origins. Besides sharing generally in the
reception of classical literature, it occasionally attains special prominence.
The Anacreontic ode to the cicada, for instance, has been translated into
several vernaculars, notably by Goethe, Cowper, and Thomas Moore. The
fable of the ant and the cicada (erroneously transmuted into a grasshopper
in modern versions) has become one of the most conspicuous in the
Aesopic tradition. Under extraordinary circumstances Greek insects
inspired cross-cultural interest a little over a century ago when Lafcadio
Hearn, in lectures at Tokyo Imperial University, compared poems from the
Greek Anthology to Japanese insect poetry and popular tradition. Hearn
used the many similarities as a means of bridging Japanese and European
cultures while correctly observing that the Greeks provided more material
for comparison than any other Westerners, including the Romans. Hearn’s
copious writings on insects (Hearn, 1913; Lurie, 2005) feature many
oriental parallels to Greek notions of reincarnation and spirituality.

The later twentieth century saw several entomologists fostering, through
conferences and publications, ‘cultural entomology’, the humanistic study
of insects in civilization. In such endeavours (including a short-lived
journal, Cultural Entomology Digest, whose contents are now accessible at
the website www.Insect.Org) Greek and Oriental insects seem particularly
prominent. Of special interest for the cultural history of ‘singing’ insects in
antiquity are editorial labours by D.K.McK. Kevan, an ethnoentomologist
with special interests in ‘grigs’. Kevan amassed and annotated a
multivolume anthology (Kevan, 1974, 1978–85) with hundreds of ancient,
medieval, and modern insect poems in Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, Japanese,
Chinese, and other languages, all with English translations. Petropoulos’s
(1994) comparative study, intriguing for any entomophile, even if it might
overstrain the evidence, posits millennial continuity in popular culture by

http://www.insect.org/


tracing agrarian customs and songs from contemporary Greece and Cyprus
back into Archaic times, specifically with reference to a cicada passage in
Hesiod (Works and Days 582–8).
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CHAPTER 11

ANCIENT FISHING AND FISH
FARMING

GEOFFREY KRON

ALTHOUGH the subject of fishing was long neglected or under-emphasized
by Classicists, recent research has begun to document the great importance
of fish and shellfish in Graeco-Roman culinary culture, and the impressive
scale and sophistication of capture fisheries and fish farming in Classical
and Hellenistic Greece and late Republican Rome.

In marked contrast to the late nineteenth century, when fish consumption
was minimal, with annual per-capita consumption of fresh and preserved
fish in Italy at barely 1.8 and 1.1 kilos respectively (Istituto Centrale di
Statistica, 1965: 136–7, table 105), fish and seafood, along with wild game
and certain exotic spices, fruits, and vegetables, were fundamental to
Graeco-Roman notions of a luxurious diet (Blanck, 1980; André, 1981;
Larje, 1995; Kajava, 1999; Sahrhage, 2002: 143–51; Ervynck et al., 2003;
Papathomas, 2006; Mylona, 2008). Seafood figured prominently in
cookbooks (André, 1974; Olson and Sens, 2000) and in imaginative
literature (Dalby, 2000) from the days of Old Comedy (Davidson, 1997;
Wilkins, 2000), and played an important part in the diet of most wealthy
and many middle-income Greeks and Romans (Lehman and Breuer, 1997).
Access to fresh, and even live, fish carried considerable social cachet
(Martial, Epigrams 10.30; cf. Lafon, 2001: 310), and incorporating a
fishpond into one’s house or villa soon became an important symbol of
status. The gardens and courts of houses in Pompeii and Herculaneum have
yielded more than sixty structures plausibly identified as fishponds
(Higginbotham, 1997: 198, n. 257; Kron, 2008b: 211), and some of the
large peristyle houses at Ephesus dating from the Hellenistic to the Flavian
and Severan eras were furnished with concrete tanks, fed by freshwater



canals, and decorated with paintings of fish, many revealing the remains of
many fresh and sea fish well attested as being farmed or fished by the
ancients (Galik et al., 2010), and frescoes and mosaics featuring scenes of
seafood or of fishing feature very frequently in Greek and Roman
decorative art, in both luxurious and modest houses (Reese, 2002a; 2002b;
Bekker-Nielsen, 2002; De Caro and Boriello, 2002).

Fish was also incorporated in significant quantities into the diets of
ordinary people, including common legionaries (Davies, 1971), or even
quarry workers (Van der Veen, 1998). Although fish farming helped reduce
the cost of fresh fish for many consumers of modest means, for many
middle-income and most lower-income Greeks and Romans, preserved fish
or fish sauces were their primary source of cheap seafood. Archaeological
excavations have revealed vast deposits of fish bones (Desse and Desse-
Berset, 2000), while elaborate concrete vats and other remains of ancient
fish-processing plants have been found all along the coasts of Sicily, North
Africa, Spain, and even Brittany on the North Atlantic (Sahrhage, 2002:
76–9; Højte, 2005; Wilson, 2006), carefully designed to manufacture salt-
fish or fish sauce (Curtis, 1984, 1991, 2001: 317–21, 403–17, 2008: 385–6,
403–16) from the vast shoals of migratory pelagic fish such as mackerel,
anchovies, and sardines, which were both abundant enough for industrial
processing but not prestigious enough to be reserved in large numbers for
fresh fish markets. This industry has been extensively documented,
particularly in Spain and North Africa (Ponsich, 1988; Étienne, Makroun,
and Mayet, 1994; Étienne and Mayet, 1998, 2002; Trakadas, 2005; Pons
Pujol, 2006: 71–7, 2009: 97–124; Lagóstena, Bernal, and Aréval, 2007),
where such massive complexes as that at Lixus in Mauretania Tingitania
could process more than a million cubic metres of fish (Curtis, 2001: 411, n.
27), Troia I/II could handle 600,000, and factories with capacities of
100,000 cubic metres were not uncommon (Wilson, 2006). Tuna was the
most prized of these migratory fish, and its production was one of the most
highly organized ancient fisheries, well attested by literary, iconographic,
and some archaeological evidence (Dumont, 1976–7; Mastromarco, 1998;
Sternberg, 1998: 98–103; Sahrhage, 2002: 58–69; Shepherd and Dallai,
2003).

Graeco-Roman capture fisheries, ably analysed in a detailed brief
synthesis by Sahrhage (2002: 41–56), employed a vast range of techniques,
including most of those attested in contemporary world fisheries, and well-



informed sources argue that there were few advances over Roman methods
among those employed in Italy at the turn of the twentieth century (Del
Rosso, 1905: 26–7, 32–6, 61–70). The effectiveness of Graeco-Roman
methods (pace Gallant, 1985: 27) is not only clear from the analysis of the
methods used, but also from archaeological evidence, which documents, for
example, a distinct increase in the range of fish remains on Greek and
Roman sites in southern France, including benthic and pelagic species
rarely caught by the Celts (Sternberg, 1995, 1998, 2005: 247).

Ancient references for the huge range of ancient fishing techniques,
along with comparative evidence from the contemporary Mediterranean, are
listed in Kron (2008b: 207–10, table 8.5), so we need not sketch more than
a few of the more important or striking here. Net fishing was the most
important technique, occasionally from the shore (Oppian, Halieutica
3.124; 4.490–503; Sahrhage, 2002: 53, pl. 5 top; cf. Rhomdane, 1998: 74;
Gabriel et al., 2005: 439–40), but most often from a range of sea craft (pace
Gallant, 1985: 25), ranging from small skiffs (Bekker-Nielsen, 2002) to
ships of significant size (Bekker-Nielsen, 2002: no. 9; Sahrhage, 2002: 92,
pl. 4 top; Bekker-Nielsen, 2005b: 88). Literary sources, chance
archaeological finds, and representations on mosaics, particularly from
North Africa, allow us to document the many fishing vessels in common
use, both for fishing (Duval, 1949; Casson, 1965; Gianfrotta, 1999: 10–14,
with references; Boetto, 2007) and for transporting the catch live to market
or to the fishponds of houses and luxury villas of consumers (Boetto, 2006;
2008; Beltrame et al., 2011).

The principal methods of modern net-fishing are attested for the Greeks
or Romans, including the use of seines (Oppian, Halieutica 3.79–84,
4.468ff., 4.491–6; Alciphron, 1.13; 20; 21; Plutarch, Moralia 977f;
Sahrhage, 2002: 52–4; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 431–7), from beach, boat,
and even under ice (Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 14.26; Strabo,
7.3.18; Sahrhage, 2002: 55–6), trawls (Oppian, Halieutica 3.83; Homer,
Iliad 5.487; Trotta, 1990: 36–46, 1996: 231; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 392–
430), scoop or dip nets (Oppian, Halieutica 4.251; Sahrhage, 2002: 54, pl. 4
bottom; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 352–9), dredge nets (Mair, 1958: xliii-liv;
Trotta, 1990: 36–46, 1996: 231; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 377–89), verandah
nets (Oppian, Halieutica 3.98–116; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 257–61), falling
nets (Oppian, Halieutica 3.82; Aeschylus, Choephoroe 494), cast nets
(Oppian, Halieutica 3.80; Sahrhage, 2002: 54–5, figs. 3, 20, 29), and



gillnets (Oppian, Halieutica 3.577–95; Sahrhage, 2002: 54; cf. Gabriel et
al., 2005: 275–83).

A number of important methods of line fishing are also well-attested,
largely recreational methods such as pole and line fishing (Oppian,
Halieutica 3.74–5; Sahrhage, 2002: 17, fig. 3, 46, fig. 19, 47, fig. 21, 92, pl.
4 bottom; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 108–12), as well as more important
commercial methods such as troll (Oppian, Halieutica 4.78–125; Sahrhage,
2002: 49; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 121–6) and weighted lines (Oppian,
Halieutica 3.77; Cleyet-Merle, 1990: 169; Sahrhage, 2002: 45, fig. 18e–g),
and longline fishing, which, as I have highlighted elsewhere (Kron, 2008b:
205), has the great advantage of allowing hundreds or even thousands of
hooks to be set, on a series of shorter branch lines (snoods), linked to a
single main line.

Spears (Oppian, Halieutica 3.543–67; Sahrhage, 2002: 43–4, fig. 17,
18a–b; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 53–7, 60, 68–9), rip hooks (Oppian,
Halieutica 3.529–41; 4.439–49; Sahrhage, 2002: 49–51; cf. Gabriel et al.,
2005: 167–80) and other wounding gears (Sahrhage, 2002: 43–4; cf.
Gabriel et al., 2005: 53–82), poison (Oppian, Halieutica 4.640–84;
Sahrhage, 2002: 41–2; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 44–7), and terracotta pots
(Oppian, Halieutica 4.64–71; Gianfrotta, 1999: 21–2, figs. 11–13; cf.
Rhomdane, 1998: 66–7; Gabriel et al., 2005: 195–6), used by ancients and
moderns for trapping octopus (Rendini, 1997), were all employed and are
well-attested. We also have good evidence for the care taken by Graeco-
Roman fishermen in observing the habits of different fish and exploiting
this information in their fishing methods, adapting baits for each species
(Oppian, Halieutica 3.176–93, 443–528ff., 4.308f.; Sahrhage, 2002: 47–8),
and developing a range of lures (Rossi, 1990), from artificial flies (Aelian,
Characteristics of Animals 15.1; Sahrhage, 2002: 50–1; cf. Gabriel et al.,
2005: 146–7) to sexual lures (Oppian, Halieutica 4.127–46; Aristotle,
History of Animals 541a19; Sahrhage, 2002: 49; Gabriel et al., 2005: 154),
acoustic lures (Sahrhage, 2002: 56; Gabriel et al., 2005: 155–7), chum, and
various chemical lures (Sahrhage, 2002: 47–8; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 153–
4), as well as light (Plato, Sophist 220d; Pollux, Onomasticon 7.138;
Oppian, Halieutica 4.640-6; Quintus Smyrnaeus 7.569–76; Pliny, Natural
History 9.33; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 2.8; Sahrhage, 2002: 48;
cf. Apostolides, 1907: 40; Gabriel et al., 2005: 151–3).



Some mention should be made of the use of trapping barriers and fences
(Oppian, Halieutica 3.73–90, 342, 401; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals
12.43; McCann et al., 1987; cf. Gabriel et al., 2005: 220–1) and wooden
fish pots and fyke nets (Oppian, Halieutica 3.85–7, 3.338ff.; Aristotle,
History of Animals 534a11, b10; Silius, Punica 4.47; Pliny, Natural History
9.132; Plato, Laws 823e, Timaeus 79d; Theocritus 21.11; Pollux,
Onomasticon. 10.132; Anthologia Palatina 6.23; Sahrhage, 2002: 56–7; cf.
Apostolides, 1907: 51; Rhomdane, 1998: 67; Gabriel et al., 2005: 221–6),
often employed in connection with extensive fish farming, especially of
euryhaline species such as grey mullet, sea bass, and gilthead sea bream, in
natural lagoons, rivers, or canals, as demonstrated by McCann in her
excavations of Cosa (McCann et al., 1987: 35–43, 137–59). Such methods
were particularly important in Medieval Italian vallicoltura (De Angelis,
1959; Bevilacqua, 1987) and in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
Greek lagoon fishing (Apostolides, 1883; Guest-Papamanoli, 1986), until
supplanted by intensive fish farming in the late 1970s and 1980s.

The most striking evidence for the importance of seafood in Graeco-
Roman culture comes from the remarkable development of ancient fish
farming. Extensively described in the ancient sources (Varro, De re rustica
3.17.2–3, 6–7; Columella, De re rustica 8.17.12–3, 15; Pliny, Natural
History 37.2), fish farming reached a high stage of technical perfection,
developing techniques for spawning and rapidly raising to maturity a wide
range of maritime species, including the common eel, conger eel, moray
eel, several species of grey mullet, sea bass, gilthead sea bream, red mullet,
dentex, saddled sea bream, shi drum, the angler or monkfish, and the
rhombus, most likely either sole or turbot, many of which proved highly
suitable for cultivation, but are only rarely farmed, or only in small
quantities, today (Higginbotham, 1997: 41–53; Kron, 2008a: 179).
Freshwater ponds were even more common, so ubiquitous as to engender
widespread indifference (Varro, De re rustica 3.17.2–4), and fish remains
suggest that salmon, trout, carp, common bream, perch, tench, roach, and
even the tilapia (Kron, 2005a) were widely eaten, and many of these species
very probably farmed (Kron, forthcoming). Ancient aquaculture has
inspired considerable scholarly interest (Schmiedt, 1972; Giacopini et al.,
1994; Higginbotham, 1997; Salza Prina Ricotti, 1999: 119–50; Collin-
Bouffier, 1999; Lafon, 2001: 158–81, 308–13; Marzano, 2007: 47–63;
Kron, 2008a; Marzano and Brizzi, 2009; Marzano, 2010). The techniques



described and physical infrastructure uncovered by archaeologists are
consistent with a level of technical sophistication and potential production
not seen in modern Europe until the mid-1980s, with the rise of large scale
sea-cage aquaculture of the grey mullet, sea bass, and gilthead sea bream,
three of the most important ancient (and modern) farmed fish breeds. One
cannot help being impressed by the number and size of the many massive
hydraulic concrete fish tanks excavated along the Tyrrhenian coast (Kron,
2008a: fig. 8.4), from Faleria in the north to Briatico in the south, as well as
other fish-farming facilities discovered along the Adriatic, in Croatia, the
French Riviera, Greece, Spain, North Africa, Egypt, Israel, and as far north
as France’s Atlantic coast, Germany, the Low Countries, and England
(Schmiedt, 1972; Giacopini et al., 1994; Higginbotham, 1997; Lafon, 2001;
Kron, forthcoming). The fish tanks known to us along the Tyrrhenian coast
alone represent a capacity for intensive fish-farming production comparable
to that of the Italian industry at the end of the twentieth century.

We can gather something of the potential productivity of Graeco-Roman
aquaculture by examining this impressive ancient literary and
archaeological evidence in the light of modern practice (Kron, 2008a;
2008b; Marzano and Brizzi, 2009). The widespread use of concrete tanks
(Higginbotham, 1997: 69–226) presupposes the use of artificial feeding, as
carefully described in several ancient sources (Varro, De re rustica 3.17.2–
3, 6–7; Columella, De re rustica 8.17.12–3, 15; Pliny, Natural History
37.2), a critical innovation in modern fish farming, capable of significantly
increasing production (Huet, 1986: 334–85; Shepherd and Bromage, 1988:
78–83). The design of Roman concrete fishponds is revealing in other ways.
They were furnished with gangways, designed to facilitate the hand-feeding
of fish (Higginbotham, 1997: 133), and, perhaps more importantly, were
also carefully designed to exchange and aerate the water and maintain a
high oxygen content (Cunliffe, 1971: 131; Higginbotham, 1997: 125–8,
figs. 44, 45; 152–7, figs. 62–5; Gianfrotta, 2002: 77, fig. 11–12), a critical
limiting factor on the stocking rate of modern fish tanks (Huet, 1986: 8–9;
Shepherd and Bromage, 1988: 69–71, 317; Boyd and Tucker, 1998: 306–
53). This was a challenge the ancients were well aware of, and careful to
address (Pliny, Natural History 9.56; Varro, De re rustica 3.17.8–9;
Columella, De re rustica 8.17.1–6). The ancient fish tanks were often
carefully designed to recreate the fish’s natural habitat (Columella, De re
rustica 8.16.6–9), and, more often, subdivided, as in modern practice, into



nursery ponds for the spawning and for segregating fingerlings from adult
fish (Kron, 2008b: fig. 8.4; Higginbotham, 1997: 140–51, figs. 55–61; 153–
4, figs. 162–3; cf. Lucet et al., 1984; Dosdat, 1984; Huet, 1986: 6–7), as
well as dividing up the main tanks into several enclosures (Higginbotham,
1997: 99, fig. 23; 105, fig. 26; 132, fig. 49; 137, fig. 51; 138, fig. 52; 145,
fig. 57; 154, fig. 63; 165, fig. 71), presumably in order to separate growing
fish by size (Valerius Maximus, 8.1.1; cf. Shepherd and Bromage, 1988:
83–4), thereby minimizing the potential for cannibalism, a threat well-
known to the ancients (Oppian, Halieutica 2.43 ff.).

Perhaps the most remarkable testament to the great lengths Roman fish
farmers went to maximize production comes from L. Sergius Orata’s
creation of vast pensiles balneae near Baiae, likened by one source to
aequora or seas (Valerius Maximus, 9.1.1), and most plausibly identified by
Fagan (1996) as artificially heated fishponds, presumably (see Kron, 2008a:
182) to be associated with his remarkable expertise in the farming of his
namesake, the gilthead sea bream (Sparus aurata) or the Roman orata, a
species that is dependent on warm water temperatures to continue its
growth, and can suffer severe losses from ‘winter syndrome’ (Tort et al.,
1998; Gallardo et al., 2003). Although it is clear that Orata’s association
with Baiae can be explained by his oyster farms there, the hot springs of
Baiae would have made this an ideal location for the farming of the gilthead
sea bream for which Orata is most famed, as modern practice shows that
geothermal energy can be very effective for heating fish tanks (Lund, 1986:
417–19; Rafferty, 1999; Boyd and Lund, 2000), and at least one fish farm,
Monte della Ginestra, has been identified at Baiae (Lafon, 2001: BAI 48).

Shellfish also played a significant role in the Graeco-Roman diet (Balista
and Sainati, 2003), where they are found in large cities, military
encampments, and even modest rural villages (Brien-Poitevin, 1996), with
deposits of as many as a million oysters found at Silchester (Sahrhage,
2002: 101–3), and significant finds made at more than a hundred sites in
central Europe, many hundreds of miles from the sea (Thüry, 1990). A very
wide range of shellfish can be found on Graeco-Roman sites, not simply the
ubiquitous oyster, Mediterranean and common mussels, the scallop, and
coquille St. Jacques, but also murex, clams, cockles, limpets, carpet and
cone shells, triton shell, rough Venus shell, and European spiny oyster
(Kron, forthcoming), but some of the most popular species, particularly the
oyster and mussel, were widely farmed (Higginbotham, 1997: 125–8, figs.



44–5; 202–4, figs. 94–5; 210-13; Cunliffe, 1971: 131), sometimes on a vast
scale, as at the famous ostriariae of Baiae and the Lago Lucrino, widely
credited to Sergius Orata (Lafon, 2001: 177–9), and celebrated throughout
the Roman world as a tourist attraction, commemorated on glass souvenir
flasks (Kolendo, 1977: fig. 1a–c; Ostrow, 1979: 129, figs. 6–8).

The artificial cultivation of shellfish, certainly oysters and mussels, as
illustrated by ancient sources and representations, closely conforms to the
most effective modern methods, such as attaching the oysters or mussels to
poles (bouchot culture) (Kolendo, 1977: 120–2, fig. 8), or ropes (Hurlburt
and Hurlburt, 1980: 79–85), or, as Orata is said to have done, to terracotta
tegulae (Valerius Maximus, 9.1.1; Cicero, Hortensius fr. 69 Müller; Pinto-
Guillaume, 2001), another method still employed today (Pagano, 1983–4:
124, n. 49).



SUGGESTED READING

For the prestige and importance of fish in the Graeco-Roman diet, see
André (1981), Larje (1995), Davidson (1997), Salza Prina Ricotti (1999),
Wilkins (2000), Olson and Sens (2000), and Mylona (2008). Saarhage
(2002) provides an excellent recent synthesis of the evidence for Roman
capture fisheries, and can profitably be read in conjunction with the
encyclopedic cross-cultural study of modern techniques in Gabriel et al.
(2005). Good case studies of the fisheries in the Black Sea and the French
site of Lattes are provided by Bekker-Nielsen (2005a and b) and Sternberg
(1995). The salt-fish and fish-sauce production is explained in depth in
Curtis (1991). This industry has begun to attract considerable attention for
its impressive scale of production, as emphasized by Wilson (2006). For
factories in the Black Sea, see Bekker-Nielsen (2005a and b), and in the
West, see Ponsich (1988), Lagóstena et al. (2007), and Pons Pujol (2009).
Fish-farming facilities have been analysed in some depth by Schmiedt
(1972), Giacopini et al. (1994) and Higginbotham (1997), with detailed
catalogues of some of the important maritime villas with fish farms in
Lafon (2001) and Marzano (2007, 2010). For the productivity and
economic importance of fish farming, see Kron (2008a) and Marzano and
Brizzi (2009). Greek fish farming is less well documented, but see Collin-
Bouffier (1999).
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CHAPTER 12

HUNTING

MICHAEL MACKINNON

INTRODUCTION
HUNTING in classical antiquity is an issue where the integration of ancient
textual, iconographical, and zooarchaeological evidence produces more
nuanced reconstructions. As regards the literary realm, didactic and poetic
accounts about hunting survive from ancient Greek and Roman contexts,
chronologically from Xenophon (fifth century BC), to Grattius (c. Augustan
period), Arrian (second century AD), Oppian (c. third century AD), and
Nemesianus (late third century AD). Among Greek examples, Xenophon’s
manual, Cynegeticus, outlines aspects such as the necessary equipment
(including horses and dogs) and techniques of hunting, the behaviour of
animals preyed upon, and the risks, dangers, and rewards hunting may pose.
Xenophon’s work (De re equestri) contains further points as regards
hunting on horseback, and the links this may share with military and
cavalry training. Arrian (Cynegeticus) adds more to the topic, updating
Xenophon’s accounts to reflect new knowledge, technology, and dog breeds
introduced in the intervening period. The dictionary-style work by Julius
Pollux (Onomasticon), originally written in the late second century AD, but
surviving today through an incomplete, abridged tenth-century
reconstruction (Hull, 1964: 142), is also a valuable source about Greek
hunting. Additional hunting-related manuals by Latin authors, including
works by Grattius (Cynegetica) and Nemesianus (Cynegetica), supply
further knowledge within the Roman context. Information, however, is not
restricted to these works. Rather, mention of hunting and wild animal
pursuit infiltrates many types of texts, from encyclopedic studies of zoology
and natural history (e.g., Aristotle, Pliny the Elder, Aelian), to pastoral



poetry (e.g., Virgil), to mythology and legend (e.g., Homer, Hesiod), to
satire (e.g., Horace, Juvenal), to legal documents (e.g., Theodosian Code),
for example.

Ancient iconography is similarly prolific. Scenes of hunting and wild
animals formed popular subjects among ancient artworks, with numerous
examples on display in paintings, sculpture (both large and small scale), and
other media. The Greek world yields many painted vases depicting wild
animals, hunting events, or presentations of captured prey. Roman
iconography is equally bountiful; however, with perhaps a bias towards
mosaics as a chief medium in which to depict the hunt (e.g., Antioch
mosaics (Lavin, 1963), as well as frequent examples of hunting mosaics
from North Africa (Dunbabin, 1978)).

Finally, bones of wild animals have been collected from numerous Greek
and Roman archaeological sites. Their analysis provides direct data about
varieties, quantities, and locations of species hunted. Moreover, while our
current pool of ancient literary and artistic evidence about wild animals and
hunting is somewhat restricted—that is, generally few new additions are
made to augment their numbers, especially in the case of literary materials
—by contrast, the zooarchaeological database is expanding rapidly, given
recent increased attention paid to the subject in Classical archaeology
(MacKinnon, 2007).

HUNTING IN GREEK ANTIQUITY
Hunted game served as the central source of dietary meat throughout much
of human prehistory, prior to the domestication of livestock. Although the
contribution of meat from game animals decreased from Neolithic times
onwards in most places of the ancient world, hunting, as an activity, never
perished. Indeed, hunting was imbued with multiple practical and
metaphorical messages in Greek antiquity. On a practical level, it provided
a source of meat. In a world where meat probably comprised a small
portion of the overall diet, the addition of wild game was typically
appreciated. Consumption of wild animals in Greek antiquity, moreover,
was somewhat unique in this capacity, given that game was typically not
offered in sacrifice, in contrast to consumption of most domestic meat,
which, it has been argued, was typically allied with religious sacrifice or
feasting (Ekroth, 2007).



Hunting also served as a means of pest control. Herders and farmers
needed to protect their flocks and crops from common threats, such as
boars, bears, wild cattle, deer, wolves, foxes, wild goats, hares, rabbits, and
other wild animals that might otherwise feed upon or damage resources.
Included within this list, apparently for northern areas of Greece, were also
lions, now extirpated from this zone, but reported by Herodotus (Histories
7.125–27) and Aristotle (History of Animals 8.28). Although little direct
confirmation exists, it seems logical that farmers and herders made use of
any wild animals hunted or trapped in this way, presumably eating those
edible. In this regard, there is a functional overlap between subsistence
hunting for meat and predator control.

Lastly, within this practical sphere, hunting in Greek antiquity has been
linked with warfare training. Here, humans assert power over wildlife
through superior skill, fortitude, and technique, all arguably noble qualities
for success in warfare. The connection of hunting as a challenge or rite of
passage to ensure readiness for war underlies, in many respects, the
description of Odysseus hunting his first wild boar on Mount Parnassos. A
sense of competition and initiation is implied. Plato (Laws 822d–824c)
finds favour in such brave, skilful hunting, where hunter and prey are fairly
equally matched, contrasting it with what he considers to be the cruel, lazy,
and deceitful means by which some hunters of his day trap animals using
nets, snares, pits, and similar devices (Lonsdale, 1979: 153).

Hunting in Greek antiquity thus carried myriad social and cultural
messages. Perhaps most importantly, it often served as a metaphor or
allusion for the pursuit or capture of a lover (either willing or unwilling),
enemy, or plan. Often such pursuits were allied with some initiation or rite
of passage for the hunter, to characterize him as masculine (with few
exceptions, only men hunted); a competitor, hero, warrior, or conqueror; or
similarly noble, aristocratic, brave, virile, worthy, or mature adult individual
(Barringer, 2001). Training and pedagogy, however, also featured among
social messages surrounding hunting. These might span multiple
dimensions, from mental and practical training for warfare, to proper ways
to woo lovers (in one’s pursuit or ‘hunt’ of them—chiefly in Greek
homosexual courtship and erotic love), to mental and physical preparation
for sport and competition, to didactics about the actual equipment and
procedures involved in the real process of hunting. As it was largely
practised by elites, hunting also held importance as a vehicle to assert social



dominance and ensure the interests of the upper class in ancient Greece.
Consequently, hunting images decline with rising democracy, their role as a
marker of such elite privilege no longer as important (Barringer, 2001: 264).

Details supplied by Xenophon and Arrian, among other authors,
alongside depictions of hunting in Greek iconography provide a good basis
to reconstruct equipment and procedures. Various nets, snares, and traps
formed a central component. Weapons, such as sticks, clubs, spears,
javelins, bows, arrows, and even tridents, also featured among the hunter’s
tackle, to be variously employed depending on the ferocity, size, type, and
speed of prey.

Although boars and deer might be hunted on special occasions, hare
hunting was more usually practised across the Greek world. Initially,
particulars of hare capture are rather sketchy. Homer records little about the
process, concentrating instead upon the more heroic pursuits of hunting
lions or wild boars. Early artistic depictions favour such grand hunts as
well, but by the eighth century BC, hare hunting increases in popularity
among visual media (Anderson, 1985: 31). Later, in the fifth century BC,
Xenophon’s text concentrates heavily upon the subject, detailing required
equipment and methodology. Generally, a single hare is trailed and chased
by several hounds. Hunters, on foot, help run the hare into a net, several of
which had been strategically set, such as across roads, or in gaps through
walls, narrow passages through rocks, and similar places where the hare
might seek to escape. Hare hunts typically began at dawn (Xenophon,
Cynegeticus 6.4, 6, 13).

Initially, deer hunting, like hare hunting, was undertaken on foot, with
greater use of the horse, however, after the fifth century BC (Hull, 1964:
87). The swiftness of deer necessitated that hunters keep distances chased to
a minimum. Baiting the mother deer by capturing its calf was a common
tactic (Xenophon, Cynegeticus 9.5–9). Alternatively, foot-snares were
employed to injure and impede the deer, making it an easier target to pursue
(Xenophon, Cynegeticus 9.18). Nets were probably also used, and are
mentioned in Roman accounts of deer hunting (Hull, 1964: 88); Xenophon,
however, does not specifically mention them. Implements to distract and
disorient deer, such as the scare, a long cord with bright-coloured feathers
attached, may also have assisted (Oppian, Cynegeticus 4.385).

Boar hunting is the final category relayed in any detail in the ancient
Greek textual and iconographical record. The danger of the boar hunt



provided challenge and fascination for both Greeks and Romans. The event
formed a common theme in art and myth, often symbolically allying itself
with broader notions of heroism, courage, and initiation. Wild boars could
be hunted in several ways: tracked down with hounds, and driven into nets;
chased and run down in the open; or caught in snares and traps (Hull, 1964:
104). Hunters typically carried heavy spears as well, to protect against
sudden attacks from the animal.

Hunting of other mammals, outside of exotic species destined for games
or shows, was infrequent in antiquity. The Roman emperor Hadrian
apparently hunted bears in Greece and Mysia, and similar hunts involving
bears are represented in Roman art, notably from contexts in Lebanon and
North Africa, regions where bears are now extirpated (Toynbee, 1973: 94–
5). Sport hunting of other ferocious animals, including various felines
(lions, etc.) also features periodically in ancient Greek and Roman art and
text, but chiefly in reference to prominent individuals such as emperors or
heroes partaking in the event, probably to augment the level of bravery and
symbolism intended. As regards smaller prey, fox hunts are periodically
depicted on Roman mosaics, but not mentioned in ancient texts (Toynbee,
1973: 102). A similar situation applies to hunts of other less popular
mammals, such as wild sheep, wild goats, wild cattle, and so forth. Bird-
catching was common in antiquity, throughout the ages, with waterfowl,
pheasants, songbirds, and other types of avifauna caught. Similar
equipment, including nets, traps, lime reeds, and decoys, was employed by
the fowler as was by the hunter. Although bird-catching may have lacked
the danger attached to hunting large mammalian prey, and as such been
viewed as a lesser type of hunt in antiquity, the skilfulness of the fowler was
nevertheless appreciated (Vendries, 2009).

Zooarchaeological finds for Greek antiquity display interesting patterns
as regards hunted game. Common wild taxa, such as wild cattle, wild boar,
red deer, roe deer, and hare, are relatively rare in Neolithic assemblages in
Greece, but regularly register in Bronze Age deposits, although not more
than domestic taxa. A few lion bones have been recovered from several
Bronze Age sites in Greece, as well, confirming their existence at this time
(Trantalidou, 2000: 716). The reasons for an increase in the relative
frequency of hunted and trapped game between the Neolithic and Bronze
Age in Greece are complex and multifaceted. One aspect may relate to
progressive woodland clearance into the Bronze Age, funnelling wild



animals into smaller, more concentrated refuges, which in turn increased
local abundances (Halstead, 1987). Further explanations may relate to the
use of horses in the capture and transport of game during the Bronze Age,
not to mention the breeding and training of new varieties of dog to assist in
the process at this time. The Bronze Age also ushers in a growth in the
notion of hunting as an elite sport and activity in the Greek world.
Zooarchaeological data show that game meat was a normal, though small,
part of the ancient Greek diet from this time forwards. Available figures
typically range between 1% and 10% of the number of identified bones
(=NISP counts) across assemblages (Chandezon, 2009: 80–1). Values tend
to be higher among mainland sites, but lower in the Cyclades (Trantalidou,
1990: 401), perhaps related to varying environmental constraints and other
ecological or habitat restrictions. Hare, deer, boar, and wild birds, especially
thrushes, feature frequently among the wild animal taxa represented
zooarchaeologically, but data show that even fox and bear meat were
occasionally consumed. Deer tend to dominate, often in terms of number of
bones recovered and identified, and certainly as regards the dietary
contribution of venison as opposed to other wild-animal foodstuffs. Game
meat was available for sale in city markets, for both rich and poor to
purchase, and increasingly so as one moves from the Bronze Age into
Roman times in Greece. Nevertheless, within these contexts game animals
are generally more frequently attested at rural sites than among urban
centres. Overall, throughout most periods of Greek antiquity, hunting
typically remained an elite activity, manipulated in turn to craft and solidify
a sense of privilege and luxury.

HUNTING IN ROMAN ANTIQUITY
The role of wild animals and hunting in the Roman world both parallels and
diverges from that under the ancient Greeks. The practical concerns of
hunting as a means to protect livestock and crops continued. Roman
legislation permitted the killing of any dangerous animal (Codex
Theodosianus 15.11.1). Moreover, these laws cite that wild animals belong
to no one, and may be hunted by anyone, regardless of location (on one’s
own property or not). Wild animals in a private game park (e.g., vivarium or
leporarium), however, belonged to the owner of that preserve, provided
they were contained within it. Interestingly, hunting is an area where the



hunter’s rights of protection and usufruct are largely favoured over the
property owner’s rights (Green, 1996). Nevertheless, owing to upper-class
biases in literary and archaeological evidence, more data exist to connect
hunting with wealthier classes. In fact, much like the Greek world, elitism
and privilege typically underlay the meaning and practice of hunting during
Roman antiquity. Wild animals added variety to the wealthy Roman diet.
Such animals could be hunted or purchased at the urban markets (Juvenal,
6.38–40), although acquisition by the latter means garnered less praise, and
could be rather expensive (MacKinnon, 2004: 207). Although poorer
individuals, notably those in rural settings, perhaps hunted out of necessity,
they probably lacked the necessary equipment to pursue larger prey, such as
boars and large deer.

Animals most frequently hunted and consumed in Roman times include
wild boar, deer, hare, and rabbit. Boar, deer, and hare were relatively
ubiquitous across the Empire. Rabbits were native to Iberia, but spread to
Italy during Imperial times (Naether, 1967). Gazelle, bear, wild goat, wild
sheep, and regionally specific game were less commonly caught for regular
consumption, while exotic animals (e.g., elephants, etc.) were trapped for
display in amphitheatre games and private game preserves. Among the
consumed game noted, wild boar was perhaps the more popular luxury dish,
and a key foodstuff that served to establish social prestige in Roman times
(Pliny, Natural History 8.210). Venison is also connected to wealthier diets
and ostentatious presentation (Juvenal, 11.120–1). Hare meat was
particularly prized, fetching a higher price than other game meats, but hares
lacked the dramatic visual presentation power of larger taxa, especially wild
boar. Nonetheless, the Roman poet Martial rates hare as the foremost of all
quadruped meats. It proved popular within Apicius’s recipes (8.1.1–10,
8.2.1–7, 8.8.1–13), registering thirteen recipes, compared to boar (ten
recipes and sauces) and venison (seven recipes). By contrast, rabbits were
one-quarter the price of hares, and, arguably as such, linked more with
popular consumption.

The connection of hunting and military prowess, promoted in Greek
antiquity, also applies for Roman times. Armies could supplement their
meat diet with game; hunting may even have been a military exercise of
sorts (Epplett, 2001). The Roman military author Vegetius (De re militari
1.7) recommends that hunters join the army, claiming them to be among the
best soldiers. This may have had broader implications as well, with hunting



providing a common bonding characteristic within the military, and at a
further level between the conquering Roman Empire and its ‘prey’
provinces. If hunting was already established culturally in the Roman
provinces, then analogies of warfare as a hunting-type operation might
register with greater favour and acceptance among conquered contact areas
(Fox, 1996: 146).

The actual activity and associated equipment of hunting in Roman
contexts was not radically dissimilar to that of the Greek world. Nets,
snares, traps, and various weapons were used; animals were pursued on foot
and on horseback. Hounds, of course, were instrumental in the process.
While many practical aspects of hunting remained similar between the
ancient Greek and Roman worlds, the Romans are responsible for a number
of advancements and changes. Included among these are modifications of
equipment (e.g., stronger nets made of flax), improved efficiency in capture
methods (some drawn from greater experience in hunting all manner of
local and exotic game), and the breeding of ‘better’ varieties of hunting
dogs and horses. One should also include, within the Roman context, the
changes in scale, organization, and economic outlay for some hunting
operations, notably among campaigns directed to acquire exotic animals for
amphitheatre and circus games, not to mention larger commercial demands
for game meat among markets (Fox, 1996: 148).

While ancient authors provide various details, one of our greatest sources
of evidence for Roman hunting comes from mosaic representations of these
events, large bodies of which derive from third- and fourth-century AD
contexts in North Africa (Dunbabin, 1978). Scenes of hunting, nevertheless,
regularly appear in various media throughout the entire Roman world.
Many, in turn, also carry deeper religious or symbolic messages related to
strength, honour, fight, and virtue, in much the same way as some hunting
images acted in Greek antiquity. By contrast, many of the North African
mosaic examples show no evidence that such allegoric meaning was the
intended effect; rather they simply appear to be relatively realistic
depictions of hunting events, perhaps as a means to glorify the patron by
showing popular or favourite activities (Dunbabin, 1978: 63–4). Many
illustrate events from a wide, ‘birds-eye’ perspective, without formal
separation between scenes. Often, entire sequences of activities are
portrayed—from setting out for the hunt, to the actual chase and capture, to
subsequent transport and consumption, in those cases where the animal was



eaten. Both ‘regular’ hunts of game animals (i.e., deer, hare, boar;
occasionally various types of gazelle or other African ungulates) and
capture and trade in more exotic beasts for amphitheatre games are
represented across these North African examples.

Although the bulk of Roman hunting was conducted in natural settings,
the Romans also crafted game preserves and parks in which to maintain and
observe wildlife. Small enclosures for hares (i.e., leporaria), established
among early Roman elite rural farmsteads, seem to have expanded in scope
at some time during the second or first century BC to include a greater array
of wild animals (Jennison, 1937: 134). The term vivarium tends to denote a
larger park of this sort. The model for such parks may lie in enclosures used
by nobles in earlier Near Eastern and Greek kingdoms. Varro (De re rustica
3.3.1–12, 3.12.1–7) provides greater discussion, including details of a park
on his property, where guests could view wild boar and deer. He further
recounts examples of game preserves, some quite massive, in places such as
Italy, Gaul, and Macedonia, where animals were stocked for hunting
expeditions and sport. Although a number of reasons may underlie the
creation of a game park (e.g., sport, pleasure, economics, ostentation),
arguments have been proposed that these ventures were not just copies of
Greek and Near Eastern practices, but a means to manage and control
wildlife to ensure a supply of game for elite hunting in an age where
problems of over-hunting and landscape change were reducing available
supplies (Green, 1996: 258).

In addition to mammals, wild birds, including thrushes and other
songbirds, were also available, some of which could derive from
specialized aviaries set up in wealthier suburban or rural villas, although
similar aviaries also may have existed in gardens of elite urban homes.
Pigeons and doves were similarly maintained in aviaries, perhaps in coops
or pens on rooftops in urban areas (Juvenal, 3.201–2; Plautus, Miles
Gloriosus 162). Dormice, another Roman culinary delicacy typically bred
in suburban and rural locales during antiquity, also need not be restricted
solely to these places. Specialized jars (improperly called gliraria, but now
known as vivaria in doliis) used to fatten dormice were recovered from
excavations just outside Rome, with further examples noted in Pompeii and
other urban centres (Colonnelli et al., 2000).

Much of the Roman textual evidence that informs us about hunting
generally pertains to life in Italy, or more broadly the central Mediterranean



region. Although similar tactics were employed in hunting and capturing
wild animals, differences exist in the taxa collected and in their economic
and dietary contributions across regions of the Empire. Animal bone
remains from archaeological sites provide our best source of information
for such reconstructions.

Zooarchaeological evidence for Roman Italy indicates that hunted game
never contribute, on average, more than 5% of the number of bones among
sites (MacKinnon, 2004: 72). In many cases, individual site values are
much smaller than this. Common taxa include red deer, wild boar, and hare
(not surprisingly, standard animals noted among literary and iconographical
sources as well); fallow deer, roe deer, wild sheep and goats, rabbit, and
bear appear irregularly. No marked geographic or temporal differences exist
among the taxa represented (excepting rabbits, introduced to Italy during
Imperial times); however, other patterns surface from assessments of these
zooarchaeological data. First, wild meat was eaten relatively more often in
Republican times than later. This suggests that hunting was conducted on a
relatively broader scale in earlier periods, a point not unexpected in the light
of arguments implying greater deforestation, increased urbanization,
augmented domestic crop and animal husbandry, among other variables
anticipating a decline in hunting during subsequent Imperial times. A
second point is that hunted game formed a much larger portion of Roman
rural diets than urban ones. Access to forests certainly factors here, as well
as the incorporation of game preserves and aviaries on wealthy rural estates.
Nevertheless, such results also imply that urban elites could not always
purchase game readily. Martial (Epigrams 4.66) remarks that countrymen
had much easier access to wild resources, which could be obtained without
cost. A final point to add is that wild animal bones are most prevalent
among sites in central Italy, and least common in the north. Assuming equal
stocks of wildlife in both areas, the impression is that greater demands for
hunting were felt in central Italy, perhaps a reflection of concentrated
wealth in this zone, and a concomitant increased scale of sport hunting
established therein.

Data for northern Roman provinces, including Gaul, the Germanic areas,
and Britain, display fairly similar patterns to those shown for Italy.
Certainly, regional variation exists, but in general, most northern sites
register less than 10% wild animals within their zooarchaeological
assemblages; the bulk, under 5% (Peters, 1998: 431–5; Lepetz, 2009).



Larger taxa, such as boar and deer, are rather plentiful in relation to smaller
taxa. Game featured in the diet of armies stationed in these northern
provinces, as illustrated by remains of red deer, wild boar, and other species
in samples from military sites (Peters, 1998: 304). There is a tendency,
moreover, for military sites in the northern provinces to yield higher
frequencies of wild animal bones (a testament to soldiers’ hunting, it
seems), followed in turn by rural and then urban sites. Hunted game register
less in cities, which is to be expected if the activity itself was chiefly a rural
one.

Wild animals were certainly plentiful in Iberia during antiquity, as
comments by Martial (Epigrams 1.49), Strabo (3.4.15), and Polybius
(34.8.10) imply. The hinterlands here formed a ‘hunter’s paradise’ (Fox,
1996: 147). Conflicting accounts exist, however, as to whether wild game
was particularly prized and consequently a luxury in the diet, or if it was a
more common staple. Martial (Epigrams 1.49) relates hunting in Iberia as
typically reserved for the elite, but he is addressing a Roman Italian
audience, in essence encouraging them to pursue this as a vacation sport.
He does not comment on the level to which the Iberians themselves hunted,
or if this was considered a wealthy or more commonplace event for them.
Polybius (34.8.10) states that the flesh of Lusitanian wild animals is not
worth pricing, but is practically given away for nothing or exchanged. This
comment would suggest that wild game was not the standard dietary luxury
in Lusitania that it may have been elsewhere in the Roman world. Instead it
may have been a fairly regular item of the menu of both poor and wealthier
natives and non-natives alike. Hunting in part of Roman Iberia,
consequently, appears to serve a dual purpose: an elite sport activity as well
as an important means of acquiring meat for the peasant diet.

A survey of zooarchaeological data from Roman sites in Iberia adds
further clues. Wild animal bones comprise, on average, over 20% of faunal
counts across Roman sites in Iberia (MacKinnon, forthcoming). This
amount is over quadruple that for its Italian equivalent (MacKinnon, 2004).
Rabbits dominate Iberian assemblages, not surprisingly in the light of
comments made by ancient authors about their remarkable fertility (Pliny,
Natural History 8.217). Nevertheless, strikingly high numbers of red deer
bones also appear within many Iberian assemblages; other varieties of deer
less so. Slight variations are reported, with rural sites claiming more wild
animals than urban sites, and sites in ‘hinterland’ regions of Iberia also



reporting relatively more wild animals compared with sites in more
‘Romanized’ southern sections of Iberia, such as Baetica.

Why wild animals register more in ancient Iberia is difficult to determine.
Regions of Iberia were much more forested in antiquity than at present, and
thus contained more wildlife, readily available for hunting. It may have
been more economical, in some areas, to hunt and consume wild game than
to herd domesticates for meat. Hunting may have always been a familiar
event to Iberians, and thus practised more generally by the populace. In
other instances, occupants may have had little choice—forced to hunt to
survive and add meat to their diet. However, this seems unlikely the case of
wealthy villa sites in Iberia. Presumably, elite villa occupants did not need
to hunt to survive and could have more readily obtained sustenance from
domestic livestock herded in the area. Hunting, to them, thus, links best
with sport or elite privilege. Some villas may have even operated as a
country hunting retreat for elite clients, in this regard, and capitalized on
this activity (MacKinnon, forthcoming). Resident labourers at these villas,
however, may have been forced to hunt on their own to supplement their
personal diet.

The connection between the Roman elite and wild game in Iberia may
not be as simple as seems to be the case in other Roman provinces such as
Italy, where higher frequencies of wild animals tend to imply wealthier
diets (MacKinnon, 2004). If the native Iberian diet was marked by a high
percentage of game, then Romans, and especially elite Romans, may have
wished to distinguish themselves from this ‘native’ pattern by choosing to
consume more domesticated or even exotic animals, in other words picking
a menu that was opposed to the standard Iberian one. This then would
identify them as Romans. This may explain why some areas of Baetica
register relatively smaller frequencies of wild game; however, this may also
simply be a supply issue, with settlement expansion in these regions of
southern Iberia reducing available forested land for wild taxa, and in effect
causing their supply to dwindle.

The situation for hunting in the Roman African provinces also reveals
curious patterns. Africa is somewhat unique as regards hunted game in
Roman antiquity, since the region was also exploited for exotic animals for
amphitheatre and circus games throughout the Empire. Much more
attention, as regards examinations of hunting in Roman North Africa, has
been devoted to the latter topic. Available textual and artistic evidence



suggests that soldiers and professional hunters, assisted by civilians and
natives as required or demanded, undertook many of these tasks in
acquiring exotic wild animals for shows. Guilds or professional
organizations of wild beast hunters and merchants provided further
administrative, technical, financial, and transport assistance. Equipment
involved in hunting and capturing the animals varied depending upon
factors such as the size, age, or ferocity of the prey, but included a range of
nets, cages, and traps, among other methods. Extrapolation from more
modern practices, however, suggests that baiting and ambushing, arguably
somewhat less noble or brave tactics, probably characterized much of exotic
animal capture in antiquity. Treatment for many of these animals, in transit
to their final destination, was probably poor, large numbers certainly
perishing during transport or while in captivity (MacKinnon, 2006).

The role of hunting in provisioning meat for occupants in Roman
Carthage has recently been explored (MacKinnon, 2010). Available
zooarchaeological data for the city show a marked dominance of domestic
animals. Wild mammals are practically absent. Nevertheless, the Roman
peak of 0.7% wild mammals, although insignificant for the diet overall, is
still a sevenfold increase since Punic times. Very little forested land exists
around Carthage for wild animals to inhabit naturally; what was once there
was probably destroyed very early on as agriculture expanded, especially
during Roman times. Suburban farms around Carthage may have
capitalized on the urban demand for wild game by diversifying their stock,
through aviaries, small wild game preserves, and most especially warrens
for rabbits and hares. Hares constitute the single most important wild
animal species for Roman levels in Carthage, and could have been easily
managed as a peripheral commodity alongside other livestock and crops on
suburban mixed farms. Also noteworthy is that Roman Carthaginian
samples see the broadest diversification of bird and fish species, compared
to Punic levels. Clearly, the faunal data support an increased segment of
elites in the city at this time, a social class cognizant of the importance of
conspicuous consumption and gourmet foods, and one with significant clout
to shape husbandry and hunting operations in the Carthaginian hinterland.

Outside of Carthage, there are little zooarchaeological data to allow
broader reconstructions of the role of hunting in Roman North Africa.
Available evidence, however, suggests that it was not commonly practised,
at least in relation to husbandry pursuits. Hunting was, however, a



widespread theme in North African mosaics, so on this basis some measure
of greater familiarity might be assumed. Wild boar, deer, and apparently
bear were available in the Atlas Mountains, but form negligible parts of
faunal assemblages among ancient sites in the Maghreb region, and indeed
throughout North Africa. The contribution of hunted birds and mammals to
the diet of greater North Africa, throughout antiquity, is insignificant (under
1% across all sites). Domesticates predominate; however, across ancient
sites situated in savannah and desert landscapes in North Africa (and the
Near East as well), hunted species including gazelle, antelope, hare, and
barbary sheep occasionally feature. Additionally, birds, including stork,
swan, duck, quail, grouse, and partridge may have been hunted and
captured when available, but their very low numbers suggest similarly low
dietary and economic contributions.

Zooarchaeological patterns for the Roman East parallel, in large part,
those for North Africa, as regards wild animals. Red deer, wild boar, wild
sheep and goat, and hare occur somewhat regularly across assemblages.
Fallow deer and roe deer are also represented with some consistency.
Combined, however, all wild taxa typically account for less than 5% of the
number of bones identified among Roman sites in the East; often, this
figure is much less. Patterns, by site type, in the East, very much mimic
those for other regions of the Empire. Rural sites record slightly more wild
animal bones than their urban counterparts, implying countrymen had
greater access to wild animals, or hunted more regularly. Some eastern
regions were exploited for their exotic fauna, including elephants and tigers
from India, as well as lions in some parts of Greece and the Near East
(before their extinction from these areas).

CONCLUSIONS
Hunting served numerous purposes in classical antiquity: providing meat,
sport, and challenge; as a means to protect resources or win affections; as a
marker of status, identity, and privilege; as well as serving as a metaphor for
bravery, initiation, or other social phenomena. Deer, boar, hare, and wild
birds were commonly hunted and trapped in both the Greek and Roman
worlds, but in varying quantities depending on their local availability, as
well as upon a host of temporal, geographic, and cultural factors.



SUGGESTED READING

Specific works devoted to hunting in Greek and Roman antiquity, but
largely, or solely, focused on the ancient textual and iconographic evidence,
include Aymard (1951), Hull (1964), Anderson (1985), Green (1996),
Schnapp (1997), Barringer (2001), and Hughes (2007). Assessments of the
topic reconstructed from zooarchaeological data, include Trantalidou
(1990), MacKinnon (2004), and Lepetz (2009). For hunting of amphitheatre
animals, see MacKinnon (2006). MacKinnon (2007) surveys the
development and impact of zooarchaeology within Classical archaeology,
and provides an extended bibliography with hundreds of reports and further
listings. For general overviews of animals in ancient life, with some aspects
of hunting detailed within, see Keller (1909/13), Jennison (1937), Toynbee
(1973), and Kalof (2007).

REFERENCES

Anderson, J.K. (1985), Hunting in the Ancient Greek World, Berkeley, University of California Press.
Aymard, J. (1951), Essai sur les chasses romaines, Paris, De Boccard.
Barringer, J. (2001), The Hunt in Ancient Greece, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press.
Chandezon, C. (2009), ‘Le gibier dans le monde grec: rôles alimentaire, économique et social’, in J.

Trinquier and C. Vendries (eds), Chasses antiques: Pratiques et representations dans le monde
gréco-romaine, Rennes, Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 75–96.

Colonnelli, G., M. Carpaneto, and M. Cristaldi (2000), ‘Uso Alimentare e Allevamento del Ghiro
(Myoxus glis) Presso gli Antichi Romani: Materiale e Documenti’, in G. Malerba, C. Cilli, and G.
Giacobini (eds), Atti del 2° Convegno Nazionale di Archeozoologia, Forlì, Abaco, 315–25.

Dunbabin, K.M.D. (1978), The Mosaics of Roman North Africa, Oxford, Clarendon Press.
Ekroth, G. (2007), ‘Meat in Ancient Greece: Sacrificial, Sacred or Secular?’, Food and History 5,

249–72.
Epplett, C. (2001), ‘The Capture of Animals by the Roman Military’, Greece & Rome 48, 210–22.
Fox, R.L. (1996), ‘Ancient Hunting: From Homer to Polybius’, in G. Shipley and J. Salmon (eds),

Human Landscapes in Classical Antiquity: Environment and Culture, London & New York,
Routledge, 119–54.

Green, C.M.C. (1996), ‘Did the Romans Hunt?’, Classical Antiquity 15, 222–60.
Halstead, P. (1987), ‘Man and Other Animals in Later Greek Prehistory’, Annual of the British

School at Athens 82, 71–83.
Hughes, J.D. (2007), ‘Hunting in the Ancient Mediterranean World’, in L. Kalof (ed.), A Cultural

History of Animals in Antiquity, Oxford & New York, Berg, 47–70.
Hull, D.B. (1964), Hounds and Hunting in Ancient Greece, Chicago, University of Chicago Press.
Jennison, G. (1937), Animals for Show and Pleasure in Ancient Rome, Manchester, Manchester

University Press.
Kalof, L. (ed.) (2007), A Cultural History of Animals in Antiquity, Oxford & New York, Berg.



Keller, O. (1909/13), Die Antike Tierwelt, 2 volumes, Leipzig, Verlag von Wilhelm Engelmann.
Lavin, I. (1963), ‘The Hunting Mosaics of Antioch and Their Sources’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 17,

179–286.
Lepetz, S. (2009), ‘La chasse à la période romaine dans le Nord de la Gaule. Étude

archéozoologique’, in J. Trinquier and C. Vendries (eds), Chasses antiques: Pratiques et
representations dans le monde gréco-romaine, Rennes, Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 141–62.

Lonsdale, S.H. (1979), ‘Attitudes towards Animals in Ancient Greece’, Greece & Rome 26, 146–59.
MacKinnon, M. (2004), Production and Consumption of Animals in Roman Italy: Integrating the

Zooarchaeological and Textual Evidence, Portsmouth, RI, Journal of Roman Archaeology
Supplementary Series 54.

____ (2006), ‘Supplying Exotic Animals for the Roman Amphitheatre Games: New Reconstructions
Combining Archaeological, Ancient Textual, Historical and Ethnographic Data’, Mouseion 6, 137–
61.

____ (2007), ‘State of the Discipline: Osteological Research in Classical Archaeology’, American
Journal of Archaeology 111, 473–504.

____ (2010), ‘“Romanizing” Ancient Carthage: Evidence from Zooarchaeological Remains’, in D.
Campana, P. Crabtree, S. de France, J. Lev-Tov, and A. Choyke (eds), Anthropological Approaches
to Zooarchaeology: Complexity, Colonialism, and Animal Transformations, Oxford, Oxbow, 168–
77.

____ (forthcoming), ‘Torre de Palma: Preliminary Faunal Report’, in M. Langley and S. J. Maloney
(eds), Excavations at Torre de Palma, Vol. I, Lisbon.

Naether, C. (1967), The Book of the Domestic Rabbit, New York, David MacKay Co.
Peters, J. (1998), Römische Tierhaltung und Tierzucht: Eine Syntheses aus Archäozoologischer

Untersuchung und Schriftlich–Bildlicher Überlieferung, Rahden/Westf., Leidorf.
Schnapp, A. (1997), Le chasseur et la cite: Chasse et érotique en Grèce ancienne, Paris, Albin

Michel.
Toynbee, J.C.M. (1973), Animals in Roman Life and Art, London, Thames & Hudson.
Trantalidou, K. (1990), ‘Animals and Human Diet in the Prehistoric Aegean’, in D.A. Hardy (ed.),

Thera and the Aegean World III, Vol. II: Earth Sciences, London, Thera Foundation, 392–405.
____ (2000), ‘Animal Bones and Animal Representations at Late Bronze Age Akrotiri’, in S. Sherratt

(ed.), The Wall Paintings of Thera, Vol. II, Athens, Thera Foundation, 709–35.
Vendries, C. (2009), ‘L’auceps, les gluax et l’appeau. À propos de la ruse et de l’habileté du chasseur

d’oiseaux’, in J. Trinquier and C. Vendries (eds), Chasses antiques. Pratiques et representations
dans le monde gréco-romaine, Rennes, Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 119–40.



CHAPTER 13

ANIMAL COMMUNICATION

THORSTEN FÖGEN

INTRODUCTION
In Graeco-Roman antiquity, the definition of what constitutes ‘language’ or
‘speech’ is frequently connected with a discussion about human reason and
intellect; this is mirrored in the Greek word logos, whose semantic
spectrum encompasses both ‘reason’ and ‘language’. Ancient theories on
the origin of culture often single out verbal communication among the
special talents of humans (for references, see Fögen, 2000: 36 with n. 24;
see also Dierauer, 1977: esp. 32–5, 125–8, 225–7, 234–8; Ax, 1986: 96–
102; Sorabji, 1993: 80–6; Heath, 2005: 6–17). Humans may lack any
natural protection such as fur or feathers, but they compensate for such
deficits by their intellect, which enables them to create a variety of cultural
practices and to establish highly developed communities based upon
advanced political organization and social skills. In this context, it is
language that tends to be accentuated as the medium that facilitates the
coexistence of humans, as it enables them to rely upon complex and
sophisticated forms of communication, which animals—often termed zōa
aloga (‘unreasoning creatures’)—do not have at their disposal.

However, this does not mean that the Greeks and Romans viewed
animals as creatures without any form of communication. As the fourth-
century author Ausonius writes:

nil mutum natura dedit. non aeris ales
quadrupedesve silent, habet et sua sibila serpens,
et pecus aequoreum tenui vice vocis anhelat.

Nature made nothing dumb. Birds of the air or four-footed beasts are not silent, even the
serpent has its own hissing sound, and the creatures of the sea sigh with faint semblance of



a voice.

(Epistles 29.17–19)

This chapter considers a variety of Greek and Roman texts that deal with
forms of animal communication. It devotes special attention to the question
of how specific types of verbal and non-verbal interaction on the part of
certain animals are described. The ancient documents on animal
communication discussed here comprise prose texts from the fourth century
BC until the third century AD, in particular Aristotle, Stoic fragments, Pliny
the Elder, and Aelian. For reasons of space, a number of testimonies such as
poetic works or later Greek and Roman grammatical writings have been
excluded. The overall picture presented here can nonetheless claim to be
sufficiently representative, as it focuses on those texts that deal with the
topic in question more extensively. However, it needs to be added that while
the majority of the individual sources may be subsumed under the category
of technical or even didactic texts, they differ considerably with regard to
their specific literary tendency and generic nature, which have an impact on
both their style and content.

Before examining selected ancient testimonies, it will be helpful to
present some findings from modern research in the natural and social
sciences on animal communication.

MODERN RESEARCH ON ANIMAL
COMMUNICATION

Communicative behaviour among animals has been analysed in various
disciplines, in particular in ethology. Two comparable approaches may be
singled out here: zoosemiotics and bio-communication research.
Zoosemiotics, a field founded by the linguist Thomas A. Sebeok (1920–
2001), explores the communicative systems of individual species as well as
the characteristics of communication in biological systems (see Sebeok,
1963, 1972, 1977). The term bio-communication was coined by the German
ethologist Günter Tembrock (1918–2011) to designate forms of the
transmission of messages between organisms. Of special interest is the
question of what is communicated, how and why, and what kind of
prerequisites organisms need to express themselves (see Tembrock, 1982,
2004).



Animal communication, which can be visual, auditory, olfactory, or
tactile, has been studied from a variety of perspectives and with regard to
numerous species. Despite the diversity of approaches, it is fair to say that
the communicative behaviour of certain animals has been documented
particularly extensively, above all that of birds, bees, and apes.

Among birds, it is especially parrots who are known for their ability to
imitate sounds. Some scholars such as the American ethologist Irene
Pepperberg (2000) would even be inclined to argue that the right training
enables parrots to move beyond mere imitation. In her own research, she
tried to prove that her now deceased grey parrot named Alex had a
vocabulary of about 100 English words and was capable of giving
predominantly correct answers to certain types of questions; this bird
managed to name fifty different objects and attribute to them characteristics
such as colour, material, or form.

As for honey bees, it was the Austrian biologist Karl von Frisch (1886–
1982) who discovered that they communicate the location of food through
dance-like movements (von Frisch, 1965, 1977). In addition to various
types of dancing, honey bees have other forms of communication, in
particular pheromones.

Apes have also been popular among researchers studying animal
communication, in particular certain types of non-vocal forms (see, for
example, Savage-Rumbaugh, Shanker, and Taylor, 1998). Researchers have
attempted to teach select elements of American Sign Language (ASL) to
chimpanzees. A famous example is the chimpanzee Washoe, who learned
132 ASL signs and ultimately managed to connect individual signs to
meaningful units. However, it has to be added that it took her half a year to
acquire the meaning of no more than two signs. Several claims that have
been put forward in connection with the Washoe experiments have been
criticized for a number of reasons.

The examples discussed thus far all seem to prove that animal
communication differs from human language, whatever its precise
definition may be, in a number of respects:

a) Natural languages are characterized by their double articulation, as has
been highlighted by André Martinet in his study La linguistique
synchronique (Paris, 1965). This means that linguistic elements can be
analysed on two different levels: on the one hand they can be



subdivided into morphemes, i.e., segments consisting of form and
meaning (smallest meaningful units, called ‘monemes’ by Martinet),
and on the other hand into phonemes, which have form but no
meaning. From the structure of the phonological level, on which
numerous different sounds are combined according to specific rules,
results the infiniteness of natural languages. Sounds such as bird songs
can only be subdivided into meaningful units of the first level, but not
into smaller segments which may alter the meaning.

b) Most animals do not need to learn the meaning of signals common
among their own species; in many cases this knowledge is either partly
or even completely innate.

c) Most forms of animal communication are reflexes triggered by
external signals; they are thus based upon a situational stimulus–
response pattern. Moreover, the vast majority of animals are unable to
freshly combine individual elements of communication according to a
given situation.

d) Animals are unable to reach the level of linguistic abstraction and
metalinguistic statements, i.e., to talk about language through
language. This seems to preclude statements about the past and future.
Furthermore, animals cannot express terminological generalizations
through symbols.

e) The production of certain signals among animals is gender-specific. In
some species, for example, mating calls are only produced by either
males or females, but not by both.

The differences between human language and animal communication
have often been pointed out in linguistic studies. In the nineteenth century,
it was scholars such as Jacob Grimm, William Dwight Whitney, and Georg
von der Gabelentz who thematized the characteristics of animal
communication; in the early twentieth century, Otto Jespersen and Jan
Baudouin de Courtenay continued the discussion (see Fögen, 2007b: 43–5,
with full references), which still forms an integral part of modern linguistics
and language philosophy.

ARISTOTLE



The most illuminating and systematic ancient source on animal
communication is Aristotle (384–322 BC). In the first book of his History
of Animals Aristotle offers a more general systematization of species
according to physiological, biological, and social criteria such as their
lifestyles, activities, and habitats as well as their character. In this context he
differentiates very briefly between mute and vocal animals without
providing any further details (History of Animals 1.1.488a32–488b2). Much
more extensive is a section in the fourth book of the same work, which is
devoted to the treatment of the voice of animals (History of Animals
4.9.535a26–536b23; see especially Ax, 1978, 1986: 119–138; Zirin, 1980;
Labarrière, 1993, 2004: 19–59). Animals have ‘voice’ (phōnē) only if they
are equipped with a specific physiological apparatus, namely lungs and
pharynx. What they generate with the help of other organs is not phōnē but
‘sound’ (psophos), as for example in the case of insects that produce sounds
through membranes. Among animals having tongues and lungs that possess
phōnē, albeit a weak one, are snakes, tortoises, and frogs. The croaking of
the latter is described as a type of mating call, which can also be found
among other animals such as goats, pigs, or sheep.

It is birds that come closest to human speech, in particular those that have
a broad or a fine and thin tongue (History of Animals 4.9.536a20–32;
similarly Parts of Animals 2.17.660a29–b2). The following passages are
exceptionally intriguing: (1) In certain birds, the voice of the male is
different from that of the female, while in others it is the same. Such a
gender-specific criterion is also postulated for the discussion of ‘voice’
among all other species; in a later section, it is combined with the criterion
of age (History of Animals 5.14.544b32–545a21; see also Generation of
Animals 5.7.786b7–788b2). (2) The size of a bird has an impact on the
variation and frequency of its song; the smaller it is, the more polyphonous
and prone to singing it tends to be (physiological criterion). (3) The mating
season is the time of year during which all birds sing most often (temporal
or seasonal criterion). (4) Certain utterances are motivated by special
circumstances such as fights (situational criterion).

‘Speech’ (dialektos) is defined by Aristotle as the articulation
(diarthrōsis) of phōnē with the help of the tongue. Vowels are produced
through voice and larynx, consonants through a sufficiently mobile tongue
and lips (History of Animals 4.9.535a31–b3; Parts of Animals 2.16–
17.659b27–660a29). Aristotle further remarks that ‘voice’ (phōnē) varies



predominantly with regard to pitch but is otherwise consistent within a
species. ‘Speech’, however, differs from one species to another, and even
the same species may have different dialektoi according to the region they
inhabit; it is thus possible to distinguish between regional variants of
‘utterances’ of the same species in a manner analogous to human speech.
Quails are referred to as an example; their articulation is said to differ from
one region to another (History of Animals 4.9.536b8–14). That dialektos
needs to be formed by training, whereas phōnē is bestowed by nature
(phusei), is illustrated by the case of the nightingale that teaches her
offspring to sing (History of Animals 4.9.536b17–19).

From these passages it becomes clear that in Aristotle’s view humans as
well as those birds that possess a certain anatomical and physiological
disposition have dialektos. Yet even if certain species may have voices that
seem to imply more sophisticated forms of communication, they do not fall
under the category of human language (logos). ‘Speaking’ birds such as
parrots, whose tongues are commonly described as human
(anthrōpoglōtton), are grouped together with those animals that have a
talent for imitation, the so-called mimētika (History of Animals
8.12.597b25–28; on parrots see also Ctesias, FGrHist 688F45.8; Ovid,
Amores 2.6; Statius, Silvae 2.4; all discussed by Fögen, 2007b: 61–5). This
demonstrates that such birds are not conceived of as producing human
language, which would entail the active and independent production of
utterances.

For Aristotle, genuine ‘language’ is an exclusively human feature, unless
humans are deaf by birth; such people have phōnē but not dialektos
(History of Animals 4.9.536a33–b7; see also Generation of Animals
5.7.786b20–22), and in that respect, they are comparable to children who do
not yet have full control over their tongues. A crucial part of human
socialization is language acquisition, which is characterized as the gradual
training of the movement of the tongue and thus as an elimination of
uncontrolled articulation (History of Animals 4.9.536a33–b7). Furthermore,
there is a semiotic aspect: as can be seen from the definition of the onoma
in De interpretatione (2.16a19–29) and of the stoicheion in the Poetics
(20.1456b22–25 and ff.), it is the conventionality of human language and its
potential to combine sounds into more complex units that distinguish it
from animal communication. According to Aristotle, animals have neither
onomata nor symbola, even though they are capable of conveying meaning



(sēmainein). However, unlike human symbola, which are based upon
arbitrary assignments, the meaning of animal signs seems to be ‘natural’
(phusei), as for example in the case of the expression of emotions (see Ax,
1978: 262–9; 1986: 129–37).

That logos is something specifically human has not only physiological
and semiotic reasons, but also an ethical basis, as Aristotle explains at the
beginning of his Politics: whereas the ‘voice’ (phōnē) that reveals pain and
joy is common to both animals and humans, it is only ‘language’ (logos)
that enables humans to have an exchange about values such as justice and
injustice or useful and harmful things. This implies that, thanks to their
dialektos, certain animals such as birds are capable of the transmission of
information, but that they are unable to negotiate any ethical or political
issues. This is not to say that there are no social animals, but it is language
as a societal force that gives man the status of a zōon politikon (‘political
creature’) par excellence (Politics 1.2.1253a7–18). Connected with man’s
pronounced social nature is his talent for rational deliberation and memory.
While there are animals that have memory (mnēmē) and an ability to learn
(didachē), a long-term memory is said to be restricted to humans (History of
Animals 1.1.488b24–27; see also Metaphysics A.1.980a27–b29), as is
ethical awareness (Nicomachean Ethics 6.13.1144b).

THE STOICS
The Stoic Diogenes of Babylon (c.240–150 BC) was the author of a treatise
Peri phōnēs (‘On Voice’), which can only be reconstructed from the
account of the much later writer Diogenes Laertius (for a more extensive
discussion of the Stoics’ views, see Ax, 1986: 138–211). According to his
testimony, Diogenes of Babylon defines the term phōnē as a percussion of
air or the proper object of the sense of hearing (Diogenes Laertius 7.55). In
his view, human language differs from animal communication in two
respects: first, it is not produced by a natural impulse (hupo hormēs) but by
reason (apo dianoias); second, it is articulate (enarthros). When Diogenes
adds that human language reaches maturity at the age of fourteen, he
underscores that man does not have articulate phōnē by birth, but that it
develops over time. From phōnē he distinguishes two other terms: lexis and
logos. A voice that consists of letters and is articulate (phōnē engrammatos)
constitutes a verbal expression (lexis) and stands in opposition to mere



sound (ēchos). However, not every lexis is meaningful (sēmantikos): an
articulate expression such as blituri does not signify anything and therefore
cannot claim the status of a logos. For that reason, the expression of a sound
(propheresthai) needs to be distinguished from a meaningful utterance
(legein), which issues from the mind (Diogenes Laertius 7.56–7). The term
dialektos also occurs in Stoic theory as summarized by Diogenes Laertius,
but it has a narrower meaning than in Aristotle, referring to national and
regional variants of lexis (Diogenes Laertius 7.56; see Ax, 1986: 201, 210).
To conclude, man possesses language because he is a rational being. Since
animals do not have any conceptual notions, they produce no more than
sounds evoked by natural impulses. This understanding of language results
from Stoic anthropology, which most vigorously denies reason to animals.

A similar approach can be identified for Chrysippus of Soloi (c.280–
208/04 BC), Diogenes of Babylon’s teacher. As Varro reports in the sixth
book of De lingua Latina, Chrysippus thought that certain birds such as
ravens and crows, as well as children, are unable to produce real words.
Bird sounds and children’s utterances do not amount to real speech (loqui),
but only to quasi-speech (ut loqui), because there is no rational motivation
behind their sound production and because they do not have any awareness
of the correct serial arrangement of sounds or syntax (De lingua Latina
6.56). Implicit is a differentiation between pure vocal utterance (logos
prophorikos) and meaningful inner language based upon reason (logos
endiathetos). Only fully developed humans are able to connect audible
sound productions with inner concepts, whereas children and birds have
logos prophorikos but not logos endiathetos (see Mühl, 1962: esp. 8–16;
Matelli, 1992; Labarrière, 1997).

On a very basic level, however, the Stoics attribute certain forms of
communication to animals, in particular in the case of symbiotic
relationships. According to Chrysippus, the long-shaped bivalve (pinnē,
Lat. pina) is alerted by the sea crab through a bite as to when it needs to
close its shell in order to catch the little fish swimming in the immediate
vicinity and then share them with the crab. Given the difference between
these two animals, their joint strategy for procuring food is regarded as
remarkable by Cicero, who provides an account of the Stoic arguments. In
the same passage, it is also considered whether this type of symbiosis exists
by nature or whether it is based upon an agreement and has developed over
time (Cicero, De officiis 2.123–4 [= SVF 2.729]). Despite their admiration



for such practices and habits in the animal world, there can be no doubt that
the Stoics do not classify such phenomena of non-vocal, non-verbal
communication as language.

In the first century AD, the philosopher Seneca emphasizes that despite
their lack of language animals have certain skills that serve the preservation
of life (Epistles 121.24; on instinct and the Stoic doctrine of oikeiosis, see
Dierauer 1977: 199–224 and Sorabji, 1993: 122–33). That their voice does
not transcend the level of mere sound production has physiological reasons:
their tongues are not as flexible as those of humans. Moreover, the
authoritative part of the soul (hēgemonikon, translated into Latin as
principale), which leads to the production of meaningful speech among
humans, is not sufficiently well developed and refined in animals (De ira
1.3.7). The voices of some animals may surpass that of humans in several
respects, such as that of the dog with regard to its volume, that of the bull
through its vigour, or that of the nightingale through its charming sound;
but the lack of reason (ratio), which brings humans close to the gods and
whose correct use leads them to a fulfilled life, prevents them from having
real language (Epistles 76.9–10).

This firm distinction between animals and humans did not remain
unchallenged. The following authors engaged more extensively with this
opinion and took the Stoic concept of logos prophorikos and logos
endiathetos as their starting point (see Tabarroni, 1988: 108–111; Sorabji,
1993: 81–4; Glidden, 1994: esp. 136–48; Labarrière, 1997): Plutarch (c.45–
125 AD), especially in his works De sollertia animalium and Bruta
animalia ratione uti, further Sextus Empiricus (fl. end of second century
AD) in his Outlines of Pyrrhonism (1.62–78) and Against the Professors
(8.275–6, 8.285–8), and Porphyry (c.234–305 AD) in the third book of his
treatise De abstinentia.

A representative passage from Plutarch’s De sollertia animalium may be
singled out here (19.973a–e). Starlings, crows, and parrots, which manage
to learn how to speak, are adduced as evidence that they also possess logos
prophorikos and an articulate voice (phōnē enarthros). Plutarch refers to
Aristotle’s account of the learning skills of nightingales (see ‘Aristotle’) and
adds an anecdote about a jay (kitta), which was able to imitate all kinds of
sounds, including human language (anthrōpou rhēmata), animal sounds
(thēriōn phthongous), and the sounds of musical instruments (psophous
organōn). After this bird had heard the sound of a trumpet during a funeral,



it remained silent for a certain period of time. It had not lost its voice or its
ability to hear, but was silently practising its imitation of the sound of the
trumpet, which it then reproduced meticulously. For Plutarch, this story
proves that such a form of self-instruction presupposes not only an
eagerness to learn but also a rational operation, which, due to a conscious
selection of what is being uttered, goes beyond blind imitation. According
to this view, birds do not imitate sounds randomly but instead consciously
reflect on what they want to convey. Plutarch’s position that animals also
have reason contradicts Stoic doctrine very clearly and has a number of
consequences, in particular with regard to how humans perceive and treat
animals (see Newmyer, 1999, 2005; Giebel, 2003: 198–208). On a moral
level, this implies that humans may use animals for their own purposes, but
should refrain from any inconsiderate or cruel behaviour towards them.

PLINY THE ELDER
No other Roman author has written as extensively about the natural
sciences and related disciplines as Pliny the Elder (c.23–79 AD) in his
Natural History (see Fögen, 2009a: 201–64, with further literature). Books
8–11 of his monumental work are dedicated to the treatment of animals,
whereas the preceding Book 7 concentrates on anthropology and repeatedly
presents man as an imperfect creature. For the purpose of this overview,
Book 8 on land animals and Book 10 on birds, but also Book 11 on insects,
are particularly relevant.

In Book 7 Pliny briefly deals with human language acquisition, which he
describes as a gradual process that is comparable to many other skills that
humans need to learn (Natural History 7.4). They are not fully able to
articulate themselves until the age of seven (Natural History 11.174), and
their voice reaches its full potential at the age of fourteen (Natural History
11.270). The diversity of human languages and their sheer number have a
great fascination for Pliny (Natural History 7.7).

Among animals that have at least a passive ‘linguistic’ competence Pliny
ranges not only several birds, but also elephants and lions. Book 8 of the
Natural History begins with a comprehensive description of the elephant
(Natural History 8.1–34; see Giebel, 2003: 87–94; Fögen, 2007a: 185–8),
which is said to be the largest amongst all land animals and, with its mind
and senses, closest to humans; for that reason it understands the language



spoken in its country, is obedient and quick to learn, and even possesses
certain moral virtues (Natural History 8.1; see also 8.12–13 on pudor and
8.15 on iustitia)—qualities that have induced other authors to suggest the
existence of a common bond between elephants and humans (Cicero, Ad
familiares 7.1.3: quandam…cum genere humano societatem). With
reference to the former consul C. Licinius Mucianus, Pliny reports the case
of an elephant that purportedly learned to write in Greek (Natural History
8.6), without questioning how this could have been possible anatomically.
This passage demonstrates that Pliny sometimes has a rather uncritical
attitude towards his sources and is prepared to include even those pieces of
information whose value may be limited; however, it needs to be added that
there are numerous instances in the Natural History where he censures his
predecessors and their dubious methods very harshly (Fögen, 2009a: esp.
207–11, 233–54, 257–64).

In his section on lions (Natural History 8.41–58) Pliny states that they
understand the meaning of humans’ attempts to mollify them. For example,
lions are inclined to show clemency towards humans beseeching them to be
spared, above all if these individuals are female. As he indicates, this
passage is based upon the story of a woman who was attacked by lions and
managed to placate them by referring to her weak sex. Given the lack of
further empirical evidence, Pliny admits that this may have been a singular
incident that does not prove that lions always react in this way (Natural
History 8.48). At any rate, what is clear to him is the fact that the mood
(animus) of a lion can be recognized from its tail: no movement signifies
gentleness, slight movement can be interpreted as flattery, and heavy
wagging is a sign of wrath (Natural History 8.49; similarly 11.137 on the
ears of horses, which are apostrophized as indicia animi).

An unidentifiable animal called leucrocota, whose body parts are said to
be reminiscent of those of a wild donkey, stag, lion, and badger (Natural
History 8.72), supposedly has the gift to imitate the human voice, and in
this respect resembles the hyena, which employs its imitative skills to
attract humans and then kill them. Pliny makes it quite clear that he is not
prepared to believe such accounts and emphasizes that a great many strange
tales (multa mira) are narrated about animals such as hyenas (Natural
History 8.106). At the same time, one may argue that these anecdotes are
interesting from an anthropological perspective, as they reveal that the



ancients perceived the sounds produced by such animals as threatening and
tended to ascribe a certain mischievous quality to them.

Equally disparaging is Pliny’s judgment on two testimonies concerning
animals whose ‘speaking’ belongs to the category of prodigies acting in a
political context: the dethronement of King Tarquinius was announced by a
speaking dog and a barking snake (Natural History 8.153); a speaking bull
induced the Roman Senate to hold its assemblies in public. Speaking
animals as omens commonly signal an exceptional situation or a perverted,
topsy-turvy world in which superhuman powers are at work; it is not
surprising that they often occur in historiographical texts (see, for example,
Livy 3.10.6, 24.10.10, 27.11.4, 35.21.4; Valerius Maximus 1.6.5; Tacitus,
Histories 1.86.1).

Book 10 of the Natural History focuses on birds. There are certain
species that are capable of imitating the voices of other animals such as the
‘bull’ (probably the bittern), whose name is derived from its imitation of the
bellowing of cows, and the so-called anthos (perhaps the yellow wagtail),
which supposedly mimics the whinnies of horses (Natural History 10.116).
Later on, Pliny talks about birds that imitate the human voice and ‘speak’
(the term used here is sermocinari), such as parrots, magpies, and ravens
(Natural History 10.117–24). The reason for their gift of speech is the
broader tongue of these birds—a point apparently adopted from Aristotle
(see ‘Aristotle’). Yet in order for them to acquire words, and to some extent
even phrases, a specific teaching method is required: the speech training
should ideally be conducted in a more secluded and quiet area, where the
birds do not get distracted by any other sounds. Individual words to be
learned by the animals need to be repeated again and again; to motivate
them, they are to be given rewards in the shape of bits of food.

It is striking that some animals in Pliny’s books on zoology are almost
anthropomorphized. This can be observed for the elephant (as mentioned
above), but even more so for the section on the nightingale (Natural History
10.81–5), whose musicality is so extraordinary for Pliny that he calls it an
‘art’. Accordingly, Pliny believes that their singing presupposes an
elaborate training and presents the sketch of a singing lesson, during which
the bird teacher vituperates its pupil and motivates it to improve its
performance; he also refers to the existence of heated singing contests
among nightingales (Natural History 10.83). While it cannot be denied that
Aristotle also included a brief description of an older nightingale instructing



its offspring how to sing (History of Animals 4.9.536b17–19), his comments
are far less detailed than Pliny’s and lack a tendency towards an
anthropomorphization of the birds.

Book 11 of the Natural History is devoted to the treatment of insects,
which are said to exhibit an impressive perfection despite their smallness
(Natural History 11.1–2). Among other things, Pliny also discusses the
various forms of sound production among insects. In the section on bees
(Natural History 11.11–70) he uses some material from Aristotle. Four
paragraphs of this book are dedicated to the analysis of the sounds of
cicadas (Natural History 11.92–5). He differentiates between ‘mute’
(mutae) and ‘singing’ ones (canorae), a distinction motivated by type-
specific and gender-specific criteria: unlike their larger brethren, smaller
cicadas are mute, and in both types it is only male cicadas that sing. Among
the singing ones there are gradual divergences. Even geographical aspects
need to be taken into account, as there are some regions in which cicadas do
not produce any sound.

The way in which Aristotle and Pliny scrutinize forms of animal
communication is just one example of the differences between the two
writers. Physiological explanations are much more frequent in Aristotle
than in Pliny. The differentiation between sound, voice, and language,
which constitutes an essential criterion for Aristotle to distinguish between
various species, does not occur in Pliny. On the whole, the History of
Animals and other Aristotelian works containing reflections on the
characteristics of animal communication and human language tend to be
more systematic and stringent than the Natural History. This is partly due to
the fact that Aristotle prefers an empirical method over interweaving his
narrative with paradoxa and mirabilia. By contrast, Pliny the Elder follows
a different literary strategy because he writes for a less scholarly readership.
He does not want to address a circle of specialists but instead an educated
audience of interested laymen (Natural History praef. 6–7 and 11); he
therefore needs to find the right balance between instruction (docere) and
diversion (delectare). In conformity with the topical character of the
prefaces of ancient technical literature (see Fögen, 2009a: esp. 26–34),
however, he explicitly denies the inclusion of more pleasing elements such
as digressions or a more complex style (Natural History praef. 12–13). At
the same time, Pliny is by no means a mere paradoxographer who
completely ignores scientific findings and excessively indulges in



implausible stories. It is, therefore, not the case that his paragraphs on
animal communication are without any ‘scientific’ value; they just need to
be read with the context of his literary agenda in mind.

CLAUDIUS AELIANUS
A much more pronounced tendency towards the paradox and wonderful is
discernible in the work on the peculiar nature of animals (Peri zōōn
idiotētos [De natura animalium]: ‘Characteristics of Animals’) and to some
extent in the ‘Colourful History’ (Poikilē historia [Varia historia]) by
Claudius Aelianus (c.170–222/230AD; see Fögen, 2009b, with earlier
literature). This also applies to passages in which the author looks at forms
of animal communication.

In an anecdote about the Carthaginian Hanno (Varia historia 14.30), he is
said to have acquired a large number of birds and taught them the phrase
‘Hanno is a god’. Once the birds had learned this sentence, Hanno liberated
them, hoping that his fame would spread through their singing. Yet the birds
forgot what they had learned and sang their own songs. It is evident that this
text has rather little to reveal about animal communication; instead the story
about birds and their singing serves to condemn Hanno’s transgression of
proper human boundaries and thus exhibits a distinct moral component,
which is typical of Aelian’s works.

Other episodes in which Aelian thematizes birdsong do not provide much
more in the way of wide-ranging insights. He remarks that the nightingale
has the highest and most musical voice amongst all birds (De natura
animalium 1.43). In a much later chapter he adds that the song of the
nightingale, like that of the blackbird, varies with each season (De natura
animalium 12.28). In yet another passage the nightingale’s singing is
connected with an almost human characteristic, namely the striving for
fame, which allegedly induces this bird to develop a particularly intricate
song in the presence of others, but not so much when on its own (De natura
animalium 5.38). Aelian maintains that ravens have an impressive variety
of sounds, the use of which depends on their mood; moreover, they are
capable of imitating human speech (De natura animalium 2.51), as are
parrots in India, which are regarded as holy animals in that country (De
natura animalium 13.18; see also 16.2). They are only surpassed by the



Indian mynah, which is deemed as not only more talkative but also more
intelligent (De natura animalium 16.3).

Apart from such obvious candidates as birds, Aelian also ascribes forms
of communication to other species. Among all larger types of fish, their
leaders possess some sort of warning system for dangerous situations: they
use specific contact signals with which they alert their shoal (De natura
animalium 2.13). Aelian also refutes the hypothesis that fish are entirely
mute and lists some species that produce sounds, such as the ‘cuckoo’
(kokkux), whose sounds resemble those of the eponymous bird (De natura
animalium 10.11). This is an observation that was already made by
Aristotle (History of Animals 4.9.535b14–24), but unlike Aelian, who
ignores more scientific details, he provides a physiological explanation for
sound production by fish.

Another example of communicative skills among animals is the elephant.
Like Pliny, Aelian attributes several remarkable characteristics to elephants
that make them similar to humans. Apart from their quickness to learn and
their obedience, they have a sense for rhythms and melodies, and even
know how to dance. On one occasion, Aelian observes how an elephant
used its trunk to write letters on a board, albeit with the help of its trainer
(De natura animalium 2.11). While they do not possess any active linguistic
competence, they have their own ways of making themselves understood, in
particular in situations in which they want to articulate their moral
awareness. For instance, an elephant warned the new wife of its trainer non-
verbally that the man had killed his rich ex-wife in order to get access to her
money. It led her with its trunk to the place where the ex-wife was buried
and exhumed the body with its tusks; the passage is concluded with the
pointed remark that in this case the animal’s deed replaced the spoken word
that the elephant was unable to utter (De natura animalium 8.17). An
instance of extreme anthropomorphization of an animal is the story about
the elephant Nikaia, which served as the nurse of a baby. From the infant’s
mother it had received instructions in Indian, a language which is said to be
understood by elephants (De natura animalium 11.14). The fact that this
animal took great care of the child implies that it may serve as a model even
for humans; once again the moral dimension of Aelian’s narrative becomes
evident.

In numerous passages of his De natura animalium the characteristics and
skills of animals are compared to those of humans, which include the



aspects of sound production and speech. Thanks to the gift of nature,
humans as well as animals possess a wide range of sounds and utterances.
Among humans this is attested by the large number of individual languages,
while in the animal kingdom all species have their own sounds (De natura
animalium 5.51). Human language has the potential for the development of
rhetoric and persuasion, which Aelian, quite unlike many other ancient
authors who praise the social and cultural functions of language (see
‘Introduction’), does not necessarily interpret as an advantage: while
humans need to instigate each other to perform good deeds and demonstrate
bravery, animals do not require such verbal exhortations (De natura
animalium 6.1). For Aelian, language and reason do not automatically
guarantee civilized behaviour; all too often humans can be blamed for
living irrationally (De natura animalium 7.17). By contrast, animals are
frequently capable of certain technical as well as ethical achievements,
although they do not have reason or language (see, for example, De natura
animalium 2.11, 2.25, 2.32, 3.10, 3.23, 5.22, 6.23, 6.47, 6.59, 7.10); this is
precisely what makes them worth being considered in a literary work (see
the epilogue to De natura animalium). At the same time, it becomes clear
that Aelian does not intend to provide a systematic rubric for zoology.
Instead, he is interested in the moral qualities of animals, which may have
an exemplary function even for humans—and that includes aspects of
communication. While it cannot be denied that the entertainment of the
reader, which is a typical purpose of miscellany writings of this period,
constitutes an important part of Aelian’s literary agenda, the ethical
component of his work should not be underestimated. Aelian’s world view
is mainly Stoic, but the functionalization of animals as moral exemplars, as
we find it in his works, was also common among Cynic philosophers (see
Sorabji, 1993: 160–1).

FURTHER ASPECTS OF ANIMAL
COMMUNICATION

While the testimonies presented in the preceding sections cover a variety of
significant aspects of animal communication, they do not represent an
exhaustive list of relevant points. One may also consider the following
areas, which can only be outlined briefly:



a) In ancient comedy certain characters are speaking animals such as in
Crates’ Theria and Aristophanes’ Birds, often linked with the idea of
the Golden Age and the peaceful coexistence of man and animal (see,
for example, Levine Gera, 2003: 61–7, Heath, 2005: 12–16). Under
this rubric one may also range ancient reports on humans who were
able to communicate with animals; Pythagoras purportedly had the
ability to placate animals, at least according to a biography composed
by Iamblichus (Vita Pyth. 60–2), who emphasized Pythagoras’s
closeness to the gods and his superhuman nature (especially Vita Pyth.
31 and 255).

b) Speaking animals also occur in fables and epic poetry such as the
Hellenistic Batrachomyomachia, a short epic parody developed from
an Aesopic fable (384 Perry [= 302 Hausrath]). In these literary forms,
communication amongst and with animals is taken for granted and
does not require any specific explanation. However, prefaces to
collections of fables do accentuate this feature as something
exceptional: in the prologue to his first book, Phaedrus justifies it with
the fictional and entertaining character of his work (Fab. 1 pr. 5–7). In
his introduction Babrius briefly justifies the fact that animals of the
fable possess speech by referring to its setting in the Golden Age, in
which men and animals, but also trees and leaves, were able to
communicate effortlessly; in his own epoch, the so-called Iron Age,
this would no longer be possible (pr. 1–13).

c) Forms of animal communication are also examined in the context of
ancient theories about the origin of language, as can be found in
Epicurus’s Letter to Herodotus (Epistula ad Herodotum 75–6, p. 26.7–
27.16 Usener) and in the fifth book of Lucretius’s On the Nature of the
Universe (5.1028–90) (see, for example, Glidden, 1994: 140–2).
Animal sounds are often compared to the speech of young children,
which is not yet fully developed and thus cannot claim the status of
human logos, as is indicated, for example, by Aristotle (History of
Animals 4.9.536a33–b7), the Stoic Diogenes of Babylon (Diogenes
Laertius 7.55), and Pliny the Elder (Natural History 7.4, 11.174,
11.270). This corresponds to the fact that, according to ancient
thought, children are not on the same intellectual, physical, and moral
level as adults, and in this respect they can be compared to animals



(see Heath, 2005: 206–9). It goes without saying that this is a
transitory phase, which is overcome by proper training.

d) Also relevant are testimonies on concrete sounds produced by animals,
which are regarded as characteristic for a certain species and
circumscribed graphematically. One may think of instances such as
passages from Plautus’s Menaechmi on the sound of the night-owl
(Menaechmi 654: tu tu) or from Petronius’s Satyrica on the cockcrow
(Satyrica 59.2: coco coco). Occasionally it is these sounds that lead to
the coining of onomatopoetic names given to certain species, in
particular birds, such as tutō, identified by the lexicographer Hesychius
with glaux (‘owl’), or ulula for the screech owl (on Latin bird names,
see André, 1966 and 1967; on Greek bird names, see Thompson,
1936). In the fifth book of De lingua Latina Varro proposes similar
examples not only of birds’ names, but also of the terms for ‘dog’
(canis, connected with canere; see 5.99) and ‘bear’ (ursus; see 5.100).
In this context, one may also think of the terminological
circumscription of animal sounds in the forms of verbs and
substantives. Suetonius’s fragmentary antiquarian work Pratum
contains a section that lists numerous verbs that designate the sounds
produced by animals (fr. 161 Reifferscheid, p. 247–54; see also fr.
161c, p. 312; similarly Aelian, De natura animalium 5.51), for
example, sibilare for the hissing of snakes, mugire for cows, grunnire
for pigs, and coaxare for frogs; for some species there are even
variants, such as fremere and rugire for lions, rudere and oncare for
donkeys, as well as latrare and baubari for dogs. Unsurprisingly, more
than half of the animals recorded here are birds. Similar catalogues of
words denoting animal sounds can be found in Varro’s De lingua
Latina (7.103–4) and in the later grammarian and lexicographer
Nonius Marcellus.

CONCLUSIONS
One may draw a variety of conclusions from the material expounded in this
overview. First of all, it is obvious that ancient reflections on the
characteristics of animal communication are to a large extent influenced by
the generic or literary conventions of the texts in which they occur. It may
be argued that information on animal communication is most systematic



and detailed in fact-oriented technical treatises such as Aristotle’s History of
Animals, which for the most part presents a differentiated picture based on
empirical scrutiny and takes into account the physiological and anatomical
idiosyncrasies of animals. However, other sources, which are aimed at a
less scientifically minded readership and therefore incorporate literary
devices such as anecdotal, humorous, or paradoxical elements in order to
ensure a certain degree of entertainment or even moral edification among
their audience, tend to be less exact and accurate. Such approaches have a
propensity to anthropomorphize animals and relatively rarely offer any
rational explanations for certain phenomena of communicative behaviour
among animals.

What is noteworthy about the majority of sources is that they attribute
forms of communication to a wide range of species, even to less obvious
ones such as marine creatures. For the latter, Pliny the Elder, for example,
asserts that, thanks to their auditory capacity, dolphins react to human calls
and their voice resembles the moaning of humans (Natural History 9.23);
about the fish called exocoetus, Pliny maintains that in certain regions it
does not have any gills and possesses voice (Natural History 9.70).
However, all testimonies agree that birds are by far the most talented
animals when it comes to vocal articulation, even if they do not move
beyond the level of imitation and do not produce any form of
communication that would be equivalent to human language.

Furthermore, the texts considered here may differ with regard to their
informative value, but they all represent intriguing documents for the
reconstruction of language awareness prevalent among ancient Greeks and
Romans, as well as their anthropological concepts. In accordance with the
pronounced tendency towards thinking in oppositional pairs, various types
of ‘alterity’ can be identified, which also pertain to factors such as
communicative competence: it is not only foreigners (‘barbarians’), slaves,
women, and children who are supposed to diverge from the ‘normal’, but
also animals (see, for example, Diogenes Laertius 1.33). These groups are
perceived as being different, and they have no ‘voice’ and tend to be
marginalized, albeit to varying degrees; only the prototypical adult male has
the ability to be fully articulate (see Fögen, 2004).

However, the boundaries between the norm and divergences from it are
not always sufficiently clear-cut. Whenever animals are looked at from a
more emotional perspective, they often lose their animalistic nature, albeit



never completely. In Graeco-Roman antiquity as well as in the modern
world, humans who have a more intense affective relationship with animals
are prepared to anthropomorphize them and attribute some form of ‘speech’
or communicative competence to them; this, of course, says much more
about the subjective attitudes of certain individuals than the actual
capabilities of animals.

What is perhaps most striking about some of the ancient testimonies on
animal communication and human speech is the conviction of some authors
that language per se does not turn humans into ethically responsible people.
Much more important than just possessing the capacity for language is
using it appropriately, as has been emphasized in particular by Aristotle and
Cicero in their rhetorical works.



SUGGESTED READING

An extensive research bibliography (last updated in May 2006) on ‘Animals
in Graeco-Roman Antiquity and Beyond’, which was compiled by Thorsten
Fögen and includes a section on animal communication, is available online
(http://www.telemachos.hu-berlin.de/esterni/Tierbibliographie_Foegen.pdf).
A more extensive discussion of ancient sources on animal communication
and human language is provided by Fögen’s study (2007b), which also
offers a comprehensive list of secondary literature, including numerous
titles from modern communication research and ethology. Particularly
valuable is Ax’s monograph (1986) on the three ancient terms psophos,
phōnē, and dialektos. In addition, one may consult the article by Tabarroni
(1988). The topic of animal communication is also dealt with, though not
exclusively, by Dierauer (1977), Sorabji (1993), Levine Gera (2003), and
Heath (2005).
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CHAPTER 14

ORIGINS OF LIFE AND ORIGINS OF
SPECIES

GORDON LINDSAY CAMPBELL

MYTHOLOGICAL ORIGINS
MYTHOLOGICAL accounts of the origins of life tend to focus on the origins of
gods and humans rather than animals. Often, in myth animals are in fact
derived from humans (see further below). I shall look first, then, at a
selection of accounts of the origins of gods and humans before moving on
to animal origins.

Homer, the earliest extant Greek literary source, shows little interest in
the origins of things, the origins of the world, of life, or of species. Despite
this he does record some ideas of the origins of the gods, at least, and this is
worth looking at since in archaic Greek thought gods and humans do not
necessarily have different origins. In the Iliad a tradition of Okeanos
(Ocean), the great river that circles the world (cf. Iliad 18.607–8), as the
begetter of the gods is briefly referenced:

For I am going to see the limits of fertile earth, Okeanos, begetter of gods, and mother
Tethys.

(Homer, Iliad 14.200–1, tr. KRS)

A similar idea is found a little later in the same book:

Another of the everlasting gods I would easily send to sleep, even the streams of the river
Okeanos who is the begetter of all.

(Homer, Iliad, 14.244–6, tr. KRS)

In 14.200–1 we seem to have a pair of generative forces, Okeanos and
Tethys, as progenitors of the gods. West (1997: 282) attributes this idea to a



lost Cyclic theogony, and Aristotle seems to reference this tradition:

There are some who think that the very ancient and indeed first speculators about the gods,
long before the present age, made the same supposition about nature [as the philosopher
Thales]; for they wrote that Okeanos and Tethys were the parents of coming-to-be.

(Aristotle, Metaphysics A3.983b27, tr. KRS).

More broadly, Near-Eastern influence has often been seen in these lines,
especially from the Babylonian Epic of Creation (Enuma Elish), where
Apsu the masculine sweet-water god and Tiamat the salt-water goddess are
the primordial principles (see López-Ruiz, 2010: 88–90; KRS, 10–17).

If Homer gives us only a glimpse of a theory of the watery origins of the
gods, we can turn to Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days for more
information on archaic Greek ideas. In the Theogony it is the gods who are
Hesiod’s main focus, while the Works and Days is focused on the human
realm (Strauss Clay, 2003: 1–11).

First came the Chasm [Chaos], and then broad-breasted Earth,
secure seat for ever of all the immortals who occupy the
peak of snowy Olympus; then misty Tartara in a remote
recess of the broad-pathed Earth; and Eros, the most
handsome among the immortal gods, dissolver of flesh,
who overcomes the reason and purpose in the breasts of all gods and men.
      Out of the Chasm came Erebos, and dark Night, and
from Night in turn came Bright Air and Day, whom she
bore in shared intimacy with Erebos. Earth bore first of all
one equal to herself, starry Heaven, so that he should
cover her all about, to be a secure seat for ever for the
blessed gods; and she bore the long Mountains, pleasant
haunts of the goddesses, the Nymphs who dwell
in mountain glens; and she bore also the undraining Sea
and its furious swell, not in union of love. But then
bedded with Heaven, she bore deep-swirling Okeanos,
Koios and Kreios and Hyperion and Iapetos,
Thea and Rhea and Themis and Memory,
Phoebe of gold diadem, and lovely Tethys.
After them the youngest was born, crooked schemer
Kronos, most fearsome of children, who loathed his lusty father.

(Hesiod, Theogony 116–38, tr. West)

Hesiod begins with Chaos, seemingly a ‘chasm’ or ‘gap’ of some sort
that he tells us ‘came to be’ rather than simply existed. This is problematic
and we may wish to ask him where it came to be or in what it came to be if
it is the first of all things. Perhaps the best explanation is that Hesiod is



splicing at least two earlier sources together, and that in one of his sources
the chasm or gap was that which opened up between earth and sky when
they first separated, in the hieros gamos myth, the ‘divine marriage’ of earth
and sky (KRS, 34–41). Here is a version of the myth from Euripides:

And the tale is not mine but from my mother, how sky and earth had one form; and when
they were separated apart from each other they brought forth all things and gave them up
into the light: trees, birds, beasts, the creatures nourished by the salt sea, and the race of
mortals.

(Euripides, fr. 484, tr. KRS)

In Euripides’ version of the myth humans (‘the race of mortals’) are born
along with the different fauna and flora. This seems closer to scientific
accounts, which regularly regard humans as a species of animal, born at the
same time as the others, but later distinguished from other animals by their
possession of technology and culture (see further below). Hesiod’s version
in the Theogony has left out the details of the births of trees, birds, animals,
fish, and humans, but clearly views the origins of the gods in a genealogical
mode. The gods are related and appear in pairs of opposites or similars and
are produced in both sexual and asexual ways. The sexual products are
more dangerous and chaotic than the asexual products: the Mediterranean
(‘the undraining sea’) is produced asexually, and ‘deep-swirling Okeanos’
sexually. Finally in this passage is born fearsome Kronos. He will depose
his father Ouranos by castrating him while in sexual union with Earth and
thus allowing separation so that the younger gods could be born, another
version of the hieros gamos myth. Humans seem to be excluded from the
genealogy and we have to look elsewhere to find our origins. There is an
intriguing hint at line 50, where Hesiod tells us the Muses sing not only of
Zeus and the immortals but also of the ‘race of both men and powerful
Giants’. A scholion on lines 185–7 asserts that humans descend from the
Nymphs called Meliai and the Giants who were born from drops of blood
that fell onto Earth when Ouranos was castrated (Strauss Clay, 2003: 96–9).
Ovid records a similar myth of the Gigantic origins of humans at
Metamorphoses 1.156–62, but with the difference that we were born from
the blood of the Giants slain by the Olympian gods and mixed with earth;
for him this explains our contempt for the gods, our violence, and our
vicious natures: ‘you would know they were born from blood’ (1.162). This
is reminiscent of the myth in the Babylonian Epic of Creation where



Marduk creates humans from a mixture of earth and the blood of the
rebellious Tiamat’s chief vizier Quingu.

In Works and Days (109–205) Hesiod also has the gods creating races of
humans. They create five races: the golden, silver, bronze, the race of
heroes, and the iron race. We are not told how or why they do this or why
the races they create get worse and worse when we should expect the gods
to get better at creating races with practice. Hesiod seems interested only in
showing how we have declined from the pristine state of the golden race,
who lived without having to work, were rich in flocks, and lived in
harmony with the gods. We have already been told in both Works and Days
and the Theogony, however, a different explanation for the seeming enmity
of the gods towards humans: at a feast at Mekone, ‘when men and gods
were coming to a settlement’ (Theogony 540), Prometheus had tricked Zeus
by dividing up the feast unfairly, making Zeus choose the bones wrapped in
fat while humans got the meat. In response Zeus punished humans by
taking fire from them.

As time went on Prometheus himself took on the task of moulding
humans from earth and water (e.g., Heraclides Ponticus, fr. 66 Wehrli;
Philemon, fr. 89 Kock; Callimachus, fr. 192.3 Pfeiffer; Apollodorus, 1.7.1;
Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.80–3; Lucian, Prometheus 11–17; Pausanias,
10.4.4). A variant on the myth of gods moulding us from earth and water, or
perhaps an alternative to it, is the myth of our autochthonous origins: that
we, or certain heroes, simply grew out of the earth. Examples of this are
Erechthonios, born from the soil of Attica, and Pelasgus the culture hero of
Arcadia, born from Arcadian soil (e.g., Pausanias, 8.1.4). Variants include
the story of Cadmus sowing dragon’s teeth at the site of Thebes, which
grow up from the soil into Theban warriors, some of whom will form the
population of Thebes, the ‘sown men’ (Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.3–130).

So far these myths have shown little or no interest in the origins of
animals, but there are many myths, especially those collected by Ovid in the
Metamorphoses, that account for the origins of particular species of
animals. Ovid especially records stories of bird origins, originally collected
by Boios in the Ornithogonia (Myers, 1994). A human being will behave in
a certain way and either their behaviour will cause them to change shape
and become a bird or other animal or a god will intervene and transform the
person. Elements of the person’s character will often be preserved by the
metamorphosis, and often the transformation will bring the person’s inner



and outer natures into harmony, or at least expose the truth of their inner
nature. For example, in Book 8 of the Metamorphoses Ovid tells us that
Perdix, an outstandingly intelligent young man, was apprenticed to his
uncle the famous inventor Daedalus. Perdix quickly invented the saw and
the compasses. Daedalus, jealous of his nephew’s skill, threw him from the
top of the sacred hill of Minerva, goddess of wisdom. She saw him falling
and saved him by turning him into a bird, the first partridge (perdix). The
strength of his quick intelligence was preserved and went into his wings and
feet, but the new bird never flies high, being scared of heights since his fall
(Metamorphoses 8.236–59). Some birds are granted grander origins. The
first heron, for example, arose from the ruins of the city of Ardea:

Ardea fell, a powerful city in Turnus’ lifetime.
After the Trojan torches had razed her walls to the ground
and her ruined buildings were smothered in piles of smouldering ashes,
a bird never seen before flew up from the midst of the rubble,
lashing the embers with flapping wings. The cries of sorrow,
the lean, pale faces and all that betokens a captured city
survived in that bird; yes even the name, as the heron called ardea
beats her wings in her grief for the city from which she arose.

(Ovid, Metamorphoses 14.573–80, tr. Raeburn)

That this is an origin myth is guaranteed by the phrase ‘a bird never seen
before’, found frequently in the Metamorphoses. The story of Lycaon may
also be an origin myth. Jupiter, having heard that violence and injustice
were growing on earth, decided to see for himself and so visited Lycaon,
king of Arcadia. There he found things were even worse than he had heard.
Lycaon planned to test Jupiter’s divinity by attacking him in his sleep, but
before that he murdered a hostage, roasted him, and served him up at table.
At this Jupiter destroyed the palace. Lycaon fled into the wilds:

He tried to speak, but his voice broke into
an echoing howl. His ravening soul infected his jaws;
his murderous longings were turned on the cattle; he was still possessed
by bloodlust. His garments were changed to a shaggy coat and his arms
into legs. He was now transformed into a wolf. But he kept some signs
of his former self: the grizzled hair and the wild expression,
the blazing eyes and the bestial image remained unaltered.

(Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.232–9, tr. Raeburn)

It is not clear whether Jupiter deliberately changes Lycaon into a wolf, or
whether it is the extremity of his fear that causes a spontaneous change.



Either way, the metamorphosis is satisfying since his savage internal nature
is now made plain for all to see; he was a wolf in human clothing, now his
bestial nature is transparent.

PHILOSOPHICAL ORIGINS
Scientific accounts of the origins of life depend very much on the idea of
the spontaneous generation of life. It was commonly believed that life could
spontaneously generate in the present day when earth and water became
heated by the warmth of the sun. The appearance of worms from the ground
was attributed not to the worms, having already existed in the ground,
coming out to escape drowning during heavy rains but to their being
spontaneously generated from the wet earth. Frogs, mice, and cicadas too
were among many small animals thought to spontaneously generate. It was
no wonder then, that when the earth was younger, warmer, and more fertile
that she could produce larger and more various creatures spontaneously. As
Susan Blundell puts it (1986, 48):

By the late fifth century, the theory was firmly established that the first humans were born
from the ground, that earth and water were the substances of which they were composed,
and that heat was an agent in their manufacture. The contiguity of water and earth was
generally attributed to the unfinished state of the cosmos…No other basic hypothesis, so
far as we know, was ever put forth in scientific philosophy.

This theory of creatures growing up from the ground is not very far from
traditional myths of the autochthonous birth of culture heroes: certain
heroes simply grew out of the earth (see above). The Presocratic
philosopher Archelaus puts forward a similar idea:

On the subject of animals, [Archelaus] holds that when the earth was originally getting
warm in the lower region, where the hot and the cold were mingled, many animals began to
appear, including men, all with the same manner of life and all deriving their nourishment
from the slime. These were short lived; but later they began to be born from one another.
Men were distinguished from the other animals, and established laws, rulers, crafts, cities
and so on. Mind, he says, is inborn in all animals alike; for each of the animals, as well as
man, makes use of mind, though some more rapidly than others.

(Archelaus, fr. A4, tr. KRS)

This very brief account of Archelaus’s theory shows some familiar features.
The earth was originally marshy and as it started to become warm, the
mingling of two creative opposites, the hot and the cold, began to produce



animals. All the animals at first lived the same lifestyle, and survived by
eating a slime seemingly produced by the earth. The first generation did not
live long, but they began to breed sexually and to produce offspring. Then,
frustratingly briefly, we are told that humans were distinguished from other
animals by their possession of mind. Mind is inborn in all animals, we are
told, but humans seem, presumably by chance, to have more of it than other
animals. This has enabled us to develop our culture and technologies. It is
these, in a way not explained, that have made us a distinctive species of
animal. Diodorus Siculus in the first century BC provides an account
seemingly synthesized from the various scientific sources of the day:

It [the earth] was like potter’s clay and altogether soft. But as the sun’s fire shone down
upon the land, it first of all became firm, and then since its surface was in a ferment
because of the warmth, portions of the wet swelled up in masses in many places, and in
these pustules covered with delicate membranes made their appearance. Such a
phenomenon can be seen even now in swamps and marshy places whenever, the ground
having become cold, the air suddenly and without any gradual change becomes warm. And
while the wet was being impregnated with life by reason of the warmth in the manner
described, by night the living things forthwith received their nourishment from the mist
that fell from the enveloping air, and by day were made solid by the intense heat; and
finally, when the embryos had attained their full development and the membranes had been
thoroughly heated and broken open, there was produced every form of animal life. Of
these, such as had partaken of the most warmth set off for the higher regions, having
become winged, and such as retained an earthy consistency came to be numbered in the
class of creeping things and of the other land animals, while those whose composition
partook the most of the wet element gathered into the region congenial to them, receiving
the name of water animals.

(Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 1.7, tr. Oldfather)

Diodorus’s theory similarly relies on spontaneous generation of life caused
by a mixture of earth and water in the presence of heat, in this case supplied
by the sun, and he appeals to the ‘fact’ of present day spontaneous
generation as proof of his theory. Embryos grew in membranes and were
nourished by a mist that fell from the air. Then, when they burst open all
forms of animal life were born. It seems that Diodorus too sees humans as
one species of animal born along with all the others. Then he outlines a
scientific theory of the origin of the different orders of nature; creatures
with the most warmth became birds, those with earthy constitutions became
land animals, and the wettest creatures became water animals. The theory
does not go into details beyond this basic division, but it does at least
provide a mechanism for the origin of different types of animals that does
not rely on intelligent design.



The idea that humans are animals is a very common one in ancient
sources (Blundell, 1986: 79–83; Campbell, 2003), and Archelaus’s theory
of our being distinguished from the other animals by our possession of
technology is also found in other sources, especially in Plato’s Protagoras
(320c–321d). In the dialogue Socrates asks Protagoras if he would prefer to
tell a logos or a mythos concerning the origins of justice and of society.
Protagoras chooses to tell a mythos, part of which concerns the origin of
species: originally there were gods but no mortal creatures, so the gods
decided to mould some creatures out of earth and fire, a variant on the earth
and water mixture. They moulded them under the earth, and when they
were ready to come out into the world above, the gods charged the brothers
Prometheus and Epimetheus with granting each creature characteristics to
enable them to survive. Epimetheus asked if he might distribute the
characteristics, and managed it quite intelligently, at first. To some animals
he gave tough hides, to others speed in flight, and to others safe
underground homes, and so on. But, as his name suggests, he lacked
foresight and so ran out of characteristics by the time he came to the last
creature. Prometheus realized the last creature could not survive in the
world ‘naked, unshod, unbedded, unarmed’, and so ‘stole from Hephaestus
and Athena wisdom in the arts together with fire’. This creature became the
first human. So, our, in this case god-given, technological abilities are the
characteristic that enables our particular species of animal to survive.
Unlike the other animals we are not well adapted to our world and have to
manipulate it to survive. The gods may have granted us fire and
technological skill, but only as a last-ditch measure to save us; we were not
designed for this world. The myth need not be taken seriously in all its
details, but the main argument Plato seeks to get across is that, while
humans are animals, the particular characteristics that separate us from the
other animals are cultural and technological rather than the physical
characteristics that mark out other animals. This will lead up in the dialogue
to Protagoras’s main point that the notion of justice is possessed by all
humans as a defining human characteristic (see further Sihvola, 1989).

EVOLUTIONARY IDEAS?
Democritus is reported to have said, ‘Nature and culture are similar to one
another. For culture, indeed, transforms man, but in transforming him it



makes nature’ (Democritus, DK68 B33). This would seem to suggest an
evolutionary theory, but despite this it is difficult to find in ancient thought
any idea of the origin of species that relies upon the gradual evolution of
one species into another. The only example of such a theory is in the
‘devolutionary’ account in Plato’s Timaeus (see below).

The Presocratic philosopher Anaximander is credited with an intriguing
theory that we were once like fish:

[Anaximander says] living creatures came into being from moisture evaporated by the sun.
Man was originally similar to another creature—that is, to a fish.

(Hippolytus, Ref. 1.6.6, tr. KRS)

Pseudo-Plutarch gives an explanation for this originally fishy form:

Further he [Anaximander] says that in the beginning man was born from creatures of a
different kind; because other creatures soon become self-supporting, but man alone needs
prolonged nursing. For this reason he would not have survived if this had been his original
form.

(Pseudo-Plutarch, Stromateis 2, tr. KRS)

Anaximander seems to have been addressing a practical problem in his
account; if we had been born in our present form as infants, who would
have nursed us until we had grown up and were able to look after
ourselves? Clearly, originally we must have been born as a sort of creature
that can look after itself as soon as it is born, like a species of fish. Another
account adds more detail:

Anaximander of Miletus conceived that there arose from heated water and earth either
fishes or creatures very like fish; in these man grew, in the form of embryos retained within
until puberty; then at last the fish-like creatures burst open and men and women who were
already able to nourish themselves stepped forth.

(Censorinus, De die nat. 4.7, tr. KRS)

The focus in this description of Anaximander’s theory is also on the
survival of the first human young, but it seems that we were not exactly fish
but born inside fish-like creatures. This makes sense because
Anaximander’s early world was watery and so we would have drowned had
we been born as we are, let alone needing nursing as infants. So it seems
that Anaximander was not arguing that we have evolved from fish but was
putting forward pragmatic solutions for our survival as infants in a watery
world without parents.



If Anaximander’s theory seems strange, Empedocles’ theory of the origin
of species is even weirder. Its weirdness, however, should not lead us to
treat it frivolously. Empedocles presents a world in which two cosmic
powers alternate—Love and Strife (also referred to as Aphrodite and Ares).
They are bound by an ‘oath of necessity’ (fr. 115) to take up universal
power one from the other in turn in an endless cosmic cycle. Love is a force
that draws the four elements together and so creates a world as she does so.
But then when all the elements are drawn fully together into the Sphere, the
world is destroyed and we have an a-cosmic state in which nothing can live.
Then Strife begins to take over and separates out the elements again until
another world is created. But eventually the elements are completely
separated and The Whirl is created, another a-cosmic state. As he says in fr.
17, ‘there is a double birth of what is mortal, and a double passing away; for
the uniting of all things brings one generation into being and destroys it,
and the other is reared and scattered as they are again being divided’ (17.3–
5, tr. Wright). It seems that in both worlds life is created. In the creation
under Strife we hear of fire separating out from the other elements and
drawing up the ‘night-born shoots of men and pitiable women’. They are
described as ‘whole-nature forms’ that sprang up from the earth. However
they seem to be not fully formed as they ‘did not show the lovely shape of
limbs, or voice or language native to man’ (fr. 62). Empedocles seems to be
thinking in terms of the botanical development of these ‘shoots’. He also
speaks of the ‘coming together and unfolding of birth’ (Strasbourg fr. a(ii)
30; see Martin and Primavesi, 1998). We may imagine that the ‘shoots’ will
become more and more differentiated as they ‘unfold’ and develop
separated limbs, and somehow develop language. This process fits the
‘unfolding of birth’. The ‘coming together’ takes place in the world under
Love. We hear of individual limbs and organs arising from the ground:
‘Here many heads sprang up without necks, bare arms were wandering
without shoulders, eyes needing foreheads strayed singly’ (fr. 57). These
were ‘fitted together by Aphrodite’ (fr. 71), but she does not seem to have a
plan or pattern to follow, so she produces ‘ox-headed man creatures’ and
‘man-headed ox creatures’ (fr. 61) and, presumably, many other hybrid
monsters. Chance seems to govern the process: ‘They fell together as they
chanced to meet each other, and many others in addition were continually
arising’ (fr. 59). This hallucinogenic scene is explained by Simplicius in his



commentary on Aristotle’s critique of it in the Physics (Physics 2.8,
198b16–32):

Thus Empedocles says that under the rule of Love parts of animals first came into being at
random—heads, hands, feet and so on—and then came into combination: ‘There sprang up
ox progeny, man-limbed, and the reverse’ (obviously meaning ‘man progeny ox-limbed’,
i.e. combinations of ox and man). And those which combined in a way which enabled them
to preserve themselves became animals, and survived, because they fulfilled each other’s
needs—the teeth cutting and grinding the food, the stomach digesting it, the liver
converting it into blood. And the human head, by combining with the human body, brings
about the preservation of the whole, but by combining with the ox’s body fails to cohere
with it and perishes. For those which did not combine on proper principles perished. And
things still happen the same way nowadays. This doctrine seems to be shared by all those
early natural philosophers who make material necessity the cause of things’ becoming, and,
among later philosophers, by the Epicureans.

(Simplicius, In Phys. CIAG vol. 9, pp. 371.33–372.11)

This theory has been variously interpreted. I have argued that Empedocles
is keen to introduce chance into the process of the origin of species in order
to counter any idea of intelligent design. But David Sedley argues that
Empedocles is seeking only to account for the variety of nature, and is in
fact a creationist. This reading certainly has some support from
Empedocles’ account of Aphrodite purposively designing the eye (frs. 84
and 86 DK; see further Campbell, 2000; Sedley, 2007: 52–62).

Simplicius’s reference to the Epicureans sharing this theory, however,
leads on to a definitely anti-creationist account of the origin of species in
Lucretius:

The earth tried also to create many monsters at that time which arose with amazing
appearance and limbs: the man-woman, between both yet neither, and different from both.
Some were found bereft of feet, others in turn bereft of hands, also dumb without mouths
and blind without faces, and bound by the adhesion of their limbs all along their bodies, so
that they could not do anything or go anywhere, nor avoid evils, nor take up what was of
use. She created other kinds of these monsters and portents, in vain since nature forbade
their growth, nor were they able to reach the desired flower of age, nor find food, nor be
joined through the works of Venus. For we see that many things need to come together in
creatures for them to be able to forge a race by breeding: firstly that there is food, then
secondly that they have a way by which their generative seeds can trickle through the limbs
when the members have relaxed, and thirdly so that females may be able to be joined to
males, that they have the physical means whereby they can both exchange mutual joys.

(Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe 5.837–54, tr. Campbell)

Lucretius’s theory is similar to Empedocles in that all possible creatures are
born at the same time in the early world. The earth clearly has no pattern to



follow in creating creatures and so she creates many ‘monsters’. Most of
these will be unviable and will die out either immediately or very shortly, or
at least will be unable to breed, and so be unable to found a species.
Lucretius’s purpose is to counter any idea of the intelligent design of
creatures: creatures are produced at random, and just occasionally a viable
animal will be produced by chance that is suited to survival in this world.
The main difference between Lucretius’s and Empedocles’ theories is that
Lucretius does not have the hybrids of Empedocles. In other ways they
seem very similar; all possible creatures, animals and humans, were created
in one great burst in the early world, and have since been whittled down by
the extinction of the ‘unfit’. The similarities with Darwin’s theory have
often been noted (see Campbell, 2000, 2003). However, Lucretius goes
further than Empedocles, and posits a second round of extinctions, in a
struggle for survival between otherwise viable species: an even more
Darwinian seeming theory:

And it is inevitable that many species of living creatures became extinct at that time and
that they were not able to found a race by breeding. For whatever you see grazing on the
life-giving breezes, either cunning or strength or finally speed has kept that species safe
since the origins of its birth: and there are many which remain, entrusted to our protection,
commended to us by their usefulness. Firstly the fierce race of lions, that savage species,
has been kept safe by strength, the fox by cunning, and the deer by speed in flight. But the
light-sleeping minds of dogs with their faithful hearts, and the whole race born of the load-
bearing seed of horses, and at the same time the wool-bearing flocks and the horned races
of cattle, all were entrusted to our tutelage, Memmius: because they eagerly fled the wild
beasts and sought peace and the plentiful fodder, born by no labour of theirs, which we
give them as a reward on account of their usefulness. But those whom nature granted none
of these attributes, so they could neither live by their own resources nor give to us any
usefulness by which we might allow their species to graze under our protection and be safe,
clearly these lay exposed as prey and profit to others, all hobbled by the bonds of fate, until
nature brought that species to extinction.

(Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe 5.855–77, tr. Campbell)

Only certain animals survived to found a species because they had special
attributes that allowed them to compete and survive. Lions had strength,
foxes cunning, and deer speed. We may imagine different species similar to
these that died out because they possessed less of these qualities. The
species that survived, of course, are those that we see today. In some ways
this is similar to the myth in the Protagoras, but there are no gods involved
to grant characteristics to creatures, and everything happens by chance.

What has received less attention is the survival of certain animals by
cooperation with humans in this passage. Dogs, horses, sheep, and cattle



survived because they were domesticated because of their usefulness to
humans. The chronology of domestication seems to be rather telescoped in
Lucretius’s account, but the role of cooperation in preserving certain species
is clear (see Campbell, 2008; Holmes, 2013).

As I say above, the only theory that proposes the evolution of one species
into another that can be found in antiquity is the ‘devolutionary’ theory in
Plato’s Timaeus. The Timaeus is an unusual dialogue since it focuses on
natural science, a topic that Plato has little time or respect for elsewhere in
his work. David Sedley argues that Plato wrote the Timaeus in order to
provide the work that Socrates had hoped he would find when he first heard
of Anaxagoras’s book (Plato, Phaedo 97b–99c): a book in which he argued
that Mind was responsible for the arrangement of the world; a work that
Socrates thought would show how everything in the world was arranged for
the best, rather than the work he found when he read it that spoke of the
material causes of things (Sedley, 2007: 86–132). In the Timaeus Plato
describes the creation of the world by a demiurge, and gives us the
demiurge’s reasons for the design decisions that he makes. Whatever the
demiurge creates must be eternal, and so, when it comes to the creation of
humans, he makes the immortal souls for them, leaving the lesser gods to
make their bodies. Then he shows them the nature of the universe and
assigns each soul to its own star. They are intended to grow into the most
god-fearing of creatures, but being incarnated, they will suffer from
emotions. If they are able to master these they will live justly, if not, then
unjustly. The first generation of souls are all male:

And he that has lived his appointed time well shall return again to his abode in his native
star, and shall gain a life that is blessed and congenial but whoso has failed therein shall be
changed into woman’s nature at the second birth; and if, in that shape, he still refraineth not
from wickedness he shall be changed every time, according to the nature of his wickedness,
into some bestial form after the similitude of his own nature; nor in his changings shall he
cease from woes until he yields himself to the revolution of the Same and Similar that is
within him, and dominating by force of reason that burdensome mass which afterwards
adhered to him of fire and water and earth and air, a mass tumultuous and irrational, returns
again to the semblance of his first and best state.

(Timaeus 42b–d, tr. Bury)

So, women are second-rate humans, and exist seemingly only because when
they were men in their first incarnation they were unable to control their
emotions and live justly. Also, it seems that if all the first men had managed
to live justly, there would be no human race at all but the souls would be



happily living on their native stars. We are also told that this process of
reincarnation goes on to account for ‘bestial forms’. We have to wait until
the end of the dialogue until we see the details of this process:

According to the probable account, all those creatures generated as men who proved
themselves cowardly and spent their lives in wrongdoing were transformed, at their second
incarnation, into women.

(Timaeus 90e, tr. Bury)

Plato reminds us of his theory of the origins of women before explaining
the origins of other creatures:

And the tribe of birds are derived by transformation, growing feathers in place of hair, from
men who are harmless but light-minded—men, too, who, being students of the worlds
above, suppose in their simplicity that the most solid proofs about such matters are
obtained by the sense of sight. And the wild species of animal that goes on foot is derived
from those men who have paid no attention at all to philosophy nor studied at all the nature
of the heavens, because they ceased to make use of the revolutions within the head and
followed the lead of those parts of the soul which are in the breast. Owing to these practices
they have dragged their front limbs and their head down to the earth, and there planted
them, because of their kinship therewith; and they have acquired elongated heads of every
shape, according as their several revolutions have been distorted by disuse. On this account
also their race was made four-footed and many-footed, since god set more supports under
the more foolish ones, so that they might be dragged down still more to the earth. And
inasmuch as there was no longer any need of feet for the most foolish of these same
creatures, which stretched with their whole body along the earth, the gods generated these
footless and wriggling upon the earth. And the fourth kind, which lives in the water, came
from the most utterly thoughtless and stupid of men, whom those that remoulded them
deemed no longer worthy even of pure respiration, seeing that they were unclean of soul
through utter wickedness; wherefore in place of air, for refined and pure respiring, they
thrust them into water, there to respire its turbid depths. Thence have come into being the
tribe of fishes and of shellfish and all creatures of the waters, which have for their portion
the extremest of all abodes in requital for the extremity of their witlessness. Thus, both then
and now, living creatures keep passing into one another in all these ways, as they undergo
transformation by the loss or by the gain of reason and unreason.

(Timaeus 91d–92c, tr. Bury)

In a manner similar to mythological theories of the origin of species such as
those in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the first creatures are human, and then all
other animals are derived from them by some sort of scheme of
metamorphosis. This is generally behaviourally caused: the animal behaves
in a certain way and is transformed into a creature that suits or reflects this
behaviour. We may compare Lycaon’s transformation into a wolf: he was a
vicious, blood-thirsty human inside and his transformation expresses his
inner nature in his outer form. In the Timaeus passage above, we begin with



the origin of birds, also familiar from the Metamorphoses. Cheekily, Plato
has appropriated from mythology a scheme of metamorphosis that suits his
opinions about the value of astronomy. Astronomers who consider that only
visual observations are necessary for astronomy are ‘light-minded men’ and
so are suitable for transformation into light, airy creatures. Plato seems to
imagine that they were transformed in one generation, ‘growing feathers in
place of hair’, and this detail is very reminiscent of the myths of bird
origins in the Metamorphoses (cf. 8.252–3, ‘Pallas caught him [Perdix] in
mid air and covered him with feathers’). The creation of four-footed
animals was similarly behaviourally caused. Men with no use for
philosophy at all developed distorted long heads because of their neglect of
the circles of the same and the different in their heads—the mechanisms by
which we think—and further were drawn down to the ground because of
their use of the earthy parts of their souls: a process reminiscent of the
attraction of like to like in Presocratic accounts of cosmogony and zoogony
(see Archelaus fr. A4 above; KRS passim). Snakes were formed from even
more stupid people who didn’t even need legs to keep them from their
naturally earthy element, and people who were completely witless were
denied pure air to breathe and became fish and shellfish. Intriguingly we are
told that creatures can move up and down the scale of nature by
transformations caused ‘by the loss or by the gain of reason and unreason’.
This is reminiscent of the Pythagorean theory of the transmigration of souls.
Empedocles tells us, ‘For before now I have been at some time boy and girl,
bush, bird, and a mute fish in the sea’ (fr. 117 DK). We may assume that he
was hurled down to the lowest orders of nature (whether fish or bush?) as
part of punishment he describes in fr. 115 DK, where he is expelled from
the company of the immortal gods and into this world for the crime of
slaughter and meat eating (cf. Strasbourg fr. d 5–6; 139 DK), and
subsequently has worked his way up and will become an immortal god
again (fr. 112 DK). Unlike Plato’s theory, Empedocles does not mention
physical transformation of creatures and seems to imagine the
transmigration of souls between existing species of animals, and so
transmigration for him does not seem to be an account of the origin of
species. Ovid’s report of Pythagoras’s theory in the speech of Pythagoras in
Book 15 of the Metamorphoses, on the other hand, does seem to suggest not
simply transmigration but also physical metamorphosis between species
(see Myers, 1994: 133; Campbell, 2000; Sedley, 2007: 127–32).



Whatever the details of the mechanism of species production in Plato, he
seems to take the traditional scientific idea that humans are animals and
turn it on its head. According to his devolutionary account, animals are
human, although in a degraded form. That animals were once humans is
very familiar from mythological accounts, and that animals contain human
souls is orthodox Pythagorean doctrine. These ideas may be used in many
different ways, both in ethics and in politics. The Great Chain of Being can
be used to both legitimate our domination over the ‘lesser’ animals, but also
to proclaim our brotherhood and sisterhood with all living creatures (see
Lovejoy, 1936; Dubois, 1982).



SUGGESTED READING

Guthrie (1957), although rather old, is an accessible study of ancient ideas
of the origins of life, species, and human society. Blundell (1986) is good
on human origins and affinities between humans and animals. On the
origins of species generally, see Campbell (2000; 2006: 17–38), and on
Lucretius’s theory of the origins of life and species, see Campbell (2003).
Sedley (2007) is excellent on ancient ideas of creationism and anti-
creationism.

REFERENCES

Blundell, S. (1986), The Origins of Civilization in Greek and Roman Thought, London, Croom Helm.
Campbell, G.L. (2000), ‘Zoogony and Evolution in Lucretius, the Presocratics, Plato’s Timaeus and

Darwin’, in M. R. Wright (ed.), Reason and Necessity: Essays on Plato’s Timaeus, London,
Classical Press of Wales.

____ (2003), Lucretius on Creation and Evolution: A Commentary on De rerum natura 5. 772–1104,
Oxford, Oxford University Press.

____ (2006), Strange Creatures: Anthropology in Antiquity, London, Duckworth.
____ (2008) ‘“And Bright was the Flame of their Friendship” (Empedocles B130): Humans,

Animals, Justice and Friendship in Lucretius and Empedocles’, Leeds International Classical
Studies 7.4.

Dubois, P. (1982), Centaurs and Amazons, Women and the Prehistory of the Great Chain of Being,
Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press.

Guthrie, W.K.C. (1957), In the Beginning: Some Greek Views on the Origin of Life and the Early
State of Man, London, Methuen.

Holmes, B. (2013), ‘The Poetic Logic of Negative Exceptionalism in Lucretius, Book Five’, in D.
Lehoux, A.D. Morrison, and A. Sharrock (eds), Lucretius: Poetry, Philosophy, Science, Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 153–92.

KRS = G.S. Kirk, J.E. Raven, and M. Schofield (1983), The Presocratic Philosophers, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press.

López-Ruiz, C. (2010), When the Gods Were Born: Greek Cosmogonies and the Near East,
Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press.

Lovejoy, A.O. (1936), The Great Chain of Being, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press.
Martin, A. and O. Primavesi (eds) (1998), L’Empédocle de Strasbourg: (P. Strasb. gr. Inv. 1665–

1666), Berlin/Strasbourg, de Gruyter.
Myers, S. (1994), Ovid’s Causes: Cosmogony and Aetiology in the Metamorphoses, Ann Arbor,

University of Michigan Press.
Sedley, D. (2007), Creationism and its Critics in Antiquity, Berkeley, University of California Press.
Sihvola, J. (1989), Decay, Progress, the Good Life? Hesiod and Protagoras on the Development of

Culture, Helsinki, Societas Scientiarum Fennica.
Strauss Clay, J. (2003), Hesiod’s Cosmos, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.



West, M.L. (1997), The East Face of Helicon: West Asiatic Elements in Greek Poetry and Myth,
Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Wright, M.R. (1995), Empedocles the Extant Fragments (2nd edition), London, Bristol Classical
Press.



CHAPTER 15

CIVILIZATION, GASTRONOMY, AND
MEAT-EATING

JEREMY MCINERNEY

EPIC CONSUMPTION
THE conventional Mediterranean diet was based on the well-known triad of
grape, grain, and olive. By modern standards it was a simple and nutritious
diet that favoured consumption of foods high in fibre and low in cholesterol
and animal fat. Diet, however, is never solely a matter of what we eat, and
attitudes towards foods were as freighted with cultural significance for the
Greeks and Romans as for contemporary societies. This is especially true of
meat consumption. Unlike agriculture, viticulture, oleoculture, or
arboriculture—all of which could be sustained by small farmers on modest
landholdings—stock-raising required broad, grassy, well-watered land.
Furthermore, unlike staples, which could be stored, measured out,
processed within the household, and consumed as and when needed, meat
usually reached the table as a result of sacrifice, and was processed from
hoof to plate by a set of religious practices that might include dedication,
slaughter, butchery, roasting, distribution, or feasting. Meat was a sector of
the Greek diet unto itself. It was made available by traumatic action, it was
strongly tinged with associations with the divine, and the fantastic benefits
of carnivory—meat is calorifically rich—were also a source of anxiety. It is
no accident that Prometheus’s sacrifice of a bone wrapped in fat was
designed to please the gods but was also an act of deception (Hesiod,
Theogony 535–57). His punishment reminds us that, at some level, we don’t
really deserve the pleasure of meat.



The symbolic significance of meat-eating is particularly noticeable in the
world of epic, so much so that the comic poet Euboulos mocks Homer’s
heroes for their carnivorous appetites:

Where does Homer ever speak of any of the Achaians eating fish?
And their meat they roast, since he never has anyone boiling it.
Not one of them saw a courtesan either
But spent ten long years pulling each other.
A hard campaign they witnessed, those men who
Captured a city and came home with arseholes
Bigger than the breach they made in Troy’s walls.

(Euboulos fr 120K = Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, 1.25C, tr. Olson)

Eating meat—and lots of it—is a marker of status in the Homeric poems.
Sarpedon makes this clear when he asks Glaukos, ‘Do you know why we
are honoured with the choicest cuts?’ (Homer, Iliad 12.310–11). The
answer is simple: because they lead in battle. Agamemnon also treats the
consumption of meat as the sign of a heroic character when he challenges
his men, reminding them of their boasts:

What happened to all our boasts, all the big talk
That we were the best? Remember Lemnos?
All the beef and wine you ate there? Remember saying
That each of you could take on a hundred Trojans,
Two hundred?

(Homer, Iliad 8.231–5, tr. Lombardo)

Epic consumption may be a fantasy that appealed to Homer’s audience,
people who made do with a much humbler diet, but some aspects of the
food practices described in the Homeric poems were real, such as the close
association of meat with sacrifice and feasting. Sacrifice has received a
great deal of scholarly attention, and rightly so, since the sacrifice was a
critical moment in which humans came into close contact with the divine,
but feasting too was of special significance. Meat and drink were proffered,
exchanged, and consumed in an elaborate ritual that gave shape and
expression to social relations. When Agamemnon hosts a banquet for all the
Greek captains, he must make sure that that they get equal shares lest an
inferior cut suggest a lower status (Iliad 7.320). Similarly, he saves a special
cut from the chine as a mark of distinction for Ajax (Iliad 7.324). Such
feasts became the focal point for the family and community, as when
Phoinix’s relatives slaughter a succession of swine, sheep, and cattle to keep



him engaged in a nine-day feast, thereby distracting him from his
murderous hatred of his father. Homer and his audience were alert to the
significance of the feast as a vehicle for channelling rivalry and potential
violence into a constructive ritual.

SACRIFICIAL MEAT
Archaeology also suggests that the close connection between sacrifice and
feasting in epic reflects practices from the Iron Age and perhaps earlier.
Deposits of bone at the recently excavated Mycenaean site of Aghios
Konstantinos point to feasting on a modest scale, while at Phaistos on Crete
two areas within the Minoan palace show signs of having been used for
feasts, one on a large scale and open to a great many participants and the
other restricted to members of the elite (Borgna, 2004: 128–35). Later, even
before the building of monumental temples in the sixth century, many
sanctuaries such as Kato Syme on Crete, Apollo Maleatas on Kynortion,
and the Heraion on Samos were the locations for feasts held after sacrifice,
evidence for which is found in strata rich in black, fatty earth, full of animal
bones. Some of the earliest structures at Greek sanctuaries are hestiatoria
and temporary shelters built for these sacral meals (Bergquist, 1988: 30).
The close connection between sacrifice and feast transformed killing, a
socially threatening act, into commensality, a reaffirmation of social bonds.

In the Classical period, the nexus of sacrifice and feasting remained a
fundamental feature of life in the polis, and the logistics of meat
consumption had a profound impact on life in the city. With as many as
sixteen city-wide sacrifices each year, and even more sacrifices by demes,
phratries, orgeones, and other cult associations, the sacrificial calendar
offered regular opportunities for citizens to participate in a feast or to
receive a meat allocation of one or two kilograms. Modern states often
subsidize bread; the Greeks subsidized meat, most of which would have
been generated at festival-time. Analysing a bone deposit at Corinth, David
Reese notes that the meat produced would have fed 15,000 spectators at 0.5
kg of meat for four of five days (Reese, 1987: 264). Such mass sacrifices
resulted in huge fluctuations; a major festival such as the Panathenaia
resulted in a sudden glut of meat as more than sixty head of cattle were
suddenly transformed into perishable food, and although some meat could



be processed as sausage and some salted, a great deal of it was consumed
soon after it became available (IG II2 334 B 7; McInerney, 2010: 175–6).

As a result of these sudden gluts, a meat market, religious in origin but
increasingly commercial in character, began to emerge in classical Athens.
A fifth-century decree of the deme Skambonidai (IG I3 244 l. 11–23) gives
details of a sacrifice to be conducted on behalf of the deme, but instead of a
distribution of meat, the regulations stipulate the sale of raw meat at the
temple of Pythian Apollo. Butchery assumed a quasi-market function
precisely because the supply and demand for meat in a great city or pan-
Hellenic sanctuary was so difficult to regulate coherently. The
transformation of sacrificial victim into commercial commodity was also
helped by allowing the same official to conduct both sacrifice and sales: the
mageiros (Berthiaume, 1982). Although other terms, such as hierothytes,
can also be employed for the official responsible for killing the sacrificial
animal, the term mageiros appears frequently in inscriptions dealing with
the performance of sacrifice. Yet by the end of the fifth century the term
could refer either to the butcher at a sacrifice or simply a cook.
Aristophanes and Plato use the term mageiros in a variety of non-sacrificial
contexts, dealing with the butchery of animal carcasses, the sale of meat, or
its preparation. Three of Aristophanes’ heroes, Dikaiopolis, Trygaios, and
Peisetairos are described either as cooks or as possessing mageirike techne
(cooking skill), but there is more at stake here than culinary arts. In the case
of Dikaiopolis, his transformation into a chef marks his increasing urbanity,
as he leaves his old rustic manners behind. But Dikaiopolis does not
become more like a priest-mageiros. Instead his status as a gourmet
corresponds to his growing isolation from the community. The plot of The
Acharnians involves Dikaiopolis conducting his own private peace
negotiations, and his divorce from the rest of the Athenian demos is
signalled by the way he celebrates the rural Dionysia on his own
(Aristophanes, Acharnians 246–51). Accordingly, by the end of the fifth
century the meat business was sometimes only tenuously connected to
religion. This transformation can also be seen in fourth-century texts, such
as Theophrastos’s Characters, which includes figures such as the shameless
man, who will throw extra scraps on the scales at the butcher’s shop
(kreopoles), and the mean man, who celebrates his daughter’s wedding by
sacrificing an animal and then selling the meat (Theophrastos, Characters 9
and 22).



APPETITES
Despite the positive social significance of the feast, meat consumption, with
its connotations of luxury, status, ritual, and power, could also serve as a
focal point for anxieties about impious or anti-social behaviour. Thus, in the
Odyssey, when Odysseus’s men consume the cattle of the Sun after being
ordered not to touch them, they are destroyed and Odysseus is doomed to
ten years of wandering (Homer, Odyssey 12.354–425). No matter that they
faced starvation. The killing of cattle is severely circumscribed as a ritual
action, and not even the attempts of the sailors to mimic the procedure of
sacrifice is enough to allay the anger of the gods. Similarly, it is their
consumption of Odysseus’s cattle that will mark the suitors for destruction.
Homer’s audience would surely have noted not just that they gorge
themselves on prodigious amounts of swine-flesh, as well as sheep, goats,
and beef, and that they have their eyes on another man’s property, but also
that they never sacrifice these animals (Homer, Odyssey 17.189–94). In
other words, without the corrective of ritual, the excessive consumption of
meat quickly devolves into gluttony and impiety. Without religion, eating
meat cannot be divorced from the slaughter which gave rise to the feast.

Comedy found a rich vein of mockery in the appetites of gluttons such as
Heracles and the athletes who imitated him, whose tastes usually inclined
towards meat (Aristophanes, Frogs 63, 503–7; Athenaeus, Deipnosophists
10.1.411c). They were frequently lampooned for their gargantuan appetites,
a caricature stemming from the same basic notion that, divorced from the
ritual of sacrifice (and sometimes even in the context of sacrifice), our taste
for meat is in every sense a carnal appetite. Milo of Croton is supposed to
have demonstrated his strength by carrying a bull-calf up and down a
stadium before killing it and eating the entire beast. There was no more
vivid image of sheer excess. At the opposite extreme is Nestor’s sacrifice of
nine times nine bulls, an act of piety that would have produced an almost
unimaginable amount of meat, but which was conducted piously and for the
good of the community.

If comedy found the appetites of meat-eating athletes worthy of
caricature, this was only one aspect of the complex relationship between
eating and civilization. Attitudes towards eating were part of a larger
discourse on carnal appetites, and were inseparable from attitudes towards
civilized life. In the Laws, for example, Plato wrote that ‘the desire for food



and drink arises at birth. Every living creature has a desire for this aspect of
life in its entirety and is full of passion for it’ (Plato, Laws 783b). But for
Plato the urge to assuage our appetites was dangerous. Fulfilling them
impelled humans towards the pleasant rather than the good. In his ideal
state, described in the Republic, he imagined a community of virtuous souls
existing largely on a diet of cakes and breads made from barley and wheat
flour. To add flavour, the denizens of the ideal state would rely on salt,
olives, cheese, ‘and onions and greens of the sort they boil in the country’
(Plato, Republic 372b–d). The most exciting part of their diet was provided
by figs, chick-peas, and beans, with the occasional myrtle-berry and acorn.
Recognizing that it was unlikely that contemporary societies would choose
to return to such a state, Plato concedes the gradual addition of huntsmen,
swine-herds, and even specialized professionals such as doctors, but the
social evolution characterized by more abundant herds and more luxurious
culinary tastes leads inexorably to the annexation of land and, finally, war.
Hence, for Plato, sophisticated tastes were paradoxical: the rise of
civilization depended on satisfying our appetites rather than controlling
them.

As society grew more complex, the fantasy of a golden age of greater
culinary simplicity became more attractive. In Arcadia, a byword for
antiquity, men of the Golden Age were supposed to have existed on acorns
alone (Herodotus, Histories 1.66–7, Pausanias, 8.1.4–6). Plato also
describes people of the olden days as living ‘the so-called “Orphic life”,
allowing all inanimate foods but at the same time keeping clear of all
animate foods’ (Plato, Laws 782a). This hankering after simplicity fed the
impulse towards vegetarianism, a pronounced tendency towards which can
be seen in early Greek philosophy. Empedocles, for example, inveighed
against sacrificing animals and reversed convention by imagining those
who did so being pursued by avenging spirits for thousands of years.
‘Alas!’ he imagines the man polluted by blood saying, ‘If only the pitiless
day had destroyed me before I devised horrible deeds with my claws for the
sake of food!’ (Empedocles, fr. 124 Inwood [= B139 Diels-Kranz]). Then,
as now, concerns regarding the morality of killing sentient creatures were
also closely linked to the desire for a simpler life, one less dictated by the
need to satisfy our appetites (see further ‘8.2 Philosophical Vegetarianism
and Animal Entitlements’. The most famous advocate of this position was
Pythagoras, and the ‘Pythagorean Life’ was based on a strictly vegetarian



diet that allowed the drinking of water alone, the wearing a single garment,
and minimal bathing. The renunciation of meat was a logical consequence
of the Pythagorean view that any living creature might be the reincarnation
of a human soul: Pythagoras heard the cry of his friend in a dog’s yelp
(Diogenes Laertius, 8.36). Quite a few ancient philosophers advocated
vegetarianism: men such as Philinos, who survived on milk alone for his
entire life, or Anchimolos and Moschos, a pair of sophists from Elis who
were known as ‘water drinkers’ and who ate only figs. But such men were
not held up as beacons of virtue, as in East Asian traditions of ascetic
vegetarianism, but as oddities. They were, notes Athenaeus with some
surprise, as healthy and vigorous as anyone else, although their body odour
was so offensive that everyone avoided them at the baths (Athenaeus,
Deipnosophists 2, Epitome 21).

The renunciation of meat was neither widespread nor frequent. In fact, it
is its very marginality that allows vegetarianism to serve as a marker of the
philosopher’s disdain for convention. Such renunciation was based on an
appreciation of an animal’s capacity to feel, and the assertion that it
possessed a soul, extraordinarily modern-sounding arguments, which are
nevertheless clearly expressed in both Plutarch’s On the Eating of Flesh and
Porphyry’s De abstinentia. Yet the rejection of meat-eating implied a
rejection of conventional religion too, with its emphasis on sacrifice and
feasting. For this reason, Empedocles and Pythagoras were careful to find
suitable substitutes for blood sacrifices: at Olympia Empedocles sacrificed
an ox made from spices, while Pythagoras offered his sacrifices at the altar
of Apollo at Delos because, as Diogenes Laertius reports, ‘wheat and
barley, and cheesecakes are the only offerings laid upon it, as it is not
dressed by fire; and no victim is ever slain there’ (Diogenes Laertius, 8.13).
Giving up meat, then, was an ethical choice that could also be viewed as
antisocial. Seneca, for example, describes the pleasure of abstaining from
meat for a year until foreign cults began to grow in popularity in Rome.
‘Abstention from meat was associated with adherence to [these] cults,’
writes Seneca, and he was persuaded by his father (who hated philosophy,
notes Seneca) to return to his omnivorous ways (Seneca, Epistulae 108.23).
But for every philosopher rejecting convention there were hundreds of
ordinary people for whom this smacked of impiety. The very same Plutarch
who could ask indignantly, ‘Who were the first people to claim that we owe
no justice to dumb animals?’ was equally capable of waxing lyrical about



the ritual of sacrifice: ‘You know I’ve served Apollo for many years, but
you won’t hear me say, “Plutarch, you have had enough sacrifices, enough
processions, enough choirs”’ (Plutarch, Moralia 792F). Furthermore, if
vegetarianism expressed an ethical awareness of animals’ feelings and
perhaps rights, in the eyes of others it also represented a dangerous
reversion to an elemental state of humanity. Commenting on the raw-food
diet, for example, Hippocrates wrote as follows:

I maintain that the mode of living and diet enjoyed at the present time by healthy men
would never have been discovered had a man been satisfied with the same food and drink
as satisfy an ox, a horse, and every animal save man…For many and terrible were the
sufferings of men from strong and brutish living when they partook of raw foods,
uncompounded and possessing great powers—the same, in fact, as men would suffer at the
present day, falling into violent pains and diseases quickly followed by death.

(Hippocrates, On Ancient Medicine 3, tr. Jones)

For the Hippocratic writers, the art of cooking transformed raw and
potentially dangerous food into something more digestible. Here, as in so
many other aspects of Classical culture, the ideal was moderation.
Accordingly, Hippocrates dismisses the idea that it was beneficial to give
raw meat to those with a weak constitution. Eating raw meat (omophagia),
in fact, was associated with the ritual destruction of animals and the
devouring of their raw flesh practised by the female followers of Dionysos.
It inverted, on gender and culinary lines, the properly pious treatment of
meat, which in sacrifice was only eaten after it had been cooked and the
gods propitiated. To eat meat raw was to surrender to divine madness that
reduced us to savagery (Lonsdale, 1979). Accordingly, for groups that stood
outside the mainstream, such as the cult devotees of Seneca’s time, avoiding
meat and the sacrifice that put it on the table was a symbolically powerful
way of advertising their separatism. St Paul (1 Corinthians 10.28) cautions
his followers that they may eat with gentiles provided they do not ask
whence comes the meat on the table, ‘But if any man say unto you, This is
offered in sacrifice unto idols, eat not for his sake that showed it, and for
conscience sake.’

FISH AND GASTRONOMY
If meat-eating and vegetarianism were polar opposites, there were other,
often surprising vectors in the discourse on food, taste, values, and



civilization. For example, in the Classical period the foodstuff that excited
the most avid consumers of fine food was fish. Strabo (14.2.21) describes a
citharode giving a performance at Iasos when the bell rang announcing the
arrival of the daily catch, at which the entire audience, except one deaf man,
got up and left to go to the fish market. Fish was bounteous, freely
available, and promised sustenance even when the land close to the sea was
hard and unfertile, as at Iasos. In fact, fish was the favourite form of opson,
the flavourful, protein rich dishes that were distinguished from grain-based
foods, such as bread, known generally as sitos. Perhaps because fish had no
heroic or divine associations it could be appreciated more simply.
Connoisseurship was unimpeded by religious scruples. As James Davidson
(1998: 16) puts it, ‘Other meat had to be shared out. Fish you were free to
fall in love with, grabbing the best bits for yourself.’ Fish may seem an odd
object of desire, but they were often associated with women, boys, and
seduction. Demosthenes accused Philocrates of taking bribes only to spend
the money on whores and fish (Demosthenes 19. 229). The desirability of
fish may have been reinforced by Athens’s hegemony. As the centre of an
empire, the city was imagined as an emporium fed by all parts of the
Mediterranean and Black Seas, so that fish, from Atlantic tuna brought from
the coast of Morocco to Black Sea sturgeon, the antakaios described by
Herodotus (Histories 4.53), served as dramatic proof of the city’s power to
control the waves and enjoy produce from far afield. As Perikles says in the
Funeral Oration, ‘All good things come to the city’ (Thucydides, 2.38). For
a variety of reasons, then, the Athenians were insatiable fish-eaters.

The fourth-century poet Matro of Pitane parodied the sophisticated
Athenians’ addiction to fish in his Attic Banquet, the opening lines of which
advertised the mock-heroic intention of the poem: ‘Tell me of the dinners,
Muse, much nourishing and numerous…’ Throughout the poem dactylic
hexameters, formulae, and epithets borrowed from epic are deployed and
transformed in the manner of other mock epics such as the Battle of Frogs
and Mice to comic effect:

The daughter of Nereus also came, Thetis of the silver feet,
The cuttlefish of the fair tresses, the dread goddess who speaks,
The only fish to distinguish white from black.
I saw too Tityos, glorious conger of the marshy lake,
Lying in the cooking pots: he lay over nine tables in length.
In his footsteps came the fish goddess with the white arms,
The eel, who boasted that she had been loved in the embrace of Zeus,



From Lake Kopais, the home of the whole tribe of wild eels.
Enormous was she, and two men who competed in the games,
Such as Astyanax and Antenor, would not have been able
To lift her with ease from the ground to the cart.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 135C-D, tr. Olson)

Evoking the Nereids and Thetis in terms of cuttlefish and tuna may be
straightforward mock-heroic inversion, applying details appropriate to a
fishmonger’s stall to descriptions of the gods, but comparing Tityos to a
monstrous eel draped over nine tables is a wonderful touch, parodying the
moment when Odysseus sees Tityos in the Underworld, ‘spread over nine
acres’ (Homer, Odyssey 9.570). Similarly, Matro makes Lake Kopais an
ancestral homeland, but of the ‘tribe of wild eels’ rather than of warriors
like Homer’s Abantes, while the size of the second eel is measured as a
Homeric adynaton: two heroes could not manage to heave it into the cart,
presumably to get it to market.

Matro’s satire of Athenian tastes was composed around the same time as
Archestratos of Gela produced his Hedypatheia, sometimes known in
English as the Life of Luxury, a poem that deals with purchasing and
preparing of foods, and which stands as one of the earliest genuine
gastronomic texts. Archestratos was a food enthusiast, interested, as
Athenaeus says, in finding ‘where each food and drink is best’ (7.278d–e).
To judge from the extant fragments, little of the poem dealt with meat.
Instead, it was seafood that sent Archestratos into raptures:

I praise every eel, but it is far and away the best
When caught in the sea-strait opposite Rhegion.
In that place, Messenian, you will have the advantage over all other mortals,
In putting food like this in your mouth.
And yet Kopaic and Strymonian eels have a great reputation
For quality, for they are both long
And of amazing girth. But however that may be, I think the king
Of everything associated with a feast and the foremost for pleasure
Is the eel, the only fish with a naturally minimal bone-structure.

(Archestratos, Hedypatheia fr 10 = Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 7.298e–99a, tr. Olson and
Sens)

Archestratos was a Sicilian Greek, and it is in Magna Graecia that
gastronomy, in both the sense of luxurious culinary practices and
specialized writing about food, first emerges. His poem is usually dated to
about 330 BC, but the region had already enjoyed a reputation as the home



of the fine bouche for at least two hundred years. At the famous competition
to win the hand of Agariste, daughter of Kleisthenes, tyrant of Sikyon, in
the middle of the sixth century BC, the Sybarite Smindyrides brought a
crew of one thousand of his own fishermen and fowlers to prepare his feasts
(Diodorus Siculus, 8.19; Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.105). He was known
as the most indulgent of the Sybarites; his lifestyle had reached unheard of
heights of luxury, so much so that his banquets were more extravagant even
than his host’s (Herodotus, Histories 6.127).

Matro and Archestratos both wrote in dactylic hexameters, and are both
described as composing mock epic, but actually represent two quite distinct
directions taken by the new genre of gastronomic literature. The former
wrote parody, the latter producing something more akin to the nineteen-
century gastronomic treatises of Alexis Soyer or Brillat-Savarin, works that
relished the finesse of complex cooking and prized exotic and exquisite
ingredients. Both styles, the parodic and the didactic, produced many more
works than is generally realized, but if it were not for Athenaeus’s
Deipnosophists, with its hundreds of references and quotations, we would
barely be aware of their existence. Athenaeus lists no fewer than five poets
who wrote epic poems on fishing, and three who wrote in prose on the same
subject. Nor was gastronomic writing restricted to fishing manuals: the
didactic literature included such works as a technical treatise on bread-
making by Khrysippos of Tyana, a catalogue of oysters by Nikander of
Kolophon, and an essay on salt fish by Euthydemos of Athens. The parodic
style of Matro, on the other hand, has its roots in Old Comedy.
Aristophanes’ contemporary, Metagenes, for example, conjured up fantastic
visions of culinary excess in which rivers of food threatened to engulf the
eater:

The river Crathis bears down unto us
Huge barley-cakes, self-kneaded and self-baked.
The other river, called the Sybaris,
Rolls on large waves of meat and sausages,
And boiled rays all wriggling the same way.
And all these lesser streamlets flow along
With roasted cuttlefish, and crabs, and lobsters;
And, on the other side, with rich black-puddings
And forced-meat stuffings; on the other side
Are herbs and lettuces, and fried bits of pastry.
Above, fish cut in slices and self-boiled
Rush to the mouth; some fall before one’s feet,
And dainty cheese-cakes swim around us everywhere.



(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.98, tr. Yonge)

CONSUMPTION AND TASTE
The criticism of excessive consumption that underlay such satires often had
a political point to make, as when Aristophanes in Knights has Kleon and
the Sausage-Seller trade ever more graphic insults about stuffing each other
with tripe and meat to illustrate the demos’s insatiable appetite for political
debate. Conspicuous consumption and its twin, gluttony, also proved highly
durable themes in the quasi-political discourse of the Hellenistic age.
Banquets took on a theatrical quality, providing a stage for dynasts and
kings to demonstrate their power, while descriptions of these same episodes
allowed writers to portray the great and mighty as self-indulgent fools. The
roots of both the extravagant banquet and criticism of it lie in the work of
Theopompos, whose descriptions of the court of Phillip II often focused on
eating and drinking:

There is no one of those who are even tolerably well off who does not provide a most
sumptuous table, and who has not cooks and a great many more attendants, and who does
not spend more on his daily living than formerly men used to spend on their festivals and
sacrifices.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.109, tr. Yonge)

The third-century writer Hippolochos followed the example of
Theopompos, but added details of the food and vessels used. In an
exchange of letters with his friend Lynkeus he describes a banquet hosted
by an important Macedonian named Karanos (whose identity is unknown,
but who has the same name as the founder of the Argead dynasty):

As soon as they sat down each of the guests was given a silver bowl as a present. Karanos
had previously crowned each of them, before they entered the dining-room, with a golden
crown, and each crown was valued at five pieces of gold. And when they had emptied the
bowls, then each of the guests was given a loaf on a plate of Corinthian bronze, of the same
size; and poultry, and ducks, and besides that, pigeons, and a goose, and quantities more of
the same kind of food heaped up abundantly. And each of the guests took what was set
before him, including the bronze plate, and gave it to the slaves who waited behind him…
Afterwards, a second plate, made of silver, was placed before each guest, on which again
there was placed a second large loaf, and on that goose, and hares, and kids, and other rolls
curiously made, and doves, and turtledoves, and partridges, and every other kind of bird
imaginable, in the greatest abundance.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 4.2, tr. Yonge)



In time, a true gastronome such as Petronius would mock the excesses of
such performances. This was not because, like Horace, he championed the
simplicity of ‘leeks, chick-peas and dumplings’ (Satires 1.6.115)—he was,
after all, Nero’s arbiter elegantiae—but because such outré dinner-theatre
lacked true refinement. Trimalchio’s feast would demonstrate the two-
edged sword of gastronomy: luxurious feasting demonstrated one’s wealth,
but also one’s lack of taste.

Questions of refinement aside, there was another danger in such feasting:
it led to morbid obesity. As Romans came in contact with the Greek world,
they not only encountered chefs and pastry cooks, but also Hellenistic kings
such as Ptolemy VIII. Athenaeus’s description of him illustrates how luxury
and indulgence supplied a simple measure of the difference between (an
ideal) Rome and the overstuffed Hellenistic East:

Through indulgence in luxury Ptolemy’s body had become utterly corrupted with fat and
with a belly of such size that it would have been hard to measure it with one’s arms; to
cover it he wore a tunic which reached to his feet and which had sleeves reaching to his
wrists; but he never went abroad on foot except on Scipio’s account…Ptolemy’s son,
Alexander, also grew fatter and fatter…[He] lived in great luxury, but he could not even go
out to urinate unless he had two men to lean upon as he walked.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 549E–550B, tr. Gulick)

In the same passage, Athenaeus describes Magas of Cyrene, another
Macedonian dynast, as choking to death because he was so fat, ‘never
taking any exercise and always eating huge amounts of food’. Other dynasts
provided further negative examples of how to rule: Antiochos (which one is
unclear, nor from a Roman point of view did it matter) was reputed to have
distributed entire joints of meat to the people, and not merely of beef but of
geese, hares, and antelopes. And these sumptuous gifts, based on traditional
Greek notions of the distribution of sacrificial meats, would come after
crowds had already been fed on the spot. Accordingly, as Rome was
exposed to both Greek gastronomy and Hellenistic court culture, it
encountered a rich discourse on food and civilization in which different
ingredients vied for attention: a persistent nostalgia, often artfully
cultivated, for the pristine simplicity of Rome’s olden days combined with a
fascination with fine living, seasoned with a horror of excess. Gastronomy
and its critics would supply competing recipes for Romanness.

As Rome grew powerful, the theme of early Rome’s culinary simplicity
became ever more prevalent. Cato, in the De agri cultura, for example,



avoided all mention of the Greek inspired haute cuisine finding its way into
the dining-rooms of the Roman elite. Instead he chose to sing the praises of
cabbage:

Of the medicinal value of the cabbage: It is the cabbage which surpasses all other
vegetables. It may be eaten either cooked or raw; if you eat it raw, dip it into vinegar. It
promotes digestion marvellously and is an excellent laxative, and the urine is wholesome
for everything. If you wish to drink deep at a banquet and to enjoy your dinner, eat as much
raw cabbage as you wish, seasoned with vinegar, before dinner, and likewise after dinner
eat some half a dozen leaves; it will make you feel as if you had not dined, and you can
drink as much as you please.

(Cato, De agri cultura 156, tr. Hooper)

The message is clear: if you must engage in a Greek-style symposium, at
least temper that excess with Roman hardiness. Cato does supply his
readers with recipes, but most of these are for the various types of breads
and cakes that accompanied sacrifices. Take, for example, his recipe for
libum, a cheese-bread offered to Bacchus (Horace, Epistulae 1.10.10):

Grind two pounds of cheese thoroughly in a mortar; when it is thoroughly broken up, add
one pound of wheat flour, or, if you wish the cake to be more dainty, half a pound of fine
flour, and mix thoroughly with the cheese. Add one egg, and work the whole well. Pat out a
loaf, place on leaves, and bake slowly on a warm hearth under a crock.

(Cato, De agri cultura 75, tr. Hooper, modified)

Cato’s later readers recognized that his work offered more than strictly
agricultural advice. Varro noted that the agricultural writers before him,
such as Saserna and Cato, recorded details ‘which are all far away from
agriculture and therefore to be disregarded’:

Why, are there not many such items in the book of the renowned Cato, which he published
on the subject of agriculture, such as his recipes for placenta, for libum, and for the salting
of hams?

(Varro, De re rustica 1.2.28, tr. Hooper and Ash)

Placenta, like libum, refers to a cake made as an offering to the gods.
Cato is concerned with evoking a Rome of self-sufficient households,
curing their own ham, and capable of cooking only the most basic foods.
The few flourishes among his recipes would be sanctioned by piety.

SIMPLICITY AND LUXURY



The ideological significance of this rustic simplicity can best be seen by
comparing it to the sophistication or luxuria, depending on one’s point of
view, displayed by the Greek and especially Alexandrian recipes that would
characterize the sumptuous dining of the imperial age. Here is Apicius’s
recipe for asparagus pie:

Take well cleaned cooked asparagus, crush it in the mortar, dilute with water and presently
strain it through the colander. Now trim, prepare [i.e., cook or roast] figpeckers and hold
them in readiness. Three pinches of pepper are crushed in the mortar, add for broth a glass
of wine, put this in a saucepan with three ounces of oil, heat thoroughly. Meanwhile oil
your pie mould, and with six eggs, flavored with oenogarum (a mixture of wine and fish
sauce), and the asparagus preparation as described above; thicken the mixture on the hot
ashes. Thereupon arrange the figpeckers in the mould, cover them with this purée, bake the
dish. When cold, unmould it, sprinkle with pepper and serve.

(Apicius, De re coquinaria 4.132, tr. Vehling)

Foreign writers in Rome recognized that the Romans liked to think of
themselves as the descendants of a hardy, rural stock. This notion is
especially prominent in the work of the first-century writer Poseidonios.
Famous for his ethnographic writings on the Gauls, he also reported on the
habits of the early Romans:

…their national mode of life was originally temperate and simple, and they used everything
which they possessed in an unpretending and unostentatious manner.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.107, tr. Yonge)

Developing the theme he found in Poseidonios, Athenaeus, in the voice
of his character Larensis, proposed that Rome, before it was corrupted by
luxury, was a community in which the requirements of ritual established the
standards against which the rest of the community’s actions were measured:

And we do all this without being either clothed or attired as to our persons in any
extraordinary manner, and without indulging in any extraordinary pomp when offering the
first fruits. But we wear simple garments and shoes, and on our heads we have rough hats
made of the skins of sheep, and we carry vessels to minister in of earthenware and brass.
And in these vessels we carry those meats and liquors which are procured with the least
trouble, thinking it absurd to send offerings to the gods in accordance with our national
customs, but to provide for ourselves according to foreign customs. And, therefore, all the
things which are expended upon ourselves are measured by their use; but what we offer to
the gods are a sort of first-fruits of them.

(Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.107, tr. Yonge)

The pious fiction that Rome’s essential character was austere fed on tales
like that of the simple farmer Cincinnatus, who returned to his plough



having saved the state. This flattering image was also nurtured by
sumptuary legislation, such as the lex Fannia (161 BC) and the lex Didia
(143 BC). According to the former, no more than three guests could be
entertained in a Roman’s house, except on the occasional market day. The
law also imposed limits on the amount a household could spend on a dinner,
as well as annual spending limits. Often the great families that supported
such legislation, such as the Mucii Scaevolae, could point to ancestors in
their family tree who represented a similar uncompromising attachment to
austerity, men such as the Mucius Scaevola who had tried heroically to
murder Lars Porsenna. But the tain of the mirror in which Roman
aristocrats saw a race of austere farmers hardened by war was a state
moving towards Mediterranean hegemony. Greek gastronomy proved an
entirely convenient focus for the anxieties that Rome’s increasing power
provoked at home. By the time Polybios arrived in Rome in the middle of
the second century, hysteria prompted by the cuisine nouvelle was at its
height. The Greek historian caught the whiff of malaise afflicting Rome
now that Carthage and Corinth had both been destroyed, and it smelled like
a Greek dish:

For some of them had abandoned themselves to amours with boys and others to the society
of courtesans, and many to musical entertainments and banquets, and the extravagance they
involve, having in the course of the war with Perseus been speedily infected by the Greek
laxity in these respects. So great in fact was the incontinence that had broken out among
the young men in such matters, that many paid a talent for a male favourite and many three
hundred drachmas for a jar of caviar. This aroused the indignation of Cato, who said once
in a public speech that it was the surest sign of deterioration in the republic when pretty
boys fetch more than fields, and jars of caviar more than ploughmen. It was just at the
period we are treating of that this present tendency to extravagance declared itself, first of
all because they thought that now after the fall of the Macedonian kingdom their universal
dominion was undisputed.

(Polybios 31.25.4–7, tr. Paton)

For as long as the Romans exalted their hardy simplicity, for that long
they bemoaned its loss, most easily recognized in their addiction to fine
dining. In the fourth century they were still singing the same dirge.
Ammianus Marcellinus would attribute the victories of Marcus Aurelius
over the barbarians in the second century to the ‘old’ Roman character:

The temperance of old times was not yet infected by the effeminacy of a more licentious
mode of life, and did not crave extravagant feasts or shameful gains; but high and low alike
with united ardour and in agreement hastened to a noble death for their country.



(Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gesta 31.5, tr. Rolfe)

Meanwhile, behind the over-determined extremes of Roman simplicity
and oleaginous Hellenicity, more subtle change was afoot. Ennius, writing
in the late second and early second century BC, knew Archestratos’s work
well enough to produce a Latin rendering, the Hedyphagetica (The
Pleasures of Eating). Only eleven lines of the poem survive, but the extant
fragment follows Archestratos closely, describing some of the best seafood
to be found in southern Italy and further afield. The presence of a didactic
gastronomic text at virtually the very beginning of Latin literature is a
dramatic illustration of the relationship between the Greek and Roman
culinary worlds. Commenting on Ennius’s adaption of Archestratos,
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill (2008: 341) correctly notes, ‘Such gastronomy is a
system of knowledge, that extends beyond the mere training of slave-chefs
to the higher reaches of research and literature. It is a system of knowledge
in which Greece and Italy are bound together geographically, and in the
direct transmission and exchange of codified knowledge.’ To which we
might add that gastronomy also provided a way of encoding knowledge
with values. Take, for example, Pliny’s remarks about Greek wine: in the
good old days it was so highly prized that only a single cup would be served
to each guest at dinner. Quoting Varro, he continues:

When he was a child Lucullus never witnessed a banquet at his father’s house where more
than a single cup of Greek wine was served, but upon his return from Asia he gave away
more than a thousand amphorae as gifts.

(Pliny, Natural History 14.96, tr. Grainger and Dalby)

This passage nicely captures the melange of prejudice and fear that
evolved in response to Rome’s eastern push. The Roman simplicity of
Lucullus’s childhood, when only a single cup of Greek wine is available,
contrasts with the extravagance that comes with his adult experiences
shaped by Asia. It changes him. The wine is more plentiful but it seems
somehow cheaper. Juvenal’s utter contempt for all things eastern—‘the
Syrian Orontes has long since poured into the Tiber,’ he tartly remarked—is
well known, but this distaste for the East (which was gustatory as much as
anything else) was at odds with Rome’s increasing culinary sophistication.
The tension was never resolved, and it put the aristocrats of the late
Republic into a peculiar bind. As patrons they were bound to show largesse,
but to do so too ostentatiously invited a backlash. Thus, Caesar’s successive



accomplishments were marked by increasingly lavish banquets. Celebrating
his triumphal dinner, he served Falernian and Chian wines, but by the time
of his third consulship grape inflation had set in: he served Falernian,
Chian, Lesbian, and Mamertine, the first time, notes Pliny with eyebrow
raised, ‘that four kinds of wine were served with dinner’ (Pliny, Natural
History 14.73).

THE GROANING TABLE
As wealth and opportunities for cultivating the art of the table increased,
some of Rome’s elite acquired reputations for fine dining, but to do so was
to risk opprobrium. Such high living could be interpreted as morally
bankrupt and an abdication of civic responsibilities. For example, although
he defeated Mithridates, an accomplishment for which he might have
expected to have been remembered, Lucullus would never escape the
reputation for having introduced to Roman life a corrupting extravagance,
paid for by the booty he had won from Mithridates and Tigranes. Similarly,
Hortensius, Cicero’s great rival in the law courts in the 70s, would retreat
from public life to cultivate his fish-ponds only to earn Cicero’s derision.
Hortensius would be remembered as one of these piscinarii who were more
interested in teaching fish to eat from their hands than in playing a role in
public life. Long before Tiberius retreated to Capri, Roman discourse on
food, luxury, and indulgence had established the outline of how his story
would be told: nothing would mark an emperor as bad more surely than the
combination of high living and a retreat from public life. Sexual perversion
completed the trifecta. In the Imperial period, satirists such as Juvenal and
Martial used similar ingredients to roast the wealthy, especially if their
backgrounds had a hint of the arriviste: Juvenal skewered Rufrius
Crispinus, originally from Egypt, it was supposed, with characteristic
hyperbole, for spending 6,000 sesterces on a mullet:

What? Did you, Crispinus—you who once wore a strip of your native papyrus round your
loins—give that price for a fish? A price bigger than you need have paid for the fisherman
himself, a price for which you might buy a whole estate in some province, or a still larger
one in Apulia.

(Juvenal, Satires 4, tr. Ramsay)



The ambiguities of Roman gastronomy, where fascination and repulsion
mixed in equal parts, finds its fullest expression in two places. One is in the
complex position of the banquet in Roman culture, and the other is in the
complex taste of the Romans’ favourite condiment: rotten fish sauce.
Garum, or liquamen, is known to us from a wide variety of sources and a
detailed description of its manufacture is preserved in the anonymous
Byzantine Geoponica:

Fish entrails are put in a pot and salted (little fish, especially sand-smelt, small red mullet,
picarel or anchovy, or any small enough, are used whole) and left to cook in the sun,
stirring frequently. When the heat has cooked them, the sauce is extracted thus: a deep,
close-woven basket is inserted into the centre of the jar containing the fish, and the sauce
seeps into the basket: so liquamen is obtained, filtered through the basket. The solid residue
makes alix.

(Geoponica 20.46, tr. Dalby)

The result was a fermented product, intense in taste. Similarities between
garum and Vietnamese nước mắm have often been noted, and it is also
likely that there were many varieties of garum just as there are different
types of fish sauce found throughout Southeast Asia. Recipes in Apicius
call for such varieties as oenogarum, a mixture of wine and fish sauce,
poured over fried anchovies. Another version of the sauce was oxygarum
(vinegar and fish sauce). In the second century AD, Pollux describes a visit
to a restaurant where oxygarum is poured over lettuce and cucumber, much
like a vinaigrette dressing. The collection of recipes of Apicius contains few
references to salt and it seems that garum was the preferred condiment in
Roman cooking.

If the widespread use of garum suggests the Roman palette had a taste for
stronger flavours than Greeks of the classical period, the Roman banquet, or
cena, was also vastly more elaborate than the Greek symposion. It is
frequently said that the Romans borrowed the Greek practice of eating first
and drinking afterwards, but recent studies have demonstrated that the
Romans combined both (Roller, 2006: 181–9). However, the Roman cena is
distinct from the symposion in other ways as well. In the most extreme
cases, serving a wide variety of foods advertised the status of the host.
Macrobius reports the details of a feast offered in 63 BC by Mucius
Lentulus Niger to celebrate his becoming pontifex:

Before the dinner proper came sea hedgehogs; fresh oysters, as many as the guests wished;
large mussels; sphondyli; field fares with asparagus; fattened fowls; oyster and mussel



pasties; black and white sea acorns; sphondyli again; glycimarides; sea nettles; beccaficos;
roe ribs; boar’s ribs; fowls dressed with flour; purple shellfish of two sorts. The dinner
itself consisted of sow’s udder; boar’s head; fish-pasties; boar-pasties; ducks; boiled teals;
hares; roasted fowls; starch pastry; Pontic pastry.

(Macrobius, Saturnalia Convivia 3.13, tr. Davis)

Under the influence of Hellenistic court culture, Roman dining habits
grew more extreme, the dishes more recherché, and Roman hosts were
transformed into gourmands, Hellenistic dynasts scaled down to an empire
of the dining-room. Even allowing for the poetic exaggeration, Horace’s
account of the disastrous dinner party given by Nasidienus—a wall-hanging
falls on the food midway through the meal—demonstrates both how
elaborate dining had become by the end of the first century BC, and how
gourmet taste had become a potent metonym for social status:

A lamprey arrived, stretched out on a dish with prawns
Swimming round it. The host said: ‘This was caught before
Spawning, after they spawn the flesh is inferior.’
The dressing’s mixed like this: Venafran oil, from the first
Pressing: fish sauce made with juice of the Spanish mackerel:
Five-year old wine, from Italian slopes not Greek ones,
Added while boiling (Chian is best for this after
Boiling, nothing better): white pepper, and without fail
Vinegar made from fermented Methymnian grapes.
I was first to proclaim that green rocket, and bitter
Elecampane be simmered there too: Curtillus
Adds unwashed sea-urchins, their juice is better than brine.

(Horace, Satires 2.8.42–55, tr. Kline)

Nasidienus parades his knowledge as expertly as a sophist, knowing that
the lamprey’s flesh is most succulent if eaten before the fish has spawned.
The dressing is made from what these days would be marketed as extra
virgin olive oil, mixed with the finest Iberian garum. All his ingredients are
the best, his opinions gleaned from leading chefs are the most recondite,
such as the notion that sea-urchin juice is superior to brine. The power of a
king or emperor to produce the most exquisite feasts full of the rarest
ingredients is now shared by wealthy Roman patrons, making the banquet a
simulacrum, if not of empire, then at least of the court. And just as fate can
betray kings, so too Nasidienus is undone by a gust of wind.

One Roman in particular was drawn to the theatrical and courtly
dimensions of banqueting: Marc Antony. His taste for high-living provided
Plutarch with an easy source of moral condemnation, but it also gave



Greeks and Romans a very simple way of understanding the complex
business of Rome’s engagement with the Hellenistic East. When, for
example, Antony and Cleopatra met at Tarsus in 41 BC, it was said that
Venus had come to feast with Bacchus. Antony was keen to outdo the queen
in the magnificence of his banquet, only to be beaten by the massive
chandeliers that Cleopatra used to turn her banquet into a spectacle. A great
Roman general he may be, but in the presence of a Hellenistic queen who
truly understood indulgence Antony seemed boorish and rustic by
comparison. His education, or seduction, and again the two amount to the
same thing, continued in Alexandria, where he and Cleopatra formed a band
known as the Inimitable Livers, devoted to ever more extravagant feasts.
Plutarch reports an eye-witness account later told by a doctor, Philotas, who
was in Alexandria at the time, to Plutarch’s grandfather. In one episode,
Antony’s chef prepared eight roasted wild boar. Asked if this meant that
there were going to be many guests to dinner, the cook replied that there
were only twelve, but since the meat had to be ready and perfect whenever
Antony decided to eat, ‘it was not one but many suppers that had to be
ready’ (Plutarch, Antony 28).

DINNER THEATRE
The banquet, therefore, played a special role in Roman culture. It served as
metonym for the deeply problematic relationship between the Greek world,
Rome, and Rome’s own past. It also operated as an event instantiating a
wide variety of social relationships within Roman society. Nasidienus’s
guests, Nomentanus, Varius, and Balatro, can afford to be sympathetic when
the curtain drops on to the table and disrupts the proceedings because they
are all well fed at Nasidienus’s table. Not all parasites were so lucky, and
their dependence on the largesse of a patron reflects a second distinctive
feature of the cena: it was a forceful performance of the social hierarchy,
underscoring the power of the patron and the abject powerlessness of the
parasite. Juvenal’s description of the client anxiously waiting for seconds
from the patron’s table makes the point in no uncertain terms:

‘Surely he will give us,’ you say, ‘what is left of a hare, or some scraps of a boar’s haunch;
the remains of a capon will come our way by and by.’ And so you all sit in dumb silence,
your bread clutched, untasted, and ready for action. In treating you thus, the great man
shows his wisdom. If you can endure such things, you deserve them; some day you will be



offering your head to be shaved and slapped: nor will you flinch from a stroke of the whip,
well worthy of such a feast and such a friend.

(Juvenal, Satires 5, tr. Ramsay)

The banquet has become a test of loyalty or endurance, depending on
one’s point of view and another instance, like the circus, of staged social
relations. Within the hierarchy of the banquet each guest performs
according to his degree of dependency—patron, guest, friend, client,
parasite, observer, attendant, slave, cook—and as a literary topos the
banquet expresses an equally wide variety of associations—luxury,
refinement, indulgence, pretentiousness, class distinctions, taste—in ways
that cry out for satirical treatment. These come together in Petronius’s Cena
Trimalchionis.

The Satyricon, the scurrilous, picaresque tale in which the banquet of
Trimalchio is set, tells the tale of Encolpius, a young man down on his luck
whose affairs and misadventures provide the scenes for a roman à clef
capturing the underbelly of Roman life. The cena centres on the larger-than-
life figure of Trimalchio, a freedman whose wealth and success are on a
scale only matched by his ego and his addiction to excess. Here, for
example, is a description of the appetizers:

Among the other hors d’oeuvres stood a little ass of Corinthian bronze with a packsaddle
holding olives, white olives on one side, black on the other. The animal was flanked right
and left by silver dishes, on the rim of which Trimalchio’s name was engraved and the
weight. On arches built up in the form of miniature bridges were dormice seasoned with
honey and poppy-seed. There were sausages, too, smoking hot on a silver grill, and
underneath (to imitate coals) Syrian plums and pomegranate seeds.

(Petronius, Satyricon 31, tr. Allinson)

The elements here will recur in the other courses of the banquet: the
elaborate presentation, intended to suggest playfulness but spoiled by the
constant reminders of Trimalchio’s enormous wealth. At the same time the
emphasis on artifice—bridges of pastry and sausages sitting on a fake bed
of coals, also edible—both advertises Trimalchio’s power to manipulate
ingredients (of the feast and the performance equally) yet just as forcefully
reveals that he remains a slave to excess and poor taste. It is hard not to see
him as a precursor to a figure such as Dennis Koslowsky, the modern
multimillionaire whose downfall was heralded by stories of bacchanalian
excess, including a birthday party in which an ice sculpture in the form of
Michelangelo’s David urinated vodka. Like his modern counterpart,



Trimalchio is entirely oblivious to the contempt his excess excites,
preferring instead to stage-manage his banquet so that what seems to be
sophisticated dining instead becomes dinner theatre. After the snacks, for
example, comes the first course:

Meantime, a dish was brought in with a basket on it, in which lay a wooden hen, her wings
outspread round her as if she were sitting. Instantly a couple of slaves came up, and to the
sound of lively music began to search the straw, and pulling out a lot of peafowl’s eggs one
after the other, handed them round to the company. Trimalchio turns his head at this,
saying, ‘My friends, it was by my orders the hen set on the peafowl’s eggs yonder; but by
God! I am very much afraid they are half-hatched. Nevertheless we can try whether they
are eatable.’ For our part, we take our spoons, which weighed at least half a pound each,
and break the eggs, which were made of paste. I was on the point of throwing mine away,
for I thought I discerned a chick inside. But when I overheard a veteran guest saying,
‘There should be something good here!’ I further investigated the shell, and found a very
fine fat figpecker swimming in yolk of egg flavoured with pepper.

(Petronius, Satyricon 33, tr. Allinson)

The dish is not just elaborate, but must be presented in such a way that
the diner also experiences surprise, shock, and disgust before being relieved
and satisfied. The banquet is designed the feed all of the senses. Much more
than an ostentatious display of fine food, it is meant to engage the emotions
as much as the taste-buds. The banquet, in fact, will culminate in a rehearsal
of Trimalchio’s burial, with the host and future corpse dressed in his burial
robe, reclining on a couch as if laid out for burial and ordering the banquet
musicians to play a funeral dirge. This is a mistake, since it is interpreted as
a call to the fire brigade who burst in and bring the dinner party to a chaotic
end. Trimalchio has elevated the banquet to the level of performance art, a
mish-mash of high food, low art, and poor taste. Critics classify the work as
a satura, a term that can refer to its satirical tone, but also derives from the
Roman term for a mixed dish, a fitting designation for a work that includes
such disparate and sometimes unpalatable elements.

Gastronomy is conventionally understood as the art and science of good
eating. It is clear that the Greeks and Romans came to value both highly,
but food writing is never a discourse solely concerned with producing cook-
books and fancy foods. Gastronomy is an expression of how a community
views itself according to its alimentary needs and tastes, and how members
see themselves in relation to others in the community, as providers,
consumers, and gourmands. In the gastronomic writings of the Greek and
Romans we glimpse these societies undergoing profound changes,



becoming both more complex and yet often more anxious. If this seems to
say both too much and too little, it is perhaps worth recalling Brillat-
Savarin’s definition of gastronomy as ‘the knowledge and understanding of
all that relates to man as he eats’.



SUGGESTED READING

The entire subject of Graeco-Roman gastronomy is dominated by the
voluminous writings of Athenaeus of Naukratis, whose works have recently
been translated for the Loeb Classical Library by Douglas Olson. Studies
central to the question of gastronomy include Wilkins (1993, 1996). On the
ancient Mediterranean diet, see Garcia Soler (2001). Important discussions
of both Greek and Roman culinary practices are found in Dalby (1996,
2000), and more recently Nadeau (2010). On food in the Homeric epics, see
Hitch (2009). On sacrifice and meat in classical Athens, see Berthiaume
(1982) and McInerney (2010), with Wilkins (2000) on comedy and
gluttony. For the importance of fish, see Davidson (1998) and Bekker-
Nielsen (2002). Greek gastronomic literature is the subject of important
studies by Sens and Olson (1999, 2000). For dining in Roman culture a
number of excellent recent studies are available, including Damon (1997),
Purcell (2003), Roller (2006), and Wallace-Hadrill (2008). The theatrical
elements of Petronius are emphasized by Panayotakis (1995).
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CHAPTER 16

PETS

MICHAEL MACKINNON

INTRODUCTION
PET-KEEPING was a widespread and well-accepted phenomenon in Classical
antiquity (Bodson, 2000: 27). Animals kept or considered as ‘pets’ included
mammals and birds, but also reptiles, amphibians, fish, and even insects.
One finds both common, familiar ‘pets’ (e.g., dogs), and rare, unusual ‘pets’
(e.g., lions, dolphins, and similar exotics). Variety further extends from taxa
totally domesticated and sharing symbiotic relationships with humans, to
wild animals, ‘tamed’ and adopted as pets, and to untamed, wild, and exotic
animals, caged or otherwise kept on display and, in captivity, potentially
viewed or treated as ‘pets’. Pets were enjoyed, moreover, by diverse social,
economic, and demographic sets in Classical antiquity (young to old, rich to
poor, upper to lower class), although most examples typically pertain to pet-
keeping among the elite (Bodson, 2000: 36).

Holistic investigation of ‘pet’ animals in Graeco-Roman antiquity
incorporates evidence drawn from: (1) references to animals in ancient texts
and inscriptions; (2) images of animals from ancient art and material
culture; and (3) bones of animals recovered from archaeological
excavations of ancient sites. Before assessing these data, however,
terminology needs attention. Modern concepts of ‘pet’ imply personal
relationships of intimacy and mutual understanding between animals and
humans. In contrast to food animals, pets are often permitted access to
household rooms, are given names, and are not consumed. Smaller animals,
such as dogs, cats, and so forth, best fit all three criteria, which might
explain their widespread popularity as pet animals among many cultures.



While certainly cases of pet-keeping in antiquity exist, caution should be
exercised in linking such bonds too closely with modern culture.
Suggestions that the label ‘personal animals’ replaces ‘pets’ in reference to
ancient human–animal relationships, to avoid confusions with modern
concepts and to reinforce notions that relations with animals were not
institutionalized in a common social fashion in antiquity, have been put
forward (Gilhus, 2006: 29). Nevertheless, the idea is complicated. Indeed,
the line between ‘pet’ and ‘work animal’ can blur in antiquity for some
taxa. Sheep dogs, hunting dogs, guard dogs; draught horses, cavalry horses,
circus horses; mice-catching weasels, cats, and snakes; even some domestic
livestock, including cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and chickens, among others,
may have been named or arguably cared for as ‘pets’, in addition to their
roles as ‘working’ or ‘productive’ animals.

A second critical aspect in assessing ancient ‘pet’ animals is the degree
of emotional investment, connection, and care that often surrounds their
treatment. The bond shared between ‘pet’ and owner can be very strong.
Historical and ancient texts and inscriptions contain numerous examples,
from simply naming a pet (arguably a ‘humanizing’ characteristic) to more
extensive and endearing accounts of reciprocal devotion between master
and pet. Archaeology adds to this picture—animals being the subject of
many iconographical works in particular—but also affords, through
zooarchaeology, an opportunity to examine skeletal clues that directly relate
to the treatment and care of an animal (MacKinnon, 2010). Surviving
epitaphs, tombstones, funerary offerings, and special burials for animals
exemplify the range of measures ancient Greeks and Romans took to
venerate, memorialize, and ‘humanize’ animals. Still, not all animals
recorded in such ways may be considered ‘pets’ under common vernacular;
nor were all ‘pets’ in antiquity treated in any special manner upon death
(Bodson, 2000: 30).

DOGS
Dogs denote perhaps the most universal ‘pet’ animal, spatially and
temporally; people of antiquity were no exception in this regard. Dogs, like
equids, were normally not consumed in most parts of the ancient world.
Moreover, among those groups that did eat dogs, including various Aegean
and Near Eastern Bronze Age and Archaic cultures (Greenewalt, 1976),



most were not bred predominantly for such purposes, at least not on any
scale comparable to domestic cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, for example.
Hippocrates (Epidemics 7.62; Sacred Disease 2) comments on the
palatability of dog, stating puppy flesh is best; however, the marked dearth
of references to eating dog meat among other Greek sources suggests it was
a relatively uncommon practice. Indeed, the predominance of adult dogs in
the zooarchaeological record across most ancient Greek sites implies their
principal exploitation for work and pet purposes, as opposed to
consumption, in which case one might expect a larger proportion of
younger puppies (Trantalidou, 2006: 116). By Roman times, consumption
of dog meat was generally avoided, except perhaps under great duress.
Exceptions to this, within the Roman world, tend to involve continuation of
pre-Roman customs, such as earlier Etruscan practices (De Grossi Mazzorin
and Tagliacozzo, 1997; De Grossi Mazzorin and Minniti, 2006), or have ties
to indigenous, native practices within the Roman provinces, particularly
northern ones (Méniel, 1992).

Many ancient authors, such as natural historians and geographers (e.g.,
Pliny the Elder, Aristotle, Strabo), agricultural writers (e.g., Cato, Varro,
Columella, Palladius), and writers about hunting (e.g., Grattius, Xenophon,
Arrian, Oppian, Nemesianus), among other sources, discuss the role of dogs
in ancient Greek and/or Roman culture. Principal categories include hunting
dogs, guard and sheep dogs, draught and performing dogs, and pet dogs.
Again, it should be appreciated that categories may overlap, with ‘work’
animals doubly considered as ‘pets’ and vice versa. Breeds or varieties of
dogs are also recognized in the ancient sources; however, as was common
practice in antiquity, ‘breed’ names largely reflect geographic location or
point of origin (either known, mythical, or assumed), and may not
correspond precisely to modern concepts of ‘breed’ as defined genetically.
Ancient iconography, including painting, sculpture, mosaics, and so forth,
provides visuals of dog types, although depictions tend to favour scenes
with hunting dogs and other dogs as pets (Bodson, 1980; Trantalidou,
2006), possibly because of popularity, but these groups were inclined to
receive greater cultural attention and recognition given the often elevated
status of hunting and pet-keeping in antiquity. Hunting, at least that on
horseback and with dogs, was chiefly an elite activity in antiquity. A similar
elitist mentality often underscored keeping pet animals, especially small,
toy breeds of dogs (Bodson, 1980).



In addition to describing types of dogs in existence and the duties these
animals fulfilled, the ancient sources further provide information about their
care. Veterinarian-style treatises, such as Vegetius’s Mulomedicina, discuss
procedures for treating animals, especially equids and cattle, but more
generally all animals. Similar veterinarian tactics are also outlined by some
other sources, notably the Roman agricultural writers. While multiple
reasons (economic, social, emotional, etc.) might explain an elevated degree
of care, medical or otherwise, provided to an animal, ‘pets’ tend to be better
served in such cases, so treatment can help indicate some special
investment or status, especially among taxa that seemingly provide no
critical economic function for otherwise maintaining them in good shape.

In light of the topical nature of the subject, it is not surprising that
investigations into the roles and varieties of dogs, as well as their care, as
presented in ancient textual and iconographical evidence, have been the
focus of significant scholarship in recent years (e.g., Merlen, 1971;
Toynbee, 1973; Brewer et al., 2001). Zooarchaeological evidence adds a
further dimension, in presenting case studies of actual ancient dogs, as
reconstructed from their skeletal remains. Moreover, through comparative
analyses of zooarchaeological data (using osteometry and DNA data),
broader syntheses of size and shape variation among types, as well as
investigations of the origin and spread of various breeds can be put forward.
Currently, as regards ancient contexts, most zooarchaeological attention
involving dogs focuses upon osteometry, that is, measuring various
dimensions of the bones to assess changes in the morphology and size of
these animals over time and space. Broader surveys of these osteometric
data exist for numerous areas of the ancient world, including Greece
(Trantalidou, 2006), Italy (De Grossi Mazzorin and Tagliacozzo, 2000),
Gaul (Lepetz, 1996), the Germanic provinces (Peters, 1998), Britain
(Harcourt, 1974; Cram, 2000; Clark, 2006), and the Balkan region
(Bartosiewicz, 2000). Available osteological data indicate a shoulder (i.e.,
withers) height range of approximately 35–55 cm for most dogs across the
wider Mediterranean region during the Neolithic and Bronze Age (De
Grossi Mazzorin and Tagliacozzo, 2000; Trantalidou, 2006). The types
represented fit best general small- to medium-sized parameters, with most
examples similar in appearance to modern, terrier-like dogs (Trantalidou,
2006: 99). The upper range of this size bracket increases (approaching 60–
70 cm) moving into the Iron Age in these areas; however, the greatest size



variability among dogs can be found in the Roman period, with breeding
ranges extended to include very small dogs, around 20 cm at the withers,
upwards to very large animals, measuring over 70 cm. Small, lap dogs are
portrayed in the artistic record from as early as the fifth century BC in the
ancient Aegean world (Trantalidou, 2006: 107–8). The Romans appear
largely responsible for their subsequent spread, with various lap and toy
breeds represented in iconographical and zooarchaeological samples across
all regions of the Empire. The Romans manipulated not only dog heights,
but also morphologies. Lean, greyhound-style dogs; large, shorter-snouted,
Molossian-style dogs; tiny, round-headed, toy dogs, comparable to
Pomeranians and Maltese; even short- and/or curved-limb, brachymel dogs,
akin to modern dwarf and dachshund types; all see widespread breeding and
development during Roman times.

Presumably, different breeds of dog were raised for different functions.
The Roman agricultural writer Columella (De re rustica 7.12.2)
distinguishes four main categories: farmyard dogs, guard dogs, sheep dogs,
and hunting dogs. However, working dogs that pulled small carts and
simple pet dogs also existed. Middle-sized and larger dogs occur regularly
across many ancient sites. Moreover, dogs from this size range are
frequently referenced in ancient texts and depicted in ancient iconography.
Presumably, many of these dogs acted as guards, or assisted in hunting and
herding. The ancient authors typically describe city guard dogs as
Molossian (e.g., Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe 5.1063–72).
Molossian hounds, known for their speed (Martial, Spectacula 30; Grattius,
Cynegetica 181–92) and powers of scent (Lucretius, On the Nature of the
Universe 1.404–5, 4.705, 4.991–6; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 8.2;
Sidonius Apollinaris, Poems 7.187–90), were also popularly chosen as
hunting dogs (Petronius, Satyricon 63; Martial, Epigrams 1.22; Ovid, Fasti
2.85–90; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 6.59, 7.12; Nemesianus,
Cynegetica 50–8) and made excellent sheep dogs as well (Horace, Epodes
6.5–8). Dogs were instrumental, and often absolutely essential, to ancient
Greek and Roman hunts. Consequently, they factor commonly in hunting
accounts within the literature, for both real and mythical episodes, and are
depicted regularly among hunting scenes in ancient art.

Some small dogs were kept as household ‘pets’ in antiquity. The ancient
authors Lucretius (On the Nature of the Universe 4.997), Aelian
(Characteristics of Animals 6.65, 7.25), Petronius (Satryicon 64, 71–2), and



Martial (Epigrams 1.83, 1.109, 7.20) all mention little pet dogs. The
commonest type seems to best resemble Maltese-type dogs. The name itself
is misleading, since the breed does not originate from the island of Malta
(or for that matter the Sicilian town of Melita, or the Adriatic island of
Melita) but rather is probably descended from spitz-type dog varieties bred
by people inhabiting south-central Europe (Fiennes, 1970: 48). Early
Maltese dogs, therefore, probably resembled Pomeranians, with their short
snout, rounded head, prick ears, and long hair. The exact division between
the two is sketchy, at least in antiquity. The name ‘Maltese’ may have
derived from the use of Malta as an ancient trading centre through which
the breed spread.

Important correlations surface when examining these small, ‘pet’ dogs in
antiquity. First, such varieties are more frequently depicted with children in
ancient Greek and Roman iconography. The connection is exhibited among
funerary reliefs, among other artworks. More rarely are larger dogs
represented with children, or for that matter are adults depicted with small,
toy breeds of dogs (Trantalidou, 2006: 108). Perhaps there is a notion of
children mimicking adults (who maintained larger hunting, guard, and sport
dogs) through the child’s attachment to small, toy breeds of dogs.
Alternatively, toy breeds exhibit cute characteristics, which draw affection
from many, especially children. According to Pliny the Younger (Letters
4.2), Roman children sometimes were buried with a beloved pet or pets.

A second important point concerns pet dogs and social status. From the
doting and attention some of these dogs received in antiquity, it would seem
most were kept by upper-class people. The animal’s rarity might also denote
privilege, adding to its symbolism as an ostentatious, unique item. Martial
(Epigrams 1.109) describes a pet ‘Maltese’ dog, name Issa, in vivid, showy
terms: ‘…more frolicsome than Catullus’s sparrow…purer than a dove’s
kiss…gentler than a maiden…more precious than Indian gems’. It seems no
expense was spared. Special grave monuments and stelae were erected for
some treasured ‘pet’ dogs; the pet itself may even have received unique
treatment, represented in the case of an elderly Maltese-type dog buried
with a glass vessel, and among humans, within third-century AD contexts in
the Roman cemetery at Yasmina, Carthage (MacKinnon and Belanger,
2006). This particular pet dog exhibits such severe skeletal pathological
conditions, including near total dental loss, advanced osteoarthritis, hip



dislocation, among other ailments, that it could only have survived through
human care.

The existence of several puppy and immature dog bones among ancient
sites highlights the role of breeding and the attitude to some younger or
unwanted canids. Owners were told to put no value on the first set of
puppies, and to dispose of inferior puppies in subsequent litters (Grattius,
Cynegetica 287–9; Nemesianus, Cynegetica 127–50; Varro, De re rustica
2.9.12). Spring (Nemesianus, Cynegetica 151–3) and summer (Varro, De re
rustica 2.9.11) litters were preferred.

Although our understanding of dog morphology during antiquity has
been enhanced tremendously by zooarchaeological information, in
conjunction with evidence from ancient texts and iconography, considerably
less attention has focused upon assessing skeletal pathological data for
injury and stress among these ancient dogs. Indeed, the ethology, welfare,
and treatment of Roman dogs (and all ancient animals for that matter), and
the relations of these animals with their owners, keepers, and healers is an
important component in reconstructing the nature of ‘pet’ keeping in
antiquity. Interesting work to this effect has been conducted for Roman
antiquity (MacKinnon, 2010). Results indicated that skeletal pathological
conditions in Roman dogs from the Mediterranean context largely parallel
patterns observed for the broader ancient and medieval worlds in general.
Common pathological conditions include dental complications, especially
pre-mortem tooth loss, healed limb fractures, osteoarthritis, and infection.
Generally, Roman dogs seem to be in good condition, as regards skeletal
health, with minimal osteological evidence for human abuse or
maltreatment, but also no conclusive data for splinting any broken bones,
despite the capability to perform such operations as outlined in the ancient
Greek and Latin texts. Active care towards dogs in the Roman
Mediterranean context is indicated especially in terms of facilitation for
feeding. Propensity for injury and illness, and in turn treatment of such
ailments, may have varied depending on dog breed, size, and role as ‘pet’.
Smaller, toy breeds of dogs in Roman times appear more susceptible to
multiple pathological conditions, but also display signs of greater human
care, especially in terms of pampering and feeding.

Fidelity, devotion, and attention for dogs in antiquity are also shown in
their burial treatment. Such burial acts might, partly or largely, be
considered an act of ‘care’. Considerable evidence exists in this regard,



within ancient textual, archaeological, and osteological datasets. The
association of dog and human burials in Greek and Roman antiquity is
complex, and assessed in greater detail elsewhere (e.g., Day, 1984; Lepetz,
1996; Soren, 1999; De Grossi Mazzorin and Tagliacozzo, 2000;
Trantalidou, 2006). These and other studies have presented a range of
interpretations and speculations for such cases, including the duties of dogs
as funeral guards or companions in the afterlife, dogs acting as status and
identity markers for the deceased, and explanations that stress symbolic
components in myth, legend, and social practice, often tied to a vast range
of dog characteristics: fidelity, strength, power, ferocity, devotion, among
other traits. Pet dogs, arguably represent the most ‘human’ or at least
special type of animal in antiquity, given that they are taxa most likely to be
buried in a human cemetery, occasionally with more elaborate tombstones,
sarcophagi, and funerary offerings as well (Bodson, 2000: 28).

EQUIDS
Domesticated equids (i.e., horses, donkeys, mules), like some types of dogs,
also straddle a blurred line in antiquity between ‘pet’ and ‘non-pet’ status.
They served a variety of productive duties, such as riding, transport,
draught, haulage, turning mills, racing, cavalry, breeding, amusement, etc.,
depending on the type of animal and circumstances in question. Typically,
they were not consumed, while horses, in particular, were generally named
and pampered, often at great cost. Horses were expensive in antiquity;
ownership generally inferred status, wealth, and prestige. Like dogs, horses
had a reputation for devotion and fidelity towards humans, thus endearing
them even more to their masters (Pliny, Natural History 8.61). This,
combined with their multiplicity of roles in antiquity, ensured them frequent
reference in ancient texts and iconography, akin to the dog in many
respects. Horses and dogs, moreover, are the two principal animals for
which extensive burial evidence exists from across numerous
archaeological sites throughout the ancient world (Day, 1984; Kosmetatou,
1993; Reese, 1995; Trantalidou, 2006). While the reasons behind such
burials are multifaceted—companionship, sacrifice, protection, service,
identity or status marking, among other explanations—it is clear that both
taxa often shared special bonds with humans. The uses of equids in racing,
transport, and warfare are detailed elsewhere in this volume.



CATS
Although there is intriguing archaeological evidence for cats (possibly pets)
in association with burials among Neolithic contexts in the Near East and
Cyprus (Vigne et al., 2004: 259), widespread domestication of cats probably
arose in Egypt (around the twentieth to nineteenth century BC), from where
it subsequently spread elsewhere in the ancient world. They first appear in
Greek iconography around the eighth/seventh century BC, and in Italy from
about the fifth or fourth century BC (Toynbee, 1973: 87). This coincides
with a period of strong Egyptian economic trade with the Hellenic world.
Available zooarchaeological evidence largely confirms this iconographical
timeline. As regards Italy, for example, cats first appear in Hellenistic sites
in the south, then spread to central areas, becoming more prevalent in
Imperial times (MacKinnon, 2004: 72). Nevertheless, cats never seem to
gain the ubiquity or popularity of dogs, remaining uncommon until about
the second century AD (Lazenby, 1949: 304). A relaxation of Egyptian
protection and export-control over the cat, an animal sacred to them, during
this time, may explain the animal’s broader dissemination throughout the
Mediterranean world (Jennison, 1937: 129). As Christianity spread, the
need to control any export of the cat from Egypt diminished. Other factors
may play a role as well, including augmented trade relations, population
movements, and new social and cultural attitudes, needs, and tastes. Even
with their greater dissemination in the ancient world during the second to
fifth centuries AD, however, cats still comprise a very minor portion of
zooarchaeological materials recovered from ancient sites, rarely registering
over 0.3% of identified bones from such contexts (MacKinnon, 2004: 72).

The stereotypical curiosity, agility, and playfulness of the domestic cat is
often portrayed in ancient art, with examples in vase painting, mosaic, and
terracotta, among other media, illustrating the animal leaping, playing, or
drawing an attentive eye to some event, person, or potential foodstuff.
While some domestic cats may have been trained to perform tricks or to act
simply as companions for their masters, most probably fulfilled duties in
catching mice and other vermin, especially in rural settings (Engels, 1999:
83–137). Plutarch (Moralia 959) mentions the cat and the weasel together,
inferring perhaps similar functions for both, presumably one principal duty
being to chase away or destroy mice and other small pests. The cleanliness,
independence, and versatility of the cat, over the weasel, may have led to its



eventual dominance in this respect, effectively eliminating pet weasels
(Lazenby, 1949: 302).

BIRDS
The ancient Greeks and Romans identified, classified, and utilized a great
variety of birds. Domestic fowl, for example, were exploited for their meat,
eggs, and feathers, as was a range of hunted birds, including ducks, geese,
and so forth. Some birds featured in magic, myth, sacrifice, ritual, cult, and
augury (be this in sensible or symbolic ways); some fulfilled practical or
entertainment purposes, for example as decoys in baiting and trapping
hunted prey or as amusement in cock-fighting events; others were simply
admired or observed for their beauty or song. ‘Pet’ birds in antiquity might
fall under several chief categories. First, ‘pet’ partridges were often
employed as decoys in hunting, to challenge other prey (typically other
birds) and scare them into nets or other traps (Pollard, 1977: 138). Second,
examples of ‘pet’ birds, which mimicked human speech, or simply sang and
chirped are noted. ‘Talking’ birds, such as crows, ravens, jays, and parrots,
were especially captivating, their antics recorded on several occasions (e.g.,
Macrobius, Saturnalia 2.4.29–30; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 6.19;
Aristotle, History of Animals 8.614a; Martial, Epigrams 14.73).
Comparatively few references exist for the keeping of caged ‘pet’ songbirds
in antiquity, but nightingales and thrushes are acknowledged in this respect
(Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 3.40, 5.38; Pliny, Natural History
10.120). Songbirds, alongside tamed peacocks, pheasants, pigeons, among
other birds (large and small, native and exotic), were also kept in special
aviaries for both show and commercial purposes (Varro, De re rustica
3.3.1–3, 3.5; Pliny, Natural History 10.110). Depending on the conditions
and taxon in question, birds might be free or enclosed, with some
potentially viewed as ‘pets’. Given the expense, however, such aviaries
were typically restricted to elite households, normally in suburban or rural
settings, although pigeon cotes dotted some rooftops in cities (Varro, De re
rustica 3.7; Jennison, 1937: 102). Varro (De re rustica 3.5) comments that
the first notable aviary was established in the first century BC, after which
they became common in the Roman world. Finally, fighting cocks might be
considered ‘pets’, especially those with prize records. Cock-fighting is
depicted in ancient art, while the pugnacious character of cocks is described



within various texts (e.g., Aristophanes, Frogs 313f.). Considering the
ubiquity of domestic fowl in the ancient world (with their introduction into
the wider Mediterranean, from Persia, in the seventh century BC), among
both rural and urban contexts, it is not surprising the some were doted on
with affection, especially by children who might care for them (Pollard,
1977: 140).

Bird bones frequently register across ancient sites, but samples are
typically dominated by domestic fowl, largely connected with foodstuffs.
The occasional songbird, pigeon, crow, or other bird appears within
contexts, but any possible status as ‘pet’ for these cases cannot be
confirmed on the basis of current osteological and archaeological data.

SNAKES, OTHER REPTILES, AND
AMPHIBIANS

Snakes fulfilled important functions in antiquity. Symbolically, they are best
linked with medicine and healing (chiefly in relation to Asklepios), but also
feature in cult and funerary contexts (Lazenby, 1949: 248). On a practical
level, however, some snakes were kept to kill vermin, while others were
simply maintained as pets. Lucian (4.185), Pausanius (2.28.1), and Livy
(10.47) variously mention tamed snakes. The hero Ajax and the Emperors
Tiberius and Elagabalus all apparently kept pet snakes (Philostratus,
Heroicus 9.1; SHA, Tiberius 72; SHA, Heliogabalus 28.3). The impression
is that pet snakes were fairly large, as opposed to small garden varieties.
Seneca (De Ira 2.31.5) and Martial (Epigrams 8.87.7) comment on snakes
slithering around during dinner parties and entangling themselves around
people, not always to an individual’s pleasure, however. Dislike of snakes is
alluded to by Cicero (De haruspicum responsis 24.50) and Petronius
(Satyricon 77.1).

In addition, other common reptiles and amphibians, including tortoises,
lizards, frogs, and toads, might be adopted as ‘pets’ by some curious child,
but no definitive account of such activity survives in the ancient texts.
Nevertheless, these taxa variously feature as apotropaics in Greek and
Roman culture (Toynbee, 1973: 220–2), so it seems likely that some were
presented as ‘pets’ in this manner, even if, as yet, no personal names have
been recorded for them in the sources.



Tortoise, snake, lizard, toad, and frog bones have been noted among
ancient sites, but, as yet, any status of these examples as ‘pets’ is
unconfirmed, and probably unlikely. As in the case mentioned above of
wild birds that may have been adopted as ‘pets’, there are no skeletal or
archaeological indicators to denote any special care, treatment, or
‘domestication’ of such animals among these cases.

TAMED ‘PET’ WILDLIFE AND EXOTICS
Tamed wild animals are occasionally cited as ‘pets’ among the ancient
sources. Included in this category are varieties of hares, rabbits, deer,
gazelles, antelopes, and related small ungulates, as well as more exotic or
ferocious animals including monkeys, lions, tigers, leopards, elephants, and
bears. The dividing line distinguishing any of these as ‘pets’ is subjective;
much depends on the docility of the animal. Domestication or ‘taming’ of
wild game is not detectable osteologically, so such status cannot be
confirmed through zooarchaeological analyses. Nonetheless, hares and deer
were frequently stocked in wild animal parks or enclosures (variously noted
as leporaria, robaria, or vivaria, in the Latin literature) during antiquity.
The treatment of these animals largely depended on their role as game to
hunt, or to generate amusement —roles that in turn need not be mutually
exclusive. Although hares and rabbits were fundamental quarry for ancient
Greek and Roman hunters, some may have been caught and maintained as
‘pets’. A range of Roman artworks depict people cuddling or petting hares
(Toynbee, 1973: 202), and they were popular gifts in the wooing of lovers
in Greek antiquity. As regards deer, there is possible evidence for the
control of deer herds and ‘pet’ deer from as far back as Mycenaean times in
Linear B tablets at Pylos (Yannouli and Trantalidou, 1999: 262), with
subsequent references to tame deer provided by Aristotle (History of
Animals 5.540a) and Xenophon (Anabasis 5.3.9–10). The family of Tyrrhus
in the Aeneid apparently had a pet stag (Virgil, Aeneid 7.483–92); further
documentation of tame deer, who return back home as might a pet, is
alluded to in the Institutes of Justinian (2.1.15).

Although ‘pet’ exotic or ferocious animals are mentioned in the ancient
sources, generally these pertain to exceptional or special circumstances.
Seneca (De Ira, 2.31.5) speaks of tame lions and bears kept in people’s
houses; however, this appears largely a privilege of emperors or associated



elite. The custom has a long history extending back to Near Eastern and
Hellenistic kingdoms (Toynbee, 1973: 61), probably serving as a literary
metaphor for a ruler’s bravery and dominance. The Emperors Caracalla and
Elagabalus both apparently maintained ‘pet’ lions (Dio Cassius, 78.7.2–3;
SHA, Heliogabalus 25.1).

Depictions of monkeys in Minoan wall paintings, alongside a petrified
skull of a monkey recovered from the island of Thera and dating to about
the end of the fifteenth century BC, yield early evidence for ‘pet’ monkeys
in the ancient Aegean world (Poulianos, 1972: 229–30). Thereafter,
scattered references to pet and performing monkeys (broadly encompassing
Barbary apes, baboons, and other monkey genera) occur among Greek and
Latin literature. Plautus’s (Miles Gloriosus 160–3; Poenulus 1073) allusions
to them as occasional pets suggest a date of at least the third century BC.
Pliny (Natural History 8.216) comments about the maternal doting tame
monkeys kept in households exhibit with their young. Although rare in
comparison with pet dogs, it seems likely that other varieties of pet apes
and monkeys were kept throughout the Roman world, on the basis of
scattered iconographical depictions of them across the Empire (Toynbee,
1973: 56–60). Intriguing zooarchaeological finds of primates in Roman
antiquity include a barbary ape (Macaca sylvana) from the site of Wroxeter,
England (Armour-Chelu, 1997) and an unidentified monkey species,
probably a macaque, from Pompeii (King, 2002: 434).

Fish and other sea creatures factor periodically as ‘pets’ in antiquity, with
some episodes of naming the animal, or otherwise displaying some
extraordinary line of attention, devotion, or curiosity towards it, akin to
characteristics afforded a ‘pet’. Occasionally fish within a fishpond or
enclosed pool (Latin: piscina), or the depiction of such, were referenced in
this way, but this is very rare. An extreme example is perhaps the ‘pet’
moray eel of Crassus, triumvir with Caesar and Pompey, mourned after its
death on a level worthy of a grand, treasured pet. The dolphin forms another
exception in this regard, as an animal depicted frequently in ancient art, and
particularly captivating to the ancients. Pliny (Natural History 9.78)
recounts a poignant tale of a pet dolphin who died of a broken heart once its
owner, a young boy, died. Although fanciful, this story nonetheless
exemplifies the strong emotional bonds between pet and owner in antiquity,
feelings that might transcend pet-keeping across numerous cultures and
time frames.



CONCLUSIONS
In sum, although lines dividing ‘pet’ and ‘functional’ animals in antiquity
overlapped in many cases, and notions of ‘pet’ in the past may not be the
same as today, one does find numerous cases of ‘pet’-keeping in Greek and
Roman antiquity. Dogs appear most often in this context, with toy breeds
especially treasured as pets. The range of other ‘pet’ animals includes
equids, cats, and birds, but also, less commonly, exotic mammals, reptiles,
amphibians, fish, and even insects. Emotional attachment to some pets in
antiquity ran deep, with elaborate accounts of fidelity, attention, and care, in
both the living world, and, through funerary contexts, the afterlife, noted in
ancient texts, iconography, and archaeology.



SUGGESTED READING

General overviews of animals in Greek and/or Roman life, especially as
regards ancient textual and iconographical evidence, appear in Keller
(1909/13), Jennison (1937), Lazenby (1949), Toynbee (1973), and Kalof
(2007). Focused studies of individual taxa of interest as pets, including dogs
(Merlen, 1971; Brewer et al., 2001; Clark, 2006), cats (Engels, 1999),
horses (Hyland, 1990, 2003; Johnstone, 2004), and birds (Pollard, 1977),
are also available. Bodson (2000) reviews pet-keeping in ancient Rome,
with further references to the philosophy and practice of this as discovered
from ancient sources, including iconography. MacKinnon (2007) provides
an overview of the field of zooarchaeology within Classical archaeology,
with a supplementary extensive bibliography of numerous faunal reports
from ancient sites.
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CHAPTER 17

ANIMALS IN WARFARE

ADRIENNE MAYOR

INTRODUCTION
ANIMALS have been employed in warfare for millennia. Evidence from
Graeco-Roman literary sources demonstrates that a remarkable variety of
creatures from the animal and insect world, from wasps to elephants, were
recruited to achieve military victory in antiquity. In the third century AD,
the natural historian Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 9.40, 1.54, 5.16,
9.15) speculated that the arsenal of venoms possessed by poisonous snakes
and stinging insects for hunting and defence inspired humans to weaponize
noxious creatures for warfare. In antiquity it was believed that snakes
fortified their venom by eating poisonous plants. In turn, an archer could
amplify the killing power of his arrows with venom.

The long-observed coincidence between rodent infestations and plagues
that infected invading armies may have suggested the idea of deliberately
trying to turn animals against enemies. Writing in the first century BC,
Lucretius (On the Nature of the Universe 5.1298–1349) suggested that
earlier humans may have attempted to ‘enlist wild beasts such as lions or
savage boars in the service of war’ but soon learned to focus on animals
that could be tamed and trained.

Trained horses and elephants could greatly multiply the force exerted by
human warriors. Some domestic and wild animals have natural
characteristics that lend themselves to being used in offensive or defensive
strategies. Some animal species instinctively balked or panicked at the
presence of unfamiliar animals, for example, the stench of camels could
discombobulate cavalry horses at close range. Chaos could erupt when
incompatible animal species were forced to meet on the battlefield, and



some cunning commanders figured out how to exploit inter-species
antipathy to their advantage. Like all biological weapons, however, animals
made to serve in warfare could be unpredictable and uncontrollable: the
threat of ‘blowback’, self-injury, and unintended consequences was ever
present (Mayor, 2009: 39, 179, 190, 197).

Some creatures deployed against foes were involuntary zoological allies,
such as innocent herds of sheep or cattle, or venomous creatures whose
aggression leads them to attack human targets. But, unlike wasps, vipers,
scorpions, or mice, whose instincts might work to the advantage of one side
in military contexts, large, intelligent animals could be specially prepared or
trained for battle. Almost every army in antiquity made use of sturdy
baggage animals and dogs typically served sentry duty. Other animals were
rigorously trained to participate in combat: horses and camels as cavalry
mounts, and canines and war elephants to attack.

INSECTS AND ARTHROPODS
In Greek mythology, the Myrmidons were ‘ant-people’ sent to repopulate
the island of Aegina after a terrible plague. According to Homer’s Iliad, the
Myrmidons were courageous, fierce warriors commanded by Achilles. The
ant-warriors were mythological, but social insects, with their reputation for
fierce defence and attack en masse, inflicting bites and stings, had long
‘served as models for man to emulate in…the art of warfare’. Bees were
admired for their honey—although some bees’ honey was so naturally toxic
that it served as a deadly weapon against Pompey the Great’s Roman army
in 65 BC in Pontus, during the Third Mithradatic War (Mayor, 2009: 145–8,
2010: 315). Bees, wasps, and hornets were respected as aggressive creatures
‘of exceedingly vicious disposition’ (Ambrose, 1974). It was understood
very early in human history that swarms of social insects were fearless
defenders of their kin and territory, evoking the ‘image of a disciplined and
ferocious phalanx of soldiers forcing a larger army into retreat’ (Lockwood,
2009: 9).

Early people quickly discovered that enraged bees, wasps, or hornets,
could send a real army into chaotic retreat. Massive numbers of their stings
can even be fatal: according to folk belief cited by Pliny (Natural History
11.24), twenty-seven hornet stings would kill a man. Evidence from
Graeco-Roman historians texts tell us that bees, hornets, wasps, and



scorpions (venomous arthropods) were purposefully used in wartime as
agents for both attack and defence. Simply by doing what came naturally,
these small creatures could inflict damage that far exceeded their size. Hive
‘bombs’ plugged with mud were probably among the first crude projectile
weapons, according to Edward Neufeld (1980), who suggested that
Neolithic people may have lobbed beehives or hornet and wasp nests at
enemies hiding in caves.

The strategy of hurling stinging insects at enemies continued even after
more sophisticated siegecraft was developed. Catapults offered an effective
delivery system for launching beehives or hornet nests. Catapulting
beehives at enemy troops was a well-known Roman tactic, according to
Ambrose (1974), who suggested that the Romans’ extensive use of bees in
warfare might help account for the recorded decline in the number of hives
in the late Roman Empire.

Stinging insects also helped to defend forts in antiquity. In the fourth
century BC, Aeneas the Tactician (37.4) advised besieged people ‘to release
wasps and bees into tunnels being dug under their walls, in order to plague
the attackers’. That defence was used against the Romans (72 BC) by the
allies of Mithradates VI Eupator of Pontus. Appian (Mithradatic Wars,
12.78) relates that Lucullus laid siege to Mithradates’ strongholds at
Amisus, Eupatoria, and Themiscrya. The Romans excavated tunnels under
the fortresses, but the cities’ defenders drilled holes above the tunnels and
released swarms of angry bees to sting the sappers. In another zoological
tactic, the defenders also sent bears and other wild beasts into the
passageways to repulse the Romans.

Perhaps the most notorious defensive use of insects occurred in 198–99
AD, during the Second Parthian War, when Septimius Severus failed to
capture the remote desert stronghold of Hatra (near Mosul, Iraq). King
Barsamia of Hatra ordered the citizens to gather up poisonous insects in the
desert and pack them inside clay pots, to help defend the city (Herodian,
3.9).

Exactly what sorts of insect were sealed in the jars is unknown, but
deadly scorpions (venomous arthropods) were extremely abundant in the
deserts around Hatra, along with other venomous flying insects, such as
assassin bugs, wasps, and pederin beetles. Scorpions were deeply feared:
Pliny the Elder (Natural History 11.87–91; 27.6) commented that scorpions
‘are a horrible plague, poisonous like snakes, except that they inflict worse



torture’ by intensely painful stings and ‘lingering death’. The age-old dread
of scorpions was put to symbolic military use by ancient Greek warriors,
who painted scorpion emblems on their shields to frighten foes, and the
scorpion became the official insignia of the Roman Empire’s Praetorian
Guard. Heaving baskets full of scorpions at besiegers was also
recommended by the Byzantine ruler Leo VI (Tactica 19.53). Entomologist
Jeffrey Lockwood (2009: 19) notes that Iraq is home to at least two deadly
scorpion species and three that deliver excruciating but non-lethal stings.
Because of the terror evoked by scorpions, raining live scorpions down on
attackers was an extremely effective psychological tactic.

Hatra’s entomological defence was highly successful. As Severus’s men
began to ascend the walls, the fragile earthenware pots rained down and
broke open on contact. ‘The insects fell into the Romans’ eyes and the
exposed parts of their bodies,’ wrote Herodian (3.9.3–8), ‘Digging in, they
bit and stung the soldiers, causing severe injuries.’ Severus abandoned his
siege of Hatra after twenty days (Mayor 2009: 181–6). The psychological
effect was intended to be as horrifying as the physical pain of the stings.

VENOMOUS SNAKES
Numerous poisonous snake species inhabited the ancient Mediterranean
world; their death-dealing venom was greatly feared. The concept of
poisoned arrows is embedded in the ancient Greek language: the word for
poison, toxin, comes from Greek toxicon, derived from toxon, which means
‘bow’. The earliest description of using snake venom to poison arrows
appears in Greek mythology, in the story of Heracles and the Hydra, a
poisonous serpent-monster with multiplying heads. Heracles killed the
Hydra and dipped his arrows in its venom; thereafter his arrows inflicted
the equivalent of a snake bite. Heracles himself succumbed to ‘second-
hand’ Hydra poison, a victim of his own biological weaponry (Mayor,
2009: 42–54).

Crystallized, dried venom can retain its lethal power over long periods of
time, making it an effective arrow drug. Many ancient cultures, including
the Greeks and Romans and their enemies, treated their arrowheads,
swords, and spears with snake venom. Graeco-Roman writers claimed that
archers of Gaul, Dalmatia, Dacia, Thrace, Sarmatia, Parthia, India, Scythia,
and Armenia used arrows tipped with venom (Mayor, 2009: 75–97). An



early example of envenomed arms in a historical battle occurred in 326 BC,
when the defenders of Harmatelia (Pakistan) attacked the army of
Alexander the Great with weapons treated with venom (probably that of the
Russell’s viper) (Curtius, 9.8.13–28; Diodorus, 17.102–3; Mayor, 2009: 89–
91).

Of all the archers who dipped their projectiles in poison, none were more
feared in classical antiquity than the Scythians, whose shamans knew the
secrets of snake venoms. According to Aelian (Characteristics of Animals
9.15), Dioscorides (1.106; 2.79), and Pseudo-Aristotle (On Marvelous
Things Heard, 845), the Scythians concocted a deadly and disgusting arrow
drug called ‘scythicon’, a mixture of decaying venomous snakes, human
blood, and animal dung, left for months to decompose and liquefy in a
leather bag buried in the ground. The snake species of the Black Sea region
include Caucasus and steppe vipers, European adders, and sand vipers
(Vipera ursinii renardi, V. kasnakovi, V. berus, and V. ammodytes). Arrows
were dipped in the resulting bacterial sludge, and the shafts were painted to
resemble patterns on snake skin (Mayor, 2009: 77–86). As with many
biological and zoological tactics, surprise and fear were important
psychological aspects, which may help explain why the details of the
scythicon recipe and its agonizing effects were so widely known among
Greeks and Romans.

Live snakes could also create confusion and dread among the enemy.
During a decisive naval battle against King Eumenes II of Pergamon,
c.190–184 BC, Hannibal found his ships greatly outnumbered. According
to Cornelius Nepos (Hannibal 23.10–11), Hannibal resorted to a ruse,
‘since he was unequal to his opponent in arms’. He ordered his men to go
ashore and capture venomous snakes and pack them into earthenware pots.
This secret reptilian weapon boosted the confidence of the Carthaginians,
who suddenly began catapulting the jars onto the decks of Eumenes’ ships.
The enemy sailors laughed at first, thinking that Hannibal was hurling
empty crockery, but soon they were leaping about crazily trying to avoid the
writhing snakes. Hannibal reportedly won the battle. According to
Frontinus (Stratagems 4.7.10–11), Hannibal’s trick was also employed by
King Prusius of Bithynia.

Snake venom reportedly served as a life-saving medicine at the Battle of
Zela in 67 BC, during the Third Mithradatic War. Scythian doctors, known
as the Agari, used snake venom to cure a grievous thigh wound suffered by



King Mithradates VI of Pontus (Appian, Mithradatic Wars 12.88–9). This is
the first documented use of a small amount of snake venom administered to
staunch hemorrhage—a use only recently discovered by modern scientists
of venomics (Mayor, 2010: 310–11).

RODENTS
In antiquity, mice were inadvertent allies in repulsing attackers. Some
epidemics, such as bubonic plague, were transmitted by insects on rodents,
but the role of fleas in spreading pestilence was unknown in antiquity.
However, rats or mice eating or gnawing leather military gear was a
widespread omen of imminent disaster, and hordes of rodents were
recognized as signs of imminent epidemics (Pliny, Natural History 8.221–
3). Herodotus (Histories 2.141) recounted a story of mice as military
saviours. Egyptian priests at the temple of Ptah showed him a memorial
statue of the Pharaoh holding a mouse to represent his victory over the
Assyrian invasion led by Sennacherib in about 700 BC. According to the
story, Ptah sent an army of mice to help defeat the approaching Assyrians
camped at Pelusium. The rodents gnawed through all the leather straps,
quivers, and bowstrings. This was taken as a terrible omen, sending the
Assyrian army into chaos. They abandoned their invasion. The Egyptian
army pursued them, inflicting severe losses on Sennacherib’s men.
According to Josephus (Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 10.15–27; cf. 2 Kings
19.35), a pestilential plague killed 185,000 Assyrians as they retreated from
Egypt through Palestine.

Sennacherib’s army was beset by disease-carrying mice who ate the
leather parts of their weapons at Pelusium. As the Assyrians retreated, the
rodent-borne epidemic (perhaps bubonic plague or typhus) swept through
the troops. Other instances recounted by Greek historians attribute similar
divine help in deflecting invading armies in the form of rodents and
pestilence sent by Apollo, god of medicine and plagues, who was also
worshipped as the god of mice (Mayor, 2009: 173–6).

CANINES
Very early in human history, barking dogs served as sentinels to warn of
intruders; they could also track enemies. Their acute senses, loyalty,



vigilance, speed, and intelligence soon made them valuable for more
organized military purposes. To guard the citadel of Acrocorinth against
Philip of Macedon in 243 BC, for instance, the Corinthian commander
Aratos maintained fifty dogs. An inscription from the Greek city of Teos
records that three dogs were purchased for guard duty at the garrison fort.
The fourth-century BC Greek tactician Aeneas frequently mentions the use
of dogs as messengers and sentries, but he also warns that their barking
instinct could backfire (22.14, 22.20, 23.2, 38.2–3).

Dogs also participated in combat in antiquity. Large breeds can run twice
as fast as humans and they can be trained to bite and hold down victims.
When large dogs lunge, many people instinctively drop to the ground. For
cultures that did not keep large domesticated canines, war dogs were
intimidating, and the psychological deterrent was significant.

The earliest artistic evidence for war dogs appears on an Assyrian stone
relief, c.600 BC, at Birs Nimrud (Iraq). It depicts a warrior carrying a shield
and leading a large, armoured mastiff. According to Pliny (Natural History
8.142–3), the ruler of the Garamantes in Africa had 200 trained war dogs
‘that did battle with all those who resisted him’. The cities of Colophon and
Castabala in Asia Minor also trained dogs to fight ferociously in the front
ranks (Pliny, Natural History 8.40; 8.142–3). Such dogs were remarkably
loyal allies, joked Pliny, ‘for they never required payment’. The Magnesians
of northeastern Greece and the Hyrcanians near the Caspian Sea kept
hounds with spiked collars that accompanied them on the battlefield. ‘These
allies were an important advantage,’ remarked Aelian (Characteristics of
Animals 7.38).

Polyaenus, the war strategist who advised Roman emperors in the second
century AD, recounted how the Cimmerians of the steppes had been driven
out of Asia Minor in the sixth century BC by the vicious hounds of
Alyattes, king of Lydia in Anatolia. Alyattes set his ‘strongest dogs upon
the barbarians as if they were wild animals’. Polyaenus (7.2) wrote that the
Lydian dogs killed many of the Cimmerian invaders and forced the rest to
flee.

At the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC, when the Athenians and their
Greek allies defeated Darius I’s invading Persian army, one courageous dog
was honoured ‘for the dangers it faced’ along with the great human heroes
of the war. Because this dog served as a ‘fellow-soldier in the battle’, wrote
Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 7.38), its portrait was featured in the



famous mural of the glorious victory, on the Painted Stoa in the Agora of
Athens.

CATTLE, SHEEP, AND OTHER WILD AND
DOMESTIC ANIMALS

As has been noted, typical military pack animals included oxen, mules, and
donkeys. Great strength and resilience made oxen superior for transporting
heavy siege engines, towers, catapults, and baggage trains. Occasionally,
pack animals and domestic herd animals served more directly in
unconventional battle strategies in antiquity.

For example, Frontinus (Stratagems 2.4.17) described how the Spaniards
successfully launched cattle against Hannibal’s father, Hamilcar Barca in
229 BC. The Spanish commanders placed steer-drawn carts loaded with
pitch, animal tallow, and sulphur in their front ranks. Hamilcar’s soldiers
were thrown into confused retreat when these carts were set afire and driven
into the Carthaginian lines. The youthful Hannibal had accompanied his
father in the conquest of Spain and perhaps witnessed the chaos wrought by
cattle and fire. Perhaps the memory inspired his own ruse against the
Romans during his invasion of Italy in 218 BC. At Ager Falernus, trapped
in a narrow valley, Hannibal devised a tactic to distract and evade the
surrounding Roman forces. The Carthaginians herded their own oxen and
those from nearby villages up the mountain. That evening they tied burning
rags to the horns and drove the panic-stricken oxen barrelling down the hill
into the valley. The noise and torches in the dark tricked the Romans into
believing the Carthaginian army was charging. While the Romans hurried
to the main pass, Hannibal and his men slipped out of another, now weakly
defended pass.

Herd animals could be employed to delude enemies into believing that
they were facing vast numbers of attackers. This ploy was recommended by
Polyaenus and other ancient strategists. Alexander the Great resorted to this
trick in Persia, tying branches to the tails of herds of sheep in order to raise
great clouds of dust. From their camp, the Persians took the dust clouds as
the sign of a massive army. In another instance, similar to Hannibal’s tactic,
Alexander attached torches to sheep at night, creating the illusion of
thousands of campfires on the plain. Alexander’s successor, Ptolemy,



employed domestic animals in a similar fashion against Perdiccas in Egypt
in 321 BC. Ptolemy bound bundles of brush to cattle, sheep, and pigs to
raise thick clouds of dust as he approached with his cavalry. Perdiccas fled,
imagining that an enormous cavalry was galloping towards him, and
suffered heavy casualties during his retreat (Mayor, 2009: 189).

Much earlier, in the sixth century BC, when the Persian king Cambyses
besieged Pelusium, Egypt, he created a unique zoological shield. The plan
was based on his knowledge of his enemy’s religious beliefs. Cambyses
gathered up a number of ibexes, sheep, dogs, and cats and placed them in
front of his ranks. He knew that each of these animals was worshipped by
the Egyptians. All went according to plan: the Egyptians held their fire,
fearful of harming any of the sacred creatures. Pelusium fell and Cambyses
went on to conquer Egypt (Polyaenus, 15.6, 7.9).

Domestic geese are hyper-vigilant fowl; they can be depended on to
create a loud racket upon sensing intruders. According to Livy (5.47) a
flock of sacred geese kept at the Temple of Juno on the Capitoline Hill
saved Rome from a night attack by Brennus and his Gauls in about 390 BC.
As the first Gaul climbed over the rampart, the sentry dogs were silent, but
the geese began to cackle, awakening the Roman garrison in time to repel
the attackers.

HORSES, DONKEYS, AND MULES
Depending on their function, horses of many different types were used in
warfare for more than 3,000 years. Saka-Scythian mounted archers rode
tough, agile ponies, perfect for their style of hit-and-run skirmishing.
Technological advances such as saddle, stirrup, and harness made horses
more effective in battle and raids. War chariots with a driver and a warrior
pulled by up to four light horses were common in the Near East and the
steppes, before spreading to Greece and Rome. One of the oldest breeds of
horse still in existence is the small, fast, spirited, and strong Caspian, once
prized by Persian royalty for riding into battle and drawing war chariots (a
seal of Darius the Great shows a Caspian horse). In 2011, archaeologists
excavated the remains of a Caspian horse buried alongside humans at
Gohar-Tappeh, a Bronze Age site in northern Iran (CAIS, 2011).

Heavy horses could pull loaded supplies carts, but donkeys and mules
were more suited for strenuous work and as pack animals. Horses for war



underwent training to overcome their natural instinct to run from danger.
Cavalry tactics evolved over millennia. Highly trained horses gave armies
advantages of height, agility, and mobility, plus they enhanced an army’s
impact against foot soldiers (Xenophon, On Horsemanship and The Cavalry
Commander; Sidnell, 2006). Ancient Greek armies maintained horse scouts
and some cavalry (the first and best were Theban and Thessalian), but it
was expensive to keep horses. Philip II of Macedon developed tactics using
massed cavalry charges; his son Alexander the Great was famous for his
heavy cavalry units in the fourth century BC.

Heavy cavalry units are thought to have been developed by the ancient
Persians or the Sarmatians. Parthian horses were much larger and robust,
bred to wear armour and carry heavily armoured warriors. After their defeat
by the Parthians at Carrhae (53 BC), the Romans began to appreciate the
advantages of heavy armoured cavalry.

Horses were vulnerable to inter-species conflict. Herodotus (Histories
1.80–2, 4.130–6) reports that when Darius the Great was attempting to
subdue Scythia, he found the nomads’ guerrilla tactics extremely
frustrating. Mounted on agile ponies, the expert archers ambushed and then
melted away, avoiding face-to-face combat. But Darius found one small
advantage over the Scythians in these skirmishes. The Persian army had
brought a baggage train of donkeys from Persia, animals unknown in
Scythia. Darius noticed that the harsh sound of the braying donkeys ‘so
upset the nomads’ horses…that they would constantly stop short, pricking
up their ears in consternation’. Running short of supplies, Darius decided to
give up his invasion of Scythia, but he needed to protect his flanks while
retreating. He and his army sneaked away under cover of night, leaving all
their donkeys behind. The hee-hawing ruckus tricked the nomads into
assuming that the Persians were still in camp.

CAMELS
Camels—one-humped dromedaries and two-humped Bactrians—were
mostly used to carry baggage, food, ammunition, and equipment, but
camels also served as cavalry for Middle Eastern archers. Cavalry camels
were less agile and slower than horses, but because of their height, mounted
bowmen could shoot from behind infantry lines.



In another case of inter-species hostility, camels were deployed in an
attempt to repel war elephants. In the ninth century BC, King Stabrobates of
India was bringing thousands of war elephants to invade Assyria, ruled by
Queen Semiramis (Sammuramat). By this time, the native elephant species
of Mesopotamia were long extinct, over-hunted for ivory and sport. So
Semiramis devised a clever strategy using her military camels. She
fashioned dark or dyed ox-hides into costumes shaped like elephants and
placed them over her camels. The camels were trained to function as
pachyderm puppets. Stabrobates’ elephants were flummoxed by the
unfamiliar smell of the camel-elephant dummies. But they obeyed their
mahouts and charged Semiramis’s army. The queen’s plan failed miserably;
the Indian war elephants tore up the ox-hide contraptions and overran her
army (Kistler, 2005: 17–20). In another camel–elephant incident, King
Darius of Persia was said to have successfully repulsed an enemy army’s
war elephants in 520 BC by loading his camels with bundles of burning
materials (Kistler, 2005: 17–20).

Mounted camels ridden by Arab bowmen aided King Antiochus III
against Roman forces at Magnesia in 189 BC. Bactrian camels began to be
used for cavalry between 500 and 100 BC. During Rome’s Mithradatic
Wars of the first century BC, Tigranes II of Armenia and Mithradates VI of
Pontus imported hardy two-humped camels from Bactria and Margiana
(Afghanistan and Turkmenistan; Mayor, 2010: 249). In their later eastern
empire, Romans recruited auxiliary camel forces (Dromedarii) from the
desert provinces. In 53 BC, the Parthians’ victory over Marcus Licinius
Crassus at Carrhae was partly thanks to archers mounted on camels.

Yet another instance of inter-species aversion occurred in 546 BC, when
Cyrus I of Persia set out to fight the formidable cavalry of King Croesus of
Lydia. According to Herodotus, Cyrus realized that his cavalry was inferior
to the Lydians. Cyrus’s advisors pointed out that their own Persian horses
took no notice of baggage camels, but he had noticed that foreign horses
unfamiliar with dromedaries instinctively shied away at the strange
appearance and rank scent of a camel (Herodotus, Histories 1.80–2).
Accordingly, the Persians placed their baggage train of camels in the front
lines, with their cavalry bringing up the rear. Before the battle could even
begin, Croesus’s impressive cavalry was rendered useless. At the very first
sight and whiff of the dromedaries, the Lydian horses reared and galloped
away. Many of Croesus’s men were trampled in the melee. Ever since this



ignominious retreat, most ancient commanders kept a few camels among
their horses, to acquaint them with the scent.

ELEPHANTS
Elephants, intelligent, massive, powerful, and imposing, were traditionally
used in warfare in India at least 3,000 years ago. Elephants gave archers
very high vantage points and the animals could easily tear up siege engines,
destroy wooden fortifications, crush foot soldiers, and gore horses.
Elephants can charge at fifteen miles per hour (with that momentum,
however, it was difficult to stop them). Stampeding war elephants served as
living tanks, plowing through tight infantry formations, trampling and
scattering the enemy (Livy, 27.46–9; Pliny, Natural History 8.68;
Ammianus Marcellinus, 25.1.4; Scullard, 1974; Kistler, 2005). Carefully
trained from birth by traditional suppliers in India or North Africa, war
elephants were most effective against men and horses who were unfamiliar
with such beasts. As Vegetius (Military Matters 3) noted, ‘Elephants by
their vast size, horrible noise, and the novelty of their form are at first very
terrible both to men and horses.’

Military elephants were first glimpsed by Greeks at Gaugamela, when
Alexander the Great defeated Darius III in 331 BC. There were fifteen war
elephants in the Persian forces, but they were not deployed. Alexander’s
Macedonians first faced trained Indian elephants in action at the battle of
the Hydapses River, in India, where Alexander defeated King Porus in 326
BC. The Macedonians were astounded and fearful of the massive beasts,
but they rallied and prepared to fight Porus. Alexander, however,
anticipated that despite the bravery of his men, his cavalry horses would
refuse to face Porus’s 200 elephants. He used his infantrymen to
outmanoeuvre the elephants by boxing them in. Then he ordered his men to
kill the mahouts atop the beasts with javelins. Hemmed in, with no drivers,
the elephants ran amok, trampling many of their own men. Alexander
managed to capture eighty of Porus’s elephants; in subsequent campaigns in
India he obtained 100 more (Curtius, 8.13–14).

The Romans first encountered war elephants in 280/279 BC, when
Pyrrhus of Epirus invaded Italy, accompanied by twenty Indian war
elephants. The bulk and bizarre appearance of Pyrrhus’s pachyderms, each
carrying a tower with one or two men wielding bows and javelins, terrified



the Romans, and their cavalry horses were panicked by the sight, scent, and
trumpeting of the strange beasts and refused combat. In the pandemonium,
many Roman soldiers were crushed or impaled on the elephants’ tusks
(Kistler, 2005: 83–5). Pyrrhus won the battle, but he suffered such heavy
losses that the phrase ‘Pyrrhic victory’ became a byword for victory gained
at too high a cost. By 275 BC, Pyrrhus had lost many of his elephants and
most of his original forces.

In the winter of 218 BC, Hannibal crossed the Alps with thirty-seven
elephants during his invasion of Italy. Each of Hannibal’s smaller North
African forest elephants carried only a mahout—the elephants themselves
were intended as weapons. In the alpine winter, however, all but one of his
elephants died in the snow. Hannibal received a new supply of elephants in
215 BC. But the Romans and their horses were no longer terrified by the
sheer sight of war elephants (Ober, 2001; Kistler 2005: 105–41).

Meanwhile, in the Hellenistic East, Alexander’s successors, the Seleucids
and Ptolemies, made heavy use of war elephants. During the Wars of the
Successors after Alexander’s death in 323 BC, the general Perdiccas sent
his war elephants to trample 300 ‘traitors’ who had followed his rival,
Meleager (Curtius, 10.9–19). Later, at the Battle of Raphia, in 217 BC,
seventy-three African forest elephants were marshalled by Ptolemy to face
102 larger Indian elephants deployed by Antiochus the Great. The battle
began as both elephant contingents charged from the wings. As they sensed
the larger and more numerous Indian elephants’ approach, however,
Ptolemy’s smaller elephants ran amok, overrunning and trampling their own
men and cavalry. Despite this setback, however, Ptolemy’s forces won the
day. Antiochus lost 300 horses, five elephants, and 10,000 men, while
Ptolemy lost 700 horses and sixteen elephants, but only 1,500 men. Battles
like this prompted the historian Josiah Ober to observe that in the
Hellenistic period the odds were against the commander with the most
elephants (Ober, 2001: 200).

War elephants could intimidate naïve enemies. But the cumbersome
animal was uncontrollable at high momentum and not as agile as cavalry.
As we have seen, the threats of friendly fire and collateral damage were
serious, since wounded or crazed elephants often crushed their own men
and horses. Certain ways of neutralizing a rampaging war elephant were
developed—each mahout carried a spike and mallet to kill his mount if it
was wounded or suddenly wheeled about in the wrong direction. Unlike



insects, intelligent creatures such as elephants experience fear and harbour
instincts for self-preservation. The unpredictability of war elephants
ultimately led to their reputation as a liability rather than advantage in
battle. ‘Elephants, like prudent men, avoid anything that is harmful,’ noted
Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 8.15, 8.17). Military disasters with
elephants in the first century BC led Lucretius (On the Nature of the
Universe 5.1298–1349) to suggest that very early in human history, other
wild beasts, such as lions, may have been ‘enlisted in the service of war’
but with catastrophic results. The ‘experiment of launching savage boars
against the enemy’ and ‘advance guards of lions on leashes’ were doomed
to fail. Savage wild animals, ‘enflamed by the gory carnage of battle’, must
have slashed their own masters with tusks, claws, and teeth, ‘just as in our
own times war elephants sometimes stampede over their own associates’.

As noted earlier, the psychological impact and surprise of elephants was
one key to their success in battle. By the Hellenistic period, commanders
began to keep at least some elephants to condition their cavalry horses. In
the second century BC, Perseus, a son of King Philip V of Macedon,
prepared for an invasion by Romans who had African and Indian war
elephants with a plan that recalled Semiramis’s camels in elephant’s
clothing. But Perseus constructed wooden models on wheels to resemble
elephants and had pipers hide inside the huge mock-ups. As these
contraptions were rolled towards his cavalry horses, the pipers played
harsh, trumpeting blasts on their pipes. By repeating this training the
Macedonian horses gained courage and, Perseus hoped, would be unafraid
of the sight and sound of elephants. Perseus was also the first Greek to
develop a corps of ‘elephant-fighters’, infantrymen with spiked helmets and
shields (Kistler, 2005: 147–8).

PIGS
As elephants became less of a novelty, creative gambits quickly evolved to
neutralize elephants on the battlefield. According to legend, after his defeat
in 326 BC, King Porus taught Alexander the Great how to repulse elephants
—by making use of inter-species antipathy, namely elephants’ aversion to
swine. The Romans had hit on a similar technique in 280–275 BC, when
Pyrrhus was marching his surviving elephants across Italy. Romans noticed
that rams with horns made the elephants jumpy and that they detested the



loud squeals of pigs. Rams and pigs—and flaming torches—were used to
deflect Pyrrhus’s elephants, who feared fire as much as they could not abide
pigs. In one battle, a wounded baby elephant caused Pyrrhus’s elephants to
rush to its aid (Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 1.38, 16.14, 16.36; Pliny,
Natural History 8.1.27; Kistler, 2005: 89–90; Mayor, 2009: 200).

Not long after Pyrrhus’s retreat from Italy in 275 BC, fire and swine were
diabolically combined to drive war elephants mad. In about 270 BC,
Antigonus Gonatus and his Indian war elephants besieged Megara in
Greece. The Megarians covered their domestic pigs with flammable pitch
and set them on fire. As the shrieking, flaming pigs rushed towards them,
the elephants fled trumpeting and trampled many of Antigonus’s own
troops. After this embarrassing rout, noted Polyaenus (Stratagems 4.6.3;
Mayor, 2009: 202), Antigonus ordered his Indian suppliers to raise his
young war elephants in the company of pigs, so the beasts could be
conditioned to tolerate them.

The hapless pigs set on fire and deployed against highly trained war
elephants exemplify the amazing array of animals that were either
spontaneously drafted or painstakingly trained for warfare in antiquity.
From mice to camels, bees to donkeys, a zoologically diverse menagerie of
creatures was employed as allies and weapons on the ancient fields of
battle.



SUGGESTED READING

Kistler (2005) covers 3,000 years of elephants as war allies; Sidnell (2006)
explains the use of cavalry in the ancient world. For military canines, see
Karunanithy (2008). For the weaponization of insects, rodents, snakes, and
large animals in war, see Mayor (2009). The contributions of insects to
human warfare from antiquity to the present are presented in Lockwood
(2009).
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CHAPTER 18

ANIMAL MAGIC

DANIEL OGDEN

IN antiquity the world of animals and the world of magic intersected in
countless ways. Four themes are considered here: the transformation of
humans into animals; the exploitation of animals and in particular of animal
parts for magical ends; the deployment of magic against animals; and, as a
counterpart to the last, the deployment of magic by animals against man.

One of the most widespread attributes of witches in international folklore
is the ability and propensity to transform people into animals (Thompson,
1955–8: G263). It is no surprise, then, that this is the featured activity of the
first witch in the Greek literary tradition, the Circe of Homer’s seventh-
century Odyssey. She famously transforms Odysseus’s companions into
pigs by means of a potion of maleficent drugs (and eventually back again
into humans with a salve). Her purpose in doing this, inexplicit but
inevitable, is to eat them, and so she aligns herself strongly with Odysseus’s
other cannibal opponents, the Cyclopes and the Laestrygones. She has
previously transformed other unsuspecting human visitors to her islands
into wolves and lions, and these live around her palace, retaining their
human tameness (10.133–400 = MWG no. 72; the Odyssey’s portrayal of
Circe may also be influenced in this regard by the Near-Eastern-derived
‘Mistress of Animals’ figure). Circe’s transformations became a popular
theme in archaic and Classical art, with many vases showing them in
progress: her victims typically sport pigs’ heads atop human bodies,
occasionally the heads of other animals too (LIMC s.v. Kirke: passim; cf.
Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 61–93). Apollonius of Rhodes, inspired by the art,
no doubt, reimagined these transitional forms as end results, and populated
Circe’s island with jumbled composites, anticipating the Island of Dr
Moreau (Argonautica 4.659–72). The Latin tradition eagerly embraced the



notion of the witch with the power to transform people into animals. Ovid’s
Circe turns Scylla into a composite monster with a fish-tail and dog-heads
(Metamorphoses 14.1–74) and Picus into a woodpecker (14.320–416),
while his drunken old Dipsas transforms herself into a bird (Amores 1.8 =
MWG no. 102). Amongst Apuleius’s Thessalians, Meroe transforms her
victims into beavers, frogs, and rams, transformations that reflect wittily
upon her victims’ original human characters (Metamorphoses 1.9 = MWG
no. 104); Pamphile can transform people into asses, and transforms herself
into an owl (Metamorphoses 3.21–4 = MWG no. 107); an unnamed witch
transforms herself into a weasel (Metamorphoses 2.25 = MWG no. 105).
Another mainstay theme of international folklore, the werewolf, impacted
upon Graeco-Roman culture in numerous ways, and not least upon its
notions of magic. It may be significant that the first destination-animal
explicitly attributed to Circe’s transformations is the wolf (Homer, Odyssey
10.212 = MWG no. 72). Herodotus knew that the sorcerer-race of the Neuri
transformed themselves into wolves (Histories 4.105 = MWG no. 139),
while Propertius speaks of a witch, Acanthis, who could do the same
(4.5.1–14 = MWG no. 101), as could Virgil’s Egyptian sorcerer Moeris
(Eclogues 8.95–9 = MWG no. 90). Antiquity’s most classic werewolf-
transformation tale is to be found in Petronius’s Satyricon (61–2 = MWG
no. 141), where it is diptyched with a tale of witchcraft (63 = MWG no.
106).

What of the use of actual animals in ancient magic? Theocritus’s second
Idyll, written in the 270s BC, takes the form of a monologue by the amateur
witch Simaetha and incorporates her artificially elaborate erotic spell
against her errant lover Delphis. The spell section is strikingly articulated
around the ten-times repeated refrain, ‘Iynx, draw this man to my house’
(Idylls 2 = MWG no. 89; cf. Gow, 1952: ad loc.; for the iynx in general, see
Gow, 1934; Faraone, 1993). It seems that by Theocritus’s day the term iynx
had come to signify a small wheel, perhaps usually made of metal, through
which a loop of thread was passed so that it could be made to spin vertically
between the hands, with the magical effect of attracting a lover. A clear
description of a luxury version, decorated with gold and jewels and
spinning on a purple thread, features in the Hellenistic Epigrams (Anon 35
Gow and Page = MWG no. 225). Images of such objects are found on
Classical Athenian vases in the hands of women or of Eros himself (a
selection is reproduced at Gow, 1934). But the term iynx originally and



properly denoted the ‘wryneck’, a small bird of the woodpecker family that
performs a highly distinctive twisting and wheeling dance of warning,
which the Greeks took rather to be an erotic mating dance (Aristotle,
History of Animals 504a = MWG no. 228). In the early fifth century BC
Pindar had supplied an aetiology of the wheel. When Jason needed to
seduce Medea in his quest for the Golden Fleece, Aphrodite made him a
device to help, yoking the iynx, ‘the bird of madness, to a four-spoked
wheel’ (Pythians 4.211–50 = MWG no. 224). One of the earliest documents
of Greek magic is a remarkable geometric terracotta of c.750–700 BC from
Phaleron, now in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts (Boston MFA 28.49). It
is a model of a four-spoked wheel, 21.5 cm across, around the plate-like
edge of which sit eleven stylized but unmistakable wrynecks. The black
paint against the terracotta matches the actual bird’s colouring well. What
does this imply for the history of the magical device and the exploitation of
the bird? On the one hand, we may imagine that (initially) live wrynecks,
singly or in numbers, were indeed attached to wheels and spun, perhaps to
death, for the purposes of erotic attraction. On the other hand, it may be that
Pindar’s aetiological myth is simply that, a myth, and that the terracotta is
not a model of a magical device, but actually a magical device in its own
right: it appears to have perforations through which four strings could be
passed, permitting it to be hung up and spun around horizontally. It may
then be that the actual bird was only ever incorporated into the device in
image and name. Indeed, one might suppose that the very reason iynx
wheels had to be spun was to recreate the erotic wheeling of the bird that
was not present in person. But whatever the case, the terracotta represents
the earliest demonstrable example of the Greeks’ attempting to harness the
power of an animal, directly or indirectly, for magical purposes. And the
underlying thought-process is simple and self-evident: the strange erotic
power resident in the bird is redeployed in the spell-maker’s interest.

By the later first century AD, the Greeks and Romans had developed a
sophisticated culture of animal-deployment in magic, as is clear from the
elder Pliny’s Natural History, which devotes much space to the animal-part
recipes of the ‘mages’. Who were these mages? The likeliest conjecture is
that they were the sponsors of a body of wisdom developed in the
Pythagorean tradition out of the work of the second-century BC Hellenized
Egyptian Bolus of Mendes, who had written under the name of Democritus.
Pliny has a love–hate relationship with his mages. While he



characteristically derides them as frauds, the expansiveness of his accounts
of their prescriptions speaks of an underlying respect (for his programmatic
history of the mages, see Natural History 30.1–20 = MWG no. 45). These
accounts show that the mages sat upon a vast body of detailed, systematic,
exhaustive, and flexibly articulated wisdom about the world’s flora and
fauna. And this, after all, was what Pliny, in his own way, was trying to
encompass in his own massive work. The unsniping introduction to his
principal discussion of quartan agues perhaps reveals the value of their
work to him:

In the case of quartan agues clinical medicine is almost completely ineffectual. For this
reason we will lay out several of the cures of the mages, beginning with their instructions
for amulets…

(Pliny, Natural History 30.98)

One of Pliny’s most elaborate treatments of the mages’ prescriptions is
his report of the uses to which they put the hyena in all its parts, and this
deserves special attention (Natural History 28.92–106 = MWG no. 47).
Pliny’s artfully rambling discussion initially disguises the fact that the
material conveyed can be reordered and reformed into a structured system,
in which, almost as if in a butcher’s shop, the animal is reduced to its
constituent parts and a different function, sometimes more than one, is
assigned to each. For each of these functions a specific mode of application,
one of four, is prescribed, as are any additional ingredients needed. The four
modes are: in amulet, in salve, by ingestion, and by fumigation. In this case
the prescriptions are articulated first in terms of the source-animal from
which the magical material is derived, but the flexibility of the mages’
wisdom is indicated by the fact that elsewhere in his work Pliny can
articulate it in terms rather of the magic’s mode of application, as in his
general discussion of mages’ animal-product amulets (Natural History
30.98–104), or in terms of the magic’s function, as in his discussion of the
mages’ animal-product cures for toothache (Natural History 30.21–7).

The functions ascribed to the hyena’s parts are overwhelmingly medical.
This may reflect a degree of selection on Pliny’s part, not least since the
treatment features in one of his books devoted to medicine. Or it may be
that medical uses predominate among all potential uses simply because the
myriad parts of a (large) animal’s body lend themselves to richly
differentiated use in the addressing of the similarly myriad varieties of



medical complaint it is possible for humans to experience. Nonetheless,
there is plenty to address the wider world of magic: the engendering of
erotic desire (Natural History 28.99, 101, 106), the aversion of magical
attack (102, 104–5), aversion of the evil eye (101), aversion of night-time
terrors and the fear of ghosts (98), aversion of hallucinations (102), aversion
of dog-barks (100), promotion of success in court and with superiors (106),
the promotion of household harmony (99), moral improvement (106), the
enabling of accurate spear-throwing (100), the engendering of hatred (106),
murder (103), and divination or cursing (105). It is not surprising that the
engendering of erotic desire should be the second most popular function,
for in the vast corpus of Roman Egypt’s Greek Magical Papyri (largely
deriving from the late antique period) erotic curses and charms and recipes
for them predominate heavily. This was certainly the primary interest of the
consumers of that particular magical tradition.

In most prescriptions it is clearly conveyed that one is to apply the hyena
material in one (or more) of the four modes mentioned. It is difficult to give
a precise breakdown of the numbers between the modes prescribed across
Pliny’s discussion because of some overlaps and uncertainties, but hyena
material is to be deployed in amulets perhaps thirty times here (I include,
hesitantly, under this heading the cases in which one is instructed simply to
touch a hyena part against one’s own affected body part); it is to be
ingested, either in solid or liquid form, perhaps twenty-four times; it is to be
used as a salve perhaps seventeen times; and it is to be used in fumigation
perhaps eleven times. A pseudo-medical or, as it were, pharmaceutical,
mode of explanation can appear to us to lurk behind the prescriptions for
ingestion and some (hardly all) of the salves and fumigations. But this may
be misleading, and we should not lose sight of the fact that the most
favoured mode of application remains that of the amulet. It is noteworthy
that a body-part’s physical nature does not seem to present any obstacle to
its deployment within any of the four given modes of application. When
one has to use a backbone or a pastern bone in a salve, one must burn it to
ashes first and then mix it with other substances (96, 105). One is told both
to ingest and to fumigate with a jawbone; in both cases it must be ground up
and mixed first (100). When one is told to fumigate with an eye, skin (98),
or male genitals (103), one is presumably to desiccate and powder them
first. We are not told how one fumigates with a rib-bone (104).
Disgustingness does not prevent (perhaps it rather encourages) the



prescription of substances for ingestion: urine (103–4), genitals (99), faeces
(105). It is clear that the mode of application is a crucial determinant of
function, and that a change in mode of application leads to radical and
unpredictable changes in function. Hyena’s eyes cure barrenness if ingested
(97), insanity if used in fumigation and worn as amulets (98), and engender
hatred if applied in a salve (106). Backbone marrow in a salve cures sinew
pain (96), but in an amulet averts hallucinations (102). The liver in a salve
cures glaucoma (95), ingested cures quartan ague (96), and in fumigation
and in amulet cures insanity (98). The male genitals ingested stimulate
desire for men (99), in amulet form cure spasms (102), and in fumigation
cure bleary eyes (103). Bowel faeces in the form of an amulet cure
dysentery, ingested function as an antidote to an evil potion, and in salve
cure rabies (105).

Behind, some, by no means all, of the prescriptions there is a notion that
a human part is cured or conditioned by the application of the
corresponding hyena part: head skin for headache (94), teeth for toothache
(95), palate for halitosis and mouth-ulcers (100), sinews for sinew pain
(102), loin meat for loin pain (97), heart for palpitations (97), spleen for
spleen pain (102), bladder for incontinence (103), womb for womb ailments
(102), and faeces for dysentery (105). Otherwise the choice of hyena part
seems to be determined rather by its symbolic value. The forehead skin may
avert the evil eye, a form of cursing caused and effected by envy, over
which the originator does exercise complete control, because of the
wrinkling of the forehead in envy (101). The eye may engender hatred
again by appeal to the affliction of blight by the evil eye (106). The palate
may avert dog barks because dogs bark with their mouth (100). Male
genitals stimulate desire for men and female genitals for women (99) for
obvious symbolic reasons. Female genitals may promote household
harmony by means of a mild version of erotic magic, persuading a husband
to take a fond attitude to his wife (99). Breast meat may avert miscarriage
because it salutes the breast from which a successfully delivered baby will
suck (98). But often there is no (to us, at any rate) discernable relationship
between the body part and its use. Why should eyes cure barrenness (97) or
insanity (98)? Why should teeth cure arm pain or stomach ache (95)? Why
should neck meat cure loin pain (101), backbone gout (96), lungs stomach
ache (96), liver glaucoma (95), male genitals spasms (102) or bleary eyes
(103)? Why should the end of the intestine promote success in court (106)?



Why should anus hairs chasten dissolute men (106)? Why should the
pastern bone of the left foot promote hatred (105)? Why should a foot help
a parturient woman (103)?

Is magical power resident or latent in the various parts themselves, or is it
rather something essentially external to the parts that comes about only
when the part is manipulated in the due ritual way, in combination with
other items as necessary? The opening of Pliny’s account here and his
words on the hyena elsewhere imply the former, with the hyena projected as
an inherently magical animal in its own right. It changes sex every year, and
it imitates the human voice to summon shepherds from their cottages so that
it can devour them (Natural History 8.105–7; in fact the genitals of the
female spotted hyena have a strongly male appearance, and African folk
traditions accordingly hold that it can sire and bear offspring alternately). It
has the power, by veering right, to inflict madness on its hunter. It freezes in
its tracks any animal at which it gazes three times (Natural History 28.93).
And Pliny implies two direct links between the living animal’s powers and
those of its parts. The living animal strikes dogs dumb when it touches them
with its shadow, while its palate, worn in the shoe, has the same effect
(100). The living animal inflicts terror upon the panther, while its pelt does
the same, even to panther pelts (93). On the other hand, the notion that
power is bestowed upon the parts only by the context of their manipulation
seems to be implicit in the prescription that the creature must be caught
when the moon is in Gemini for its parts to be efficacious (94; in sub-
Saharan Africa the spotted hyena has a mythological relationship with the
moon, both being regarded as hermaphroditic; does the mages’ Gemini in
this context again refract the motif of hermaphroditism, at once one and
two?).

It is not always clear whether the substances to be combined with the
hyena part in the various recipes function merely as carriers for the hyena
part, or as necessary catalysts for its efficacy or indeed as effective agents in
their own right, as is evidently the case in its combination with the Assos
stone to cure gout (Natural History 28.96). It is easy to imagine that when
olive oil or goose fat is added to a salve its function is merely to produce a
usable cream (96, 105). But given that one is asked to ingest faeces neat and
without any masking substances (105), it seems unlikely the prescription to
add honey to genitals before eating them in the erotic spells is designed to
ameliorate the taste (99). More probably it forms part of the syntax of the



magical message sent: women are told that the male genitals they are
devouring are sweet like the honey they devour with it. The Egyptian
comfrey to be taken into the mouth three times together with the desiccated
hyena palate may serve to sweeten the breath by symbolic as much as
physical means (100).

Although this material has been filtered to Pliny through a learned
tradition, its several striking correspondences with modern folk traditions
about the nature and magical uses of the hyena (spotted or striped) in west
Africa and the Middle East indicate that its ultimate roots lie firmly in
ancient folk tradition, which indeed is true of most ancient magical lore. As
with Pliny’s treatment, the uses to which hyena parts are devoted in these
societies are primarily medical and erotic (the principal reason for the
hunting of striped hyenas in contemporary Afghanistan is to sell their parts
to magicians).

Two ancient parodies of the culture of animal-part magic deserve
attention. First, the often contradictory thinking that underpinned the use of
animal amulets was parodied by the Greek satirist Lucian in his c.170s AD
Philopseudes (7). The sceptical Tychiades stumbles into a dinner
conversation between a group of credulous philosophers about the best cure
for their host’s gout. The Peripatetic Cleodemus maintains that one should
pick up from the earth with one’s left hand the tooth of a shrew-mouse
killed in a specified fashion and bind it to the legs in the skin of a recently
flayed lion. The Stoic Dinomachus insists rather that it should be the skin of
a female deer, a virgin still unmounted, on the basis of its swiftness of foot.
Cleodemus then seemingly wins his point against Dinomachus by pointing
out that lions are faster than deer, because they catch them. Two logics are
at play: that of Cleodemus is rooted, albeit half-heartedly, in the observable
physical properties of animals; that of Dinomachus is rooted in the
symbolic values ascribed to them: a lion may be faster than a deer, but
nonetheless the deer is emblematic of speed, whereas the lion is emblematic
of a rather a different range of properties.

Secondly, in his 65 AD Pharsalia the Latin poet Lucan describes the
reanimation by ghost reinsertion of a soldier’s corpse by the horrid
Thessalian witch Erictho. To this end she pumps fresh blood and moon-
juice into the corpse, and the latter is said to contain foam of the rabid dog,
guts of lynx, hump of hyena, the bone-marrow of a deer fed on snakes, the
ship-stopper fish (echenais), eyes of snakes, stones incubated by an eagle,



Arabian flying snakes, the pearl-guarding Red Sea viper, slough of Libyan
horned snake, and ashes of the phoenix (Lucan, Pharsalia 6.667–80 =
MWG no. 155). In this passage, the inspiration for the Macbeth witches’
famous ghost-summoning spell, ‘Eye of newt and toe of frog (etc.)’
(Macbeth IV.i.14–19), Lucan plays a number of literary games, not least in
relation to natural-historical notes in Herodotus (Histories 2.73–5),
combining ingredients theoretically, at least, obtainable, with impossible
ones derived from mythical creatures. But the degree of parody may not be
quite as strong as first appears, for ancient magicians did of their own
accord produce magical ingredient lists with just this sort of flavour, though
things were not necessarily as they seemed. A fourth-century AD grimoire
in the Greek Magical Papyri collection includes an entry that gives us a
seemingly random list of animal-, human- or humanoid-based magical
ingredients that similarly blends the theoretically obtainable with the
bizarrely unobtainable, including head of snake, tears of baboon, seed of
lion, blood of Hephaestus, seed of Hermes (PGM XII.401–44 = MWG no.
156). However, as the entry explains, these names are actually code-names
for other ingredients developed by the sacred scribes of ancient Egypt to
prevent the common multitude from meddling in their magical craft. The
terms in reality refer to a relatively banal and easily obtainable selection of
materials, almost all of them pharmacological rather than animal-based:
respectively, leech, dill juice, human semen, wormwood, and dill. This
entry is a fairly lonely voice in our evidence for ancient magic, but its
implication, if read aright, is that the degree of actual animal-part
exploitation—certainly of exotic animal-part exploitation—was much less
than first appears. We may think here too of the fabled erotic-magical
substance hippomanes. The literary sources for it are torn between the
notion that it was a mythical gland attached to the head of a foal at birth
(Aristotle, History of Animals 572a, 577a, 605a = MWG no. 231, Virgil,
Georgics 3.274–83 = MWG no. 230) and the notion that it was an Arcadian
plant (Theocritus, Idylls 2.48–51 = MWG no. 89, Servius on Virgil ad loc.).

Brief mention may be made of three ways in which animals were used in
magic that was not specific to their own natures or to the powers of their
constituent parts. First, perhaps their commonest use of all in connection
with magic would have been as sacrificial victims. Many magical rites
required sacrifices to gods of various kinds, or required blood to conciliate
or even bestow a physical dimension upon the ghosts who were going to



give one a prophecy or enact one’s curse for one. The sacrifice of black
cattle, typically sheep, is accordingly a commonplace of literary
descriptions of necromantic consultations from the Odyssey onwards (e.g.,
Homer, Odyssey 10.521–9, 11.29–36 = MWG no. 144; Aeschylus,
Psychagogoi F273a TrGF = MWG no. 25; Aristophanes, Birds 1553–64 =
MWG no. 26; Horace, Satires 1.8 = MWG no. 91; Virgil, Aeneid 6.245–53;
Seneca, Oedipus 556–8; Statius, Thebaid 4.443–50; Plutarch, Moralia
109b–d = MWG no. 149; Lucian, Menippus 9 = MWG no 148; however,
Pythagoreans could find ways to perform necromancy without blood
sacrifice, Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 4.11). If one needed to locate the
corpse of a troubling ghost hidden in the ground without marker, the
sacrificial sheep could come in useful here too: one would allow them to
wander first, and they would throw themselves down on the spot, where one
would duly sacrifice them (Diogenes Laertius, 1.110 [Epimenides] = MWG
no. 9, Suda s.v. psuxagōgos = MWG no. 29).

Secondly, animals could serve as kolossoi or ‘voodoo dolls’ for cursing
purposes. Usually, such dolls would be disfigured human figures made from
lead, but occasionally we hear of mutilated animals serving this function.
Ovid tells of an old witch teaching young girls a spell to bind the tongues of
enemies. It centres on the roasting of a fish head, the mouth of which is
multiply sealed, first by sewing, next with pitch, and then with a needle
pushed through (Fasti 2.572–83 = MWG no. 103). A recipe from another
fourth-century AD grimoire from amongst the Greek Magical Papyri
instructs one to smear one’s lead curse tablet in bat’s blood, roll it up and
sow it into the stomach of a frog, and then to hang if from a reed by the
hairs from the tip of a black ox’s tail (PGM XXXVI.231–55). The fourth-
century AD rhetorician Libanius recounts how he was brought to a state of
physical collapse by recurring headaches (1.243–50 = MWG no. 247).
Eventually the cause was discovered: a chameleon had been secreted in the
classroom in which he taught. It had been decapitated and the head placed
between its hind feet. One of its forefeet closed its mouth, while the other
was missing. Libanius recovered upon the chameleon’s discovery and
removal. The significance of the decapitation and the closure of the mouth
for a spell against a rhetorician is self-evident. The missing foreleg may
have represented the right arm with which an ancient orator would
gesticulate. A second-century AD grave in Aquitania in Gaul was found to



have contained a lead curse-text against legal opponents Lentinus and
Tasgillus, which evidently originally accompanied a puppy voodoo-doll:

Just as the mother of this puppy could not defend it, so may their advocates be unable to
defend them, so may these enemies be turned away from this case. Just as this puppy is
turned away [its head wrenched backwards?] and cannot get up, so may they not be able to
do so either. So may they be transfixed, just like this puppy…

(DT nos. 111–12 = MWG no. 336)

In this connection, since voodoo dolls and the curse tablets with which they
were intimately related were generally to be enacted by restless (human)
ghosts, we may wonder whether these mutilated animals were expected to
produce ghosts useful for magical purposes. It seems to be implicit that
there were such things as animal ghosts already in the Odyssey’s Nekyia,
where the ghost of Orion hunts animals in the Underworld (11.572–5). The
subject of the ironic pseudo-Virgilian Culex is a complaint about
deprivation of burial by the restless ghost of a gnat. In speaking of the
dangerous ghosts of the Marathon battlefield, Pausanias tells that the battle
one could hear them continuing to fight by night included the sounds of
horses neighing (1.32.4–5 = MWG no. 113). We perhaps find animal ghosts
being exploited for magical purposes in another spell from one of the
fourth-century AD Greek Magical Papyri grimoires mentioned above. The
spell centres on a wax Eros doll that will go and fetch a love-object for the
spell-maker. One is to sacrifice a series of birds to the doll by throttling
them in such a way that their breath passes into the doll. This is, no doubt,
both to animate the doll and also to give it wings to fly off and do its job
(PGM XII.14–95 = MWG no. 245; cf., importantly, Lucian, Philopseudes
13–15 = MWG no. 244; discussion at Ogden, 2007: 112–14; 2008: 119–21).

Thirdly, one of the impacts of Judaeo-Christian traditions upon Graeco-
Roman magic was the introduction of a variety of exorcism spell in which
possessing demons were cast out of people and into animals. Jesus’s
expulsion of ‘Legion’, the demons of Gerasa, into a herd of 2,000 pigs that
then drown themselves in a lake, to the understandable dismay of their
owners, is well known (Mark 5.1–20 = MWG no. 128; cf. Luke 8.26–39).
The spell-text of a first- or second-century AD Greek amulet against
migraine from Altenburg in Austria is incompletely preserved but,
fascinatingly, can be reconstructed from closely aligned Byzantine-
Christian spells (Kotansky, 1994: no. 13 [with important commentary] =
MWG no. 260). The text comprises a historiola, a short paradigmatic



narrative. It tells how Antaura, a migraine demoness in the form of an evil
wind, came out of the sea in order to enter half of someone’s head (the
experience of migraine is acutely observed). But she was confronted by
Artemis, who prevented her from entering the human head and compelled
her rather to enter the head of a bull in the mountain.

So much for the exploitation of animals or their parts for magical ends.
What of the use of magic upon living animals? In general, there seems to
have been a notion that the varieties of magic that could be applied to
humans could be equally well applied to animals. Just as Medea was able to
rejuvenate human beings by hacking them up and boiling them in a
cauldron with her magical herbs, so she was able to rejuvenate a ram into a
lamb too. And this she did to demonstrate her powers to the mistrustful old
Pelias, before proceeding to the same task, but omitting the vital herbs (the
most elaborate account is that of Ovid, Metamorphoses 7.297–351 = MWG
no. 69; the ram’s rejuvenation is first attested on pots of c.520 BC, for
which see LIMC s.v. Peliades 4–10, s.v. Pelias 10–19). Just as one could
inflict binding curses on people, so one could inflict them on animals too.
Amongst the rich series of circus curses that survive, we find curses aimed
not just against the charioteers but also against their horses, sometimes even
by name, as in a fine Imperial-period example from Carthage, which
incidentally serves to give us an informative selection of horse names, such
as Servator, ‘Saviour’, Zephyrus, ‘West Wind’, Blandus, ‘Tame’, Dives,
‘Rich’, and Rapidus, ‘Quick’ (DT no. 237 = CT no. 8). An expansive
fourth-century AD ‘Sethian’ circus curse from Rome is illustrated with,
inter alia, a fine horse-headed demon, evidently an appropriate specialist
(Wünsch, 1898: no. 16 = DT no. 155 = MWG no. 173). Like humans,
animals could also fall victim to the sort of curse that proceeded from the
evil eye. The Telchines, a mythical race said once to have lived on Rhodes,
were held to have been the archetypal manipulators of the evil eye and were
said to destroy plants and animals with it (Strabo, C654 = MWG no. 23).
Virgil’s shepherd Menalcas complains that his sheep have been reduced to
emaciation by an evil eye (Eclogues 3.103 = MWG no. 194: oculus…
fascinat). One of Pliny’s healing prescriptions from the hyena is said to
apply to animals and humans alike: the left half of the brain, mixed into a
salve with the heart, is to be smeared onto the nostrils to cure ‘serious
diseases’ in both (Natural History 28.101).



Unsurprisingly, most animal-specific magic seems to have been
addressed to what might be termed pest-control, and sought to avert
dangerous or troublesome creatures from persons or from places. As to the
former, a joking exchange in Aristophanes’ Wealth of 388 BC implies that it
was possible and perhaps even usual to buy an amuletic ring for the
relatively cheap price of one drachma to protect oneself against the bite or
sting of a certain creature. It is not clear what the creature would have been,
since the joke supplants its name with the term ‘sycophant’ (sycophantēs, a
variety of legal pest). Perhaps it was a wasp, the name of which, sphēx, was
vaguely homophonous with sycophantēs. In this case, the ring would have
carried the inscription, ‘Against the sting of a wasp’ (Aristophanes, Wealth
883–5 = MWG no. 337). The lodestone or ‘iron stone’ (lithos sidēritis)
discussed in Pliny (Natural History 37.58, 176, 182) and the various lithica
(Orphic Kerugmata 16, Orphic Lithica 357–97, 418–60, Damigeron-Evax
16) repels snakes if worn as an amulet, and cures snakebites if ground up
and spread over them. Another fourth-century AD grimoire from the Greek
Magical Papyri includes a recipe for the manufacture of an amulet against
‘demons and wild beasts’ by inscribing three verses of Homer onto an iron
tablet (PGM IV.2145–2240 = MWG no. 273).

As to the latter, places could be protected from snakes and other
venomous creatures by fumigations and by sealing the area in question off
within a protective magic circle. We have noted the claim of Pliny’s mages
that one could put snakes to flight by burning the fat of the hyena (Natural
History 28.100; at 24.54 he notes too that one can fumigate against snakes
by burning juniper). The second-century BC Nicander’s Theriaca offers a
list of no fewer than twelve pungent substances that could be burned to
fumigate against snakes, including sulphur and the horn of a stag, deer
being held to be supremely toxic and otherwise dangerous to snakes (35–
56; for deer horn, cf. also Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 2.9). Lucan
tells how members of the magical African race of the Psylli, snake-
specialists, protected Cato’s camp against the terrible snakes of Africa
during the Civil War by carrying a number of burning substances around its
perimeter, again including deer-horn (Pharsalia 9.915–21). Lucian in the
Philopseudes (12 = MWG no. 49) provides us with a supposedly tall tale of
how a Chaldaean cleansed a farm of its troublesome snakes by going out to
it at dawn, reciting seven sacred names from an old book, and fumigating it
with a sulphur torch, encircling it three times. He then called out all the



reptiles within its boundaries and the incantation drew to him all the snakes
within the circle. When they were all assembled, he blew upon them and
burned them up with his breath, human breath like the breath of, again,
deer, being held to be toxic to snakes (Lucan (Pharsalia 6.491) knows that
Thessalian witches too could destroy snakes simply by blowing upon them;
for deer breath, see Pliny, Natural History 11.279). A scholium on
Apollonius offers a distinctive rationalization of the effectiveness of
fumigation against snakes: as narrow creatures, they have only a narrow
passage for breathing and smelling, and so choke easily when confronted
with the pungent smell of burning deer-horn (on Argonautica 2.130–31a).

It was also held that the soils of certain islands were toxic or aversive to
snakes. The soil of Crete was fatal to venomous snakes (Aelian,
Characteristics of Animals 5.2), that of the island of Astypalaea (5.8) and of
the Balearic island of Ebesus (Pliny, Natural History 3.11, Pomponius
Mela, 2.7) averted them, while that of the Tunisian island of Galata averted
scorpions (Pliny, Natural History 5.7). Sicilian stones deprived scorpions of
their venom, while Sicilian achate stones in particular cured the wounds
inflicted by spiders and scorpions (37.54). Lemnian soil had cured
Philoctetes’ famous snakebite (Philostratus, Heroicus 6.2), could do the
same for others too (Galen, De Simplicium Medicamentorum
Temperamentis ac Facultatibus xii.169 Kühn), and could even function as
an emetic for those who had swallowed venom-like poisons (Dioscorides,
5.113). A Christian tradition first attested in the third century AD tells that
the soil from around the tomb of Jeremiah at Daphnae in Egypt had been
useful for aversion and cure too, but that Alexander had seized the prophet’s
remains and arranged them in a circle around his new city of Alexandria in
order to protect it from venomous snakes ([Epiphanius] De prophetarum et
obitu first recension p.9 Schermann, second recension; pp.61–2 Schermann;
Chronicon Paschale p.293 Dindorf). These are examples of a widespread
folk belief, and the phenomenon is known to folklorists as ‘Irish earth’ in
tribute to St Patrick’s work in Ireland. (In fact the snake-repellent effects of
the soil of Ireland are attested long prior to first the attestation of St
Patrick’s snake-cleansing, already present in Bede’s Ecclesiatical History of
the English People, 1.1, completed c.731 AD.)

What, finally, of the deployment of magic by animals against man? We
have noted the hyena’s use of maddening magic against its hunter (Pliny,
Natural History 28.92–3). But it was the ever-fascinating snake that was



most strikingly associated with the practice of magic against humans: this
creature had a reply to match all the magic man deployed against it. The
pseudo-Aristotelian Mirabilia, a text incorporating material originating up
until perhaps the second century AD, preserves a brief but rich narrative of
a Thessalian woman’s battle with a terrible ‘sacred snake’ (hieros ophis):

In Thessaly they say that the sacred snake kills all not just if it bites people, but even if it
just touches them. Therefore, whenever it appears and they hear its voice (and it appears
only rarely), the snakes and the vipers and all the other beasts flee. In size it is not great but
moderate. They say that once in Tenos, the city in Thessaly, a sacred snake was killed by a
woman. The killing took place in the following fashion. The woman drew a circle, laid
down herbs (pharmaka) and entered the circle, together with her son. Then she imitated the
voice of the creature. The creature sang in response and approached. As it sang, the woman
felt sleepy, and then it came closer still, with the result that she was not able to resist sleep.
But her son, lying beside her, roused her by pummelling her, at her own bidding, for she
had explained to him that if she fell asleep, both she herself and he would perish. But, she
had explained, if she compelled and drew on the beast, they would be delivered from it.
And when the beast came into the circle, it was immediately drained of moisture.

([Aristotle], Mirabilia 845b)

There are some now familiar themes on the human side here: protective
circles, incantations, and the burning up of the snakes. There is no Tenos in
Thessaly. No doubt the role of the witch in the story has attracted it to that
region, given the emphatic association of witches with Thessaly. The tale
will have been associated in origin with the familiar island of Tenos, which
(real) Aristotle knew to have once been named Ophioussa, ‘Snake-land’
(Aristotle F595 Rose, apud Pliny, Natural History 4.66 and Stephanus of
Byzantium, s.v. Tenos). There is a nice symmetry in the powers deployed in
this narrative, which becomes explicit in the snake’s singing of its own
incantation in response (antaidein). We might further note that sleep-casting
was a magical process more familiarly attempted by humans against snakes,
and an impressive power it was too, given that snakes (which are in fact
unable to close their eyes) were regarded as naturally unsleeping, which is
why they were held to make ideal guards. So it was that Medea deployed
her drugs to cast sleep on the Colchis dragon that guarded the Golden
Fleece, with the episode first being attested in art from c.380–60 BC (LIMC
s.v. Iason 38 (c.360 BC), 39, 40 (c.380–60 BC), 41–3, 46, 47b; it is also
possible that LIMC s.v. Iason 37 (c.415 BC) means to show Medea
drugging the dragon) and in literature from Apollonius (Argonautica 4.145–
66; so too Ovid, Metamorphoses 7.149–58; Valerius Flaccus, 8.68–94;
[Apollodorus], Bibliotheca 1.9.23; Hyginus, Fabulae 22). And so it was too



that the canonical snake-mastering races, the African Psylli and the Italian
Marsi, possessed magical ways to inflict sleep on snakes, the former
typically achieving it by means of touch, the latter by means of incantation
(Marsi: Tibullus, 1.8.20; Virgil, Aeneid 7.758; Pliny, Natural History 25.11;
Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 16.11.1–2; Silius Italicus, Punica 8.495–99;
Psylli: Agatharchides of Cnidus F21a [= Pliny, Natural History 7.14]; F21b
[= Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 16.27; cf. 1.57]; Cinna F10 Courtney
apud Aulus Gellius, 9.12.12; Silius Italicus, Punica 1.411–13, 3.300–2,
5.352–5; Cassius Dio, 51.14).

The intersections between the world of animals and the world of magic
were many and diverse, and do not admit of simple summation. There is,
however, one implicit notion that underpins all the evidence reviewed here,
Greek or Roman and irrespective of age, and that is the notion of a deep
sympathy between the natures of man and animal.

SUGGESTED READING
Many of the texts, literary and documentary, cited here may be found in
translation in Ogden (2009 = MWG), with commentaries and parallels. The
Greek Magical Papyri are edited by Preisendanz and Henrichs (1973–4),
and translated in their entirety in Betz (1992). Gager (1992) renders
accessible a good selection of interesting curse texts.

Transformation into Animals
For the Circe narrative and its tradition, see Yarnall (1994) and Ogden
(2008: 7–27). Marinatos (2000: 32–45) contextualizes her against
Mistresses of Animals. For the iconography of her transformations, see
Canciani (1992) and Frontisi-Ducroux (2003: 61–93). For Apuleius’s
Thessalians, see Ruiz-Montero (2007) and Frangoulidis (2008). For
werewolves in antiquity, see Buxton (1987); for their broader role in
international folklore, see Otten (1986).

The Exploitation of Animals or Animal Parts in
Magic



For the iynx, see Gow (1934, 1952), Vermeule (1979: 199, with an image of
the Boston terracotta) and Faraone (1993). For an introduction to Pliny’s
Natural History, see Beagon (1992). Dickie (1999) discusses the origins of
Pliny’s mage traditions. For a fascinating collection of modern Asian and
African lore on the hyena, with a number of striking parallels to Pliny’s
material, see Frembgen (1998, especially 334 and 340 for the comparisons
noted above). For the evil eye, see Dickie (1991, 1995). For Lucian’s
Philopseudes, see the commentaries of Schwartz (1951), Ebner et al.
(2001), and the discussions in Ogden (2007). For Lucan’s Erictho, see
Gordon (1987), Korenjak (1996), and Ogden (2001: 202–5). For
hippomanes, see Stadler (1913) and Tupet (1986: 2653–7). For animal
sacrifice in necromancy, see Ogden (2001: 171–4). For voodoo dolls or
kolossoi in general, see Gager (1992), Dickie (1996), and Ogden (1999: 71–
9); Faraone (1991) incorporates a catalogue of ancient voodoo dolls, though
important new groups have been discovered in the intervening two decades,
not least in Rome and Mainz. Bonner (1932) remains the standard
discussion of Libanius’s chameleon. For the wax Eros doll, see Ogden
(2007: 112–14, 2008: 119–21). For exorcism, see Thraede (1967), Twelftree
(1993), and Kotansky (1995).

The Deployment of Magic Against Animals
For the earliest traditions of Medea’s ram, see Gantz (1993: 366–7) and
Ogden (2008: 27–35). For amulets see Bonner (1950), Waegeman (1987, on
Cyranides, particularly interesting for animals), Kotansky (1994), and
Michel (2001). For Nicander’s Theriaca, see Gow and Scholfield (1953)
and Jacques (2002); the latter cites, at 81–4, many parallels from the
biological literature for the toxicity of deer to snakes. For the international
folklore concept of ‘Irish earth’, see Hasluck (1909–10) and Krappe (1941,
1947). For the Marsi, see Tupet (1976: 187–9) and Dench (1995: 154–74).
For the Psylli, see Phillips (1995, with care). For the symmetrical battle
between man and snake, see Ogden (2007: 79–86).



ABBREVIATONS

CT Gager (1992)
DT Audollent (1904)
LIMC Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae (1981–99)
MWG Ogden (2009)
PGM Preisendanz and Henrichs (1973–4)
TrGF Snell et al. (1971–2004)
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CHAPTER 19

ANIMALS AND DIVINATION

PETER STRUCK

INTRODUCTION
ACROSS the whole ancient world, people used a broad array of techniques
and disciplines to make themselves attentive to what they thought to be
hidden information buried in the events unfolding around them. These
practices, classified in Greek as the disciplines of mantikē and in Latin as
divinatio, were utterly common. They were not, for the most part,
considered esoteric or occult. The ancients understood that the universe had
certain inclinations built into it, which were more or less closely tied to the
inclinations of the gods. Like the weather, these were a part of the ancient
atmosphere; and throughout the Greek and Roman sources we find people
trying to gauge the prevailing winds. They perceived messages in a wide
variety of signs, but nearly all of the most prominent and durable of the
Greek and Roman systems make use of animals. Aeschylus’s overview of
the classical terrain, put into the mouth of Prometheus, announces where
humans might look to find these hidden indicators, and he gives animals the
balance of attention:

And I marked out the many ways of divination, and among dreams I first discerned which
are destined to come true; and I explained to them words overheard by chance and chance
meetings. The flight of crook-taloned birds I distinguished carefully—which by nature are
auspicious, which sinister—and each has a particular mode of life, some are hostile to each
other, and they have affections and favourable positionings in groups; and the smoothness
of their entrails, and what colour the gall must have to please the gods, also the speckled
symmetry of the liver-lobe; and the thigh-bones, wrapped in fat, and by burning the long
loin I set mortals on the right path in an art that is difficult and murky.

(Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound 484–98)



Given the functionally infinite range of potential vocabulary for the
divine language, it does not simply stand to reason that animals would
emerge as such a prominent category. The grounds for this are doubtless
manifold. Since prehistory, people were accustomed to making life-critical
decisions based on the behaviours of animals in the food supply, and such
attentiveness may have become acculturated in stylized and systematized
forms. Such a link is already made by Democritus (fifth century BC), who
explained divination by entrails as an indication of whether fields will be
barren or productive (DK68 A 138). Other possible reasons for the interest
in animals can be adduced. It was a part of ancient lore that many animals
possessed a certain quickness and acuity of perception that made them able
to sense things that humans were not yet able to (Schol. Aratum 913;
Cicero, De divinatione 1.15). Further, the non-discursive modes of thought
in which divination is understood to engage align with the instinctive
thought processes of non-human animals, where discursivity is non-
existent. Ancient observers make such connections explicit (see below).
Finally, modes of divination that focus on animals would have provided a
means to reconcile two large pieces of human identity that Greeks and
Romans typically separated. They configure the world of non-human
animals, with which humans’ creaturely natures are aligned, to be
instrumental to, and not antithetical to, the human intellect, which most
ancient observers set apart from our corporeal, animal qualities and align
with the divine. Such a focus on animals as a medium to reach the divine
accords with a congruent focus in the fundamental religious practice of
sacrifice, with which divination is often paired.

Most ancient observers classified divination in two main forms: artificial
and natural. In the first category, messages are observed in significant
phenomena in the world outside the observer, the meaning of which is
determined using empirical methods. The observer correlates the present
observation with past records, to see whether it bodes well or ill. In this
variety, divine signs are regularly found in animal behaviours and the
structures of their bodies or parts. The flight paths of birds, the twitching of
entrails, odd actions of large mammals, or the feeding behaviours of
chickens are all considered significant over time. According to the second
kind of divination, the inward, natural variety, a human being receives a
direct inspiration through dreams, visions, or inspired oracular
pronouncements, via a distinctive kind of cognitive activity. Even in this



variety, centred as it is on subjective human experience, the theme of
animals also surfaces. A rich and multivalent tradition of philosophical
commentary on divination consistently links it with the creaturely side of
the human being. Thinkers often draw connections between divinatory
insight and animal instinct. The prominence of women as oracles (Pythias
and Sibyls), whom Greek men typically marked as being closer to animal
nature, is a noteworthy preliminary indication. One school of thought, the
Stoics, achieves a grand unified theory of divine signs via understanding the
cosmos as a whole to be a single living animal (zōon).

INSTINCTIVE ANIMAL BEHAVIOURS AS
SIGNS

Birds
Of the animals that are potentially signs in the Classical world, birds take
pride of place. In an early indication of this, Hesiod sums up the Works and
Days, his almanac of how to live, with a final sentence that places bird-
reading on a paratactic footing with everything else he has talked about: ‘A
man is happy and lucky who knows all these things and does his work
without offending the deathless gods, who discerns the omens of birds and
avoids transgression.’ The Greek term for bird of prey (oiōnos) becomes
elided with the idea of any kind of divine sign (Euripides, Orestes 788,
Thucicides, 6.27, Aristophanes, Birds 719) and the verbal form
(oiōnizomai) comes to mean ‘to read omens’ generally. Already in Homer’s
time birds were looked to in the most important of the divination systems.
Calchas is equally a ‘mantis’ (a ‘seer’) and ‘the most skilled of the bird
interpreters by far’ (Iliad 1.69–92). That bird divination is often understood
to be distinctively Greek has contributed to an underdeveloped study of its
Near Eastern antecedents. But an interest in birds as divine signs is in
evidence in Babylonia, Assyria, and among the Hittites (West, 1997: 47).
An early fifth-century inscription from Ephesus expresses rules for bird
divination in the distinctive protasis–apodosis style (‘if this, then that’)
characteristic of thousands of Near Eastern divinatory tablets (SIG 1167).
Why the ancients found birds important is impossible to say with certainty.
It is often remarked by scholars, but less often by ancient testimony, that
their proximity to the sky put them closer to the divine. Their simple



capacity to defy gravity would also have been a potential source of raw
wonder, as well as their aural richness, made even more poignant by their
appearance and disappearance in conjunction with the seasons. The speed
and impulsiveness of their actions is also probably a factor.

Birds of prey are especially important. Their eating of meat deepens their
association with the world of animals, down to the level of the sinews, and
this may reflect an ongoing importance of corporeal and visceral natures in
divinatory practices. Some have suggested that the choice of this class of
birds is associated with divination by entrails (extispicy) (Bouché-Leclercq,
1879–82: 129–30). That extispicy was not present in Homer, when birds of
prey were already favoured, rules out a straightforward dependency. But it
may still be the case that each of these practices reveals a related, deeper
habit of divinatory thought, in which insight emerges from the most
rudimentary features of organisms. The following are the most important
birds, along with the gods, if any, with which they were traditionally
associated: the eagle (Zeus), falcon (Apollo), hawk, raven, crow, owl
(Athena), hen, heron, and vulture.

While figures such as Calchas and Tiresias are legendary for their
acumen, the Greek technique of bird-reading never resided exclusively with
any formal or informal social or political group. Anyone was authorized to
read birds, and the ability to do so correctly correlated more closely with
social standing than official position. This sets Greek bird-reading in
contrast with both prior Near Eastern and later Roman parallel forms, in
which the procedure is surrounded by a large bureaucracy. The significant
elements are flight path and cries, and, in the poetic tradition especially, a
whole range of more exotic happenings, often involving prey (a snake,
another bird, even a fawn). The categories of right and left are the most
prominent. They can on occasion be lined up with east and west (Iliad
12.239–40), which would mean a normative northward facing, but the
evidence does not highlight this, suggesting instead that the most relevant
data is not cardinal geography but their position with respect to the
observer. Typically, some recently initiated or proposed course of action is
thought to be endorsed or rejected by the appearance of a bird omen.
Observers look for positive or negative readings along a binary scale, with
natural behaviours and the right-hand side aligned with positive signs and
unnatural or left-hand orientation taken as negative indicators. The
hermeneutic system in bird reading never quite becomes reduced to



consistent rules, a heterogeneity it has in common with nearly all other
divinatory systems.

Among the Romans divination from birds is equally prominent. A
summary of the auspices survives in the lexicon of Festus (s.v. Quinque
genera signorum). He speaks of five kinds. Of the three most important,
two varieties focus on birds: in addition to signs from thunder and lightning
(ex caelo), Romans were particularly interested in avian flight patterns and
cries (ex avibus), and in the feeding patterns of specially kept chickens (ex
tripudiis). Of the remaining two types, auspices taken ex quadrupedibus
were seen in the odd behaviours of mammals (on which more in a moment),
and those ex diris (sc. signis) drew conclusions from odd coincidences and
accidents of any kind. As was the case with Greek, the proper Latin term
for the observation of birds, auspicium (from avis + specio), comes to mean
observation of divine signs in general. Among the Romans, in contrast to
the Greeks, a strong social institution, in the form of a collegium of augurs,
grows up around the auspices to regulate and perpetuate the techniques, and
deliver authoritative interpretations. The duty actually to perform the
associated rituals fell to other magistrates. All matters of civic consequence
required that the augurs be consulted (Livy, 6.41), and holding the office
was a mark of high social and political stature. Even Cicero, whose views
on divination were extensive, complex, and full of doubts, nevertheless
venerated the office as a repository of social capital, and himself held it for
a time (Cicero, De legibus 2.20–21). Birds whose song was significant were
known as oscines and those whose flight was were called alites (Cicero, De
divinatione 120).

It is useful to divide divination in a Roman context into two classes, one
that officially and formally seeks out omens (impetrative), and a second that
reads unsolicited omens (oblative) (Cicero, De legibus 2.21). The oblative
category is familiar from the Greek materials, where the typical bird sign
arrives spontaneously. The Romans’ impetrative versions are strikingly
more developed than the Greeks’. In official state functions, when
considering or commencing any course of action, auspices were taken to
determine whether the gods favoured it. The person charged to carry out
auspices ex avibus would mark out a sacred quadrant of the sky using a
wand (lituus), then pitch a tent in a position to observe the heavens. The
whole area was then made sacred by a ritual. The seat and the designated
region of the sky were known as the templum. After the ceremony began



any birds (or lightning) appearing in this screen were understood to be a
divine omen. Every military camp established a templum for official use
(Tacitus, Annals 2.13, 15.30) and the city of Rome itself maintained a
permanent one on the top of the Capitoline Hill. The region of the sky was
important enough that any building that occluded a part of it could be
ordered to be torn down. (Cicero, De officiis 3.16) For auguries taken ex
tripudiis, the Romans observed how a select group of chickens ate their
grain. If they ate greedily, such that grain fell from their mouths, it was
considered a positive sign; the reading was negative if they refused to come
out of their cages, did not eat, made a cry, beat their wings, or flew away
(Livy, 10.40; Cicero, De divinatione 2.72–3). The sound and force of the
grain hitting the ground was of particular interest. The ceremonial chickens
were kept in cages for the purpose, and were tended by a special expert in
such matters known as a pullarius.

The Romans understood divine signs as rendering judgment on the
timing, not the content, of the action proposed. The ceremony could be
repeated to achieve the desired message. Signs were valid for one day only,
and the judgment they rendered could be supplanted by another ceremony
on the next day. Roman auspices did not indicate the future, only divine
approval or disapproval for the proposed course of action. The kinds of bird
behaviour observed—especially impulsive, darting movements and sounds
—are of a piece with a certain brittleness to the procedure, made all the
more so under the weight of the heavy systematization that the Roman
custom supported. The auspices required strict silence (silentium), and
anything that broke it or otherwise disturbed the ceremony was called a
defect (vitium) that could render the sign void. These aspects underscore a
strong degree of impetuousness to the knowledge retrieved, opening up a
further association, at a larger structural level, between divinatory
knowledge and animal instinct.

Other Animal Behaviours
There is further interest shown in a range of different animals and their
behaviours, which are either signs themselves or are closely connected with
divination. In examples of the latter, Apollodorus records a legend that the
famous Greek seer Melampus gained his acute power to understand the
significance of bird cries from having snakes lick his ears (1.9.11). Iamus is



made capable of speaking prophetically when two snakes feed him with
bee’s honey as an infant (Pindar, Olympians 6.46–54). Socrates reports a
legend that swans sing louder just before their deaths as if prescient of their
fates (Plato, Phaedo 84e–85b). Frogs and other creatures were noted to be
aware of coming weather conditions (Cicero, De divinatione 1.15).
Distinctions between such behaviours and divination are often murky
(Cicero De divinatione 1.118, Iamblichus, De mysteriis 3.26; cf. Seneca,
Naturales Quaestiones 2.32–51).

Among the Romans, strange births of all kinds could be divine signs.
Over this class the professional haruspices (see below) had a particular
expertise. Animals with deformities are important, particularly those with
too many limbs or feet (Livy, 30.2.11, 31.12.7, 32.1.11, 42.20.5). A
prominence is given to those that cross species, especially humans with
non-humans: as, for example, in the case of women giving birth to other
species of animals (Julius Obsequens (Obseq.), 57, Pliny, Natural History
7.34, Appian, Bella Civilia 1.83), or to offspring that are mixtures of
humans and animals (Livy, 27.11.5, 31.12.7, 32.9.3), or animals born to a
different species (Livy, 23.31, Aelian, Varia Historia 1.29, Josephus,
Bellum Judaicum 6.5.3).

Coincidences and strange behaviours involving four-footed animals (ex
quadrupedibus) made up another category of auspices for the augurs to
consider. Suetonius relates that as Caesar’s death approached a herd of
horses that he turned to the wild by the Rubicon in dedication to the river
refused to graze and wept copiously (Life of Caesar 1.81). Cicero relates
many comparable anecdotes in his De divinatione, as when, for example, a
general and his horse accidentally fall (1.77), or mice are observed to have
eaten through shields for battle (1.99), or a mule, a creature sterile by
nature, gives birth (1.36; cf. Appian, Bella Civilia 1.83), or a monkey goes
berserk and upsets a lot-drawing ceremony (1.76).

THE STRUCTURE OF ANIMAL PARTS AS
SIGNS

Entrails
Observers in classical antiquity also saw divine signs in the movements,
colour, size, shape, and texture of the internal organs of the animals they



sacrificed to the gods. Divination from entrails is not disconnected from
divination from birds. That birds of prey are favoured as sign-givers already
highlights the connection with animal meat, and Greek tragedians make the
link with extispicy. When in Sophocles’ Antigone Tiresias gets a negative
signal from both his sacrifices and strange bird behaviours, he explains that
the whole food chain has been polluted by the birds feasting on tainted
carrion introduced into the food chain from the unburied corpse of
Polynices (1005–13). Prometheus’s punishment stands as an iconic
connection between the two practices. For refusing to give Zeus
information, he is punished by having the archetypal bird of divination,
Zeus’s eagle, repeatedly eat out his own liver, the central organ in extispicy
(Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1021–5). That the entrails as a whole were also a
part of human physiology is presumably not far from the surface of the
consistent fascination with these organs. It may also help to explain the
greater salience of divination from entrails in military contexts, where the
human version of such organs would have been easily observable.
Examples of the so-called ‘Humbaba face’ make the point graphically.
These representations of human-looking faces fashioned out of animal
intestines are found in multiple places in Mesopotamia, and in a temple on
the acropolis at Gortyn on Crete, probably dating from the archaic period
(Burkert, 1992: 49).

The liver receives the most attention of the organs (Aristophanes, Wasps
831, cf. Schol. ad loc; Cicero, De divinatione 2.28). Its health is taken as a
sign that the god was present in it (Jastrow, 1907: 122–3). Anatomically, it
was commonly thought to be the source of blood for the body, and so had a
fundamental role in determining the vitality of the organism (Empedocles,
DK31 B 150, 31 B 61.15; Hippocratic Letter, 23.7; cf. Aristotle, Parts of
Animals 666a24–36; Jastrow, 1907: 121). The liver sits as a locus of the
emotions, analogous to the position the heart takes in later European
traditions. In the case of the liver, there is a particular prominence of the
emotions of anger, grief, fear, and anxiety (Democritus, DK68 C 23.7;
Archilochus, fr. 234; Aeschylus, Agamemnon 432, 792, Eumenides 135;
Sophocles, Ajax 938; Euripides, Suppliant Women 599). And in the magical
tradition, a target’s liver is subject to attack in the case of erotic spells
(PGM IV.117, 1530; VII 992; PDM xiv.657). Other organs of interest are
the heart and lungs.



The Greeks borrowed the idea of the significance of entrails from the
cultures of the ancient Near East, where it is in evidence in among the
Assyrians, Hittites, and Mesopotamians. The practice is very old. A clay
representation of a divinatory liver that survives from Mesopotamia dates
from the eighteen century BC, and reveals a discipline already developed
enough by then to produce a relatively elaborate and inscribed practical
model. Comparable model livers show up around the Near East and also in
the Classical period near Rome. The bronze liver of Piacenza dates from the
late second century BC. About the size of a fist and elaborately inscribed,
its affinities with the Mesopotamian models that predate it by a millennium
indicate a clear line of influence from the Near Eastern to the Italian
practices. The ways in which the Piacenza liver is stylized depart from
actual anatomy in ways that parallel the Mesopotamian versions (Burkert,
2005: 48).

Homer speaks of divination from animal parts, but only in a
circumscribed way. He refers to a certain kind of sacrificing priest
(thuoskoos), who is apparently interested in gauging whether the burned
sacrifices have been accepted by the gods or not (Iliad 24.221, Odysssey
21.145; 22.318, 321). The distinction between this practice and the more
elaborate examination of aspects of the entrails themselves is preserved in
the Prometheus text with which we began, where divination from the thigh-
bones wrapped in fat is treated as a separate category from divination from
the smoothness, colour, or symmetry of the organs. We have evidence of
both kinds in the Classical period. The testimony of Sophocles’ Antigone
mentioned above shows the main question to be whether the sacrifice is
accepted by the divinity, indicating divine favour or disfavour. On the other
hand, Plato assumes a rich set of hermeneutical possibilities built into the
liver in his discussion of the organ in the Timaeus (71c). A section in
Euripides’ Electra also indicates the fuller range: Aegisthus disembowels a
calf, takes the entrails in his hands, and on inspection sees that the liver is
lacking a lobe, portending trouble, and the portal vein and gall bladder
reveal oncoming threats (826–9). There are some twenty representations of
liver inspection on Attic vases from 530 to 490 BC, indicating a well-
developed interest, which probably accrued some complexity and detail. In
historical accounts, we find mainly simpler descriptions, without the
anatomical specifics, of an omen from sacrifice being favourable or



unfavourable (Herodotus, Histories 6.76, 6.112, 9.45, 9.61–2; Xenophon,
Anabasis 1.8.15, 2.2.3).

The technical vocabulary that Greeks and Romans use for labelling the
significant portions of the liver is shared with the ancient Near East. In each
tradition observers could see a ‘gate’, ‘path’, ‘river’, and a ‘head’ or ‘lobe’.
Even some of the particular interpretive moves show a measure of overlap
that cannot be coincidental. A missing ‘lobe’ or ‘head’ is taken to mean
disaster for the king, and multiple such lobes mean a rivalry for power
(Burkert, 2005: 50). Overall the language points to increments along a
binary logic of auspicious and inauspicious. A normal, healthy-looking liver
was a good sign. Bad signs are seen in plugged up pathways, non-standard
colour, and especially deformities—the more dramatic the more significant.
Beyond this basic architecture, the Romans leave behind more evidence of
a system than the Greeks. Both Cicero and Livy speak of a pars hostilis and
a pars familiaris (Cicero, De divinatione 2.28; Livy, 8.9.1). This adds a
further layer of interpretive possibilities, with the pars hostilis being a
negative twin of the other, and allowing for another doubling of significant
criteria.

The Piacenza liver confirms this and gives fascinating further
information. It is an Etruscan product, inscribed elaborately with Etruscan
names of gods. In its shape, it has a clear left/right split indicated by a cleft,
and exaggerated protuberances standing for the gall bladder, portal vein,
and caudate lobe. The inscriptions are nearly all on the visceral side. A band
of markings around the perimeter divides it into sixteen sections, each
inscribed with the name of a god (or sometimes two). Several sources
indicate that the Etruscans divided the heavens into sixteen regions, with
each of them being the house of a different god (Cicero, De divinatione
2.42, Servius ad Aeneid 8.427; Martianus Capella, 1.45). We do not have
evidence of such an understanding of the heavens outside the Etruscan
world. This indicates that observers would correlate conditions in the
microcosmic areas of the liver with macrocosmic regions of the skies and
the gods that lived there. Divination by entrails becomes intertwined with
observation of the skies—whether lightning, or birds, or of the heavens
more generally. The model, then, functioned as a portable instrument.
Given the degree of stylization, it would be more likely to be the tool of an
expert than a non-expert. Within the perimeter are twenty-four interior
quadrants, with further names inscribed. The interpretive possibilities with



forty total regions overlaid by overall binary aspects are exponentially
large. In this greater degree of elaboration, the Roman system is more like
Near Eastern precedents than the Greek evidence shows.

As was the case with divination from birds, the Romans regulated and
maintained the reading of entrails within a social institution. Roman
extispicy was overseen by a haruspex, and the augurs appear to have had
nothing to do with it. The institution of the haruspices had a less strict and
systematized character than that of the augurs. Not quite an office, and not
formed into a college until the late republic, the haruspex was most often an
independent expert drawn from the local Etruscan population (Beard,
North, and Price, 1998, vol. 1: 20). According to legend the technique was
handed down from one Tages, an Etruscan dwarf who emerged from a
farmer’s furrow in Roman mythic times. Haruspices could render an
official opinion on the meaning of entrails only upon being asked by a body
of magistrates. They provided responses that were then accepted or not
(Cicero, De legibus 2. 21, De haruspicum responsis). Their expertise also
covered prodigies and lightning. It is noteworthy that the Romans both
abundantly consulted entrails and also consistently ascribed the practice to
the Etruscans. In a cultural trope that is historically common, reminiscent of
the stylized views of Native Americans among culturally dominant groups
in North America, the Romans saw in a conquered local people a distinctive
and exotic religious expertise. In a telling hyperbole, Livy tells us that the
Etruscans were the ‘nation more than any other devoted to religious rites’
(5.1.6). This social position of exoticism simultaneously provides a
distinctive power and raises a potential hostility among interested clients.
The rage that Gracchus expresses upon receiving an unwelcome judgment,
insulting the haruspices as foreigners, cannot have been idiosyncratic to
him (Cicero, De natura deorum 2. 11). While governmental mechanisms
existed to consult the haruspices, they maintained a certain distance from
the state apparatus (Yébenes, 1991: 186). Private haruspices were under the
employ of generals and magistrates (Sallust, Bellum Iugurthium 63.1;
Plutarch, Marius 8.8; Cicero, De divinatione 1.72; Plutarch, Sulla 9.6;
Cicero, In Verrem 2.3.28). It is the haruspex Spurinna who, upon observing
a sacrificial beast missing a heart, and then on the next day seeing a liver
missing its head, warns Julius Caesar to beware the Ides of March (Cicero,
De divinatione 1.119; Suetonius, Life of Caesar 12.81; Plutarch, Caesar
63.3; Valerius Maximus, 8.11.2).



Two ideas competed to explain the emergence of divine signs in the
entrails. Some thought the god intervenes at the moment of the sacrifice and
places a stamp on the innards (Cicero, De divinatione 1.118; Pliny, Natural
History 28.11). Others found this idea unappealing since it made the divine
out to be a kind of busybody, with time enough to do menial work. A
second idea suggests that the divine is involved by guiding the selection of
which animal is sacrificed (Cicero, De divinatione 1.118, cf. Seneca,
Naturales Quaestiones 2.32.4). We also have testimony that divination from
entrails was connected with an additional important method. It formed a
preliminary ritual before the delivery or oracles at Delphi (Plutarch, De
defectu 435c, 437b).

DIVINE INSIGHT AND ANIMAL WAYS OF
KNOWING

Just as animals are a prominent theme in the study of divinatory practice, so
too in ancient divinatory theory. There are three main currents of
philosophical thought on divination, and, counterintuitively, when thinkers
draw the connecting line of communication between the gods and us, they
consistently construct the path via the realm of animals. The first two
schools of thought, coming from Plato and Aristotle, understand divinatory
insights to be tied with animal instinct, and to belong to a fringe form of
cognition that is specifically connected with humans’ animal natures. The
Stoics, by contrast, embrace divination as an important piece of their
understanding of the cosmos as a whole, and of humans as part of it. To
explain divine signs they centrally appeal to the principle that the cosmos is
itself a living animal (zōon). The idea pre-exists in Plato’s Timaeus, but they
develop it much further, proposing that because the cosmos is a single
creature, it must course through and through with interconnections by
which otherwise hidden conditions can be observed. The theories vary from
thinker to thinker, but in each case they have to do not with abstractions or
the disembodied realms philosophers customarily linked with the divine.
Rather they are anchored in the creaturely side of the human and the
corporeal dimensions of the world.

According to Plato, there is a portion of the human soul that is identical
with the soul of animals, and it is specifically to this part that divinatory



insight belongs. While he regularly references divination as a literary motif
—making it an emblem of non-discursive knowledge and referencing it in a
variety of tones, sometimes mocking (Euthyphro 3e, Meno 92c), sometimes
neutral (Laws 634e, 694c; Symposium 192d), sometimes with a rather
profound sincerity (Republic 523a, 505e; Philebus 64a)—divination as a
topic in its own right interests him in the Timaeus (69b–72d). This dialogue
is distinctive in the corpus for being anchored on the concept of the animal
(zōon). To a unique degree here, he understands the anthrōpos as an animal
(90e) or a creature (thremma; 30d1) among the others. He entertains broad
discussions of such matters as anatomy, reproduction, digestion, and
metabolism, and treats our corporeal, creaturely natures as a consequential
piece of what it is to be human. Plato speaks of the creation of the universe
itself as a cosmic living animal (zōon empsuchon; 30b8) and narrates that a
race of human animals was fabricated in its image (27c–41d). Further, he
claims that non-human animals are then directly derived from humans. The
original race of men was given a three-part soul, with a highest divine part,
reason, housed in the head. It rules over the lower parts, including the
lowest one, which is placed below the midriff in the lower trunk. It has a
sinister, animalistic cast; the creators had to ‘bind this one down there like a
wild beast’ where it is ‘constantly grazing at its manger’ (70e). In addition
to these pungent metaphors, he explicitly equates this part of the human
soul with the souls of animals. Humans are the original race of creatures.
Through reincarnation, the first race of men bequeath their souls to
following generations. Those among them who did not keep the highest
parts of their souls robust, were reborn as creatures equipped only with the
lower orders of soul and these became the non-human animals (90e–92c).
This zoogony puts a finer point on the animalistic side of the human soul:
more than just being animal-like, it is actually not distinguishable from the
soul of an animal.

Now, all three parts of the soul, even the lowest, engage in distinctive
cognitive activities. These are related to their internal movements. The
rational intellect operates like our internal gyroscope, spinning in alignment
with the motion of the fixed stars, and the soul’s lowest, animal part mostly
lurches about and produces only appetitive desires (44b, 90d). But
occasionally during sleep, when most of the soul is dormant, the animal part
can become soothed and begin to spin in alignment (71d). When it does it is
able to achieve its own kind of insight, divination through dreams, which he



calls a phantom image of daytime intellectual activity. Plato further deepens
the animalistic and corporeal character of this cognition and, in a bold
move, links it directly to divination by the liver (71a–e). He tells us that the
gods created the organ of the liver as a safeguard that soothes the lower soul
when its animalistic desires get out of hand. The liver mirrors images from
our upper soul that either calm or frighten the lower soul into submission.
Plato elaborates that this is why this organ in recently slain animals contains
the signs it does, though he plays down their usefulness. The gods granted
this capacity to the very lowest part of our soul as a compensation to it, he
says. They ‘rectified the vile part in us by establishing divination there, so
that it might in some degree lay hold of the truth’.

Aristotle thinks that people can achieve insights in their dreams that are
unavailable to their higher intellects and, using his own distinctive
intellectual resources, he also maps these cognitive capabilities onto the
parts of our souls, those that we share with animals. The most important
treatise on the topic, his On Divination by Dreams, claims that only people
who have atrophied higher intellects are able to achieve such insights. He
speaks of vibrations from faraway events that move through the air at night,
when it tends to be still, and are then assembled into a prescient dream
image by the soul. To account for that assembly, he rules out appeals to the
highest, discursive, self-aware part of the soul, for that is precisely what is
dormant during sleep. And it is especially dormant among those who have
very little of it to begin with. Simpletons, the melancholic, the talkative, and
those out of their wits are better able to see what comes next in their
nocturnal visions because they are most easily pulled along the vector
towards which the external vibrations are proceeding. In this way they get a
vision that correlates to the way events in the outside world are tending. He
connects this kind of cognition directly with animal instinct.

It is counterintuitive for Aristotle that empty-headed people should have
insights to which those with robust intellects are blind, and he tries to
explain how lower-level cognitive operations achieve some intellectual
gain. In the Eudemian Ethics he links accurate dreamers with another
strange group, which he also observes strictly among dim-witted people:
those with consistent good luck (Eudemian Ethics 8.1247a–1248b). Both
these groups benefit from a rudimentary form of cognition that we share
with animals (and in fact all things with souls). Consistently across his
corpus, Aristotle divides the soul’s functions into three main layers: all



living things have the nutritive capacity, which regulates the powers to
grow and reproduce; a smaller group, the subset of animals, are in addition
capable of perception; and within this group a further subset (humans) have
an even higher capacity on top of that and are capable of reason. Our
reasoning is by far the most advantageous information-processing centre,
but the lower orders produce incremental good outcomes as well. He links
both the psychic assembling of prescient dreams and the spontaneous
actions that result in good luck to the most rudimentary of the psychic
functions. He claims they emerge from a class of psychic movements
beneath our awareness that characterize the nutritive soul. They go under
the technical term of hormai, or impulses. The hormai are unselfconscious
inclinations to do things, below the level of thought and even of conscious
desire. They are involuntary activities, such as those that result in digestion
and gestation, which produce obviously good things happening for each
creature. They manifest a core Aristotelian principle that Nature always, or
for the most part, reaches for the better (On Generation and Corruption,
336b27–28). He invokes the principle specifically in consideration of lowly
creatures: ‘But perhaps even in inferior creatures there is some natural good
stronger than themselves which aims at their proper good’ (Nicomachean
Ethics, 1173a4–5). Both the lucky and those who get warnings in their
dreams are operating according to these impulses, and achieve their good
outcomes via this lowly information-processing centre. Just as it steers even
rudimentary forms of life towards what is good for them, so it is humming
away inside humans as well. The empty-headed are especially attuned to it,
because their internal dialogue, which in intellectually sound people is busy
working towards more complex good things, is so faint. While they cannot
achieve the magnificent insights of which fully realized humans are
uniquely capable, they can achieve uncanny good results via their
attunement to the incremental benefits achieved by the rudimentary
systems. Aristotle thereby aligns divinatory insight with animal instinct.

For both Plato and Aristotle, divination is a fringe phenomenon, and is
explicable as an alternative form of cognition, which shows affiliations with
how animals think. In the case of the Stoics, the basic premises are quite
different. Divination is a core piece of their basic theological positions, is
embedded in their principles of physics and cosmology, and is affiliated not
with a lower form of cognition, but is an expression of what they
understood to be the one, single form of it. Their distinctive views on



theology, cosmology, and physics, and their monistic psychology, yield a
cosmos with quite a different shape from that of either Plato or Aristotle.
Given the degree of this difference, it is all the more noteworthy that the
category of the animal again emerges as a central one. They
straightforwardly claim that the signs percolating through the cosmos,
including those that emerge in dreams or oracles, operate based on the
physiological structures of a living organism, in their case the relevant
animal is the cosmos itself.

The Platonic idea that the cosmos is a single creature takes on an entirely
new pertinence for the Stoics. For them it is not a metaphor, but a statement
of fact; and their larger philosophical system has unique resources for
thinking it through (Long and Sedley, 1987: 47C, 54A, B, F). In Stoic
understanding, all things that exist in the universe are material. They are a
composite of two kinds of matter: the inert kind, or hulē, and an active
divine vapour, evanescent but still material, called pneuma. This is the case
for every discrete entity in the cosmos, from planets, to people, to grains of
sand. The hulē gives a thing bulk and the rarified fiery internal pneuma
provides it with its qualities, characteristics, and energy. Different degrees
of pneuma result in different orders of these characteristics (Long and
Sedley, 1987: 47P, Q, 53A). Inanimate things are held together by a degree
of pneuma called hexis (‘tension’); plants and non-mobile living things like
a fetus are held together by physis; animals are held together by soul, or
psychē, which they understand to be the particular form of pneuma that
provides for perception and self-propulsion; and rational self-propelled
living things, that is humans, have a logikē psychē. Further, the pneuma that
permeates each individual thing is entirely contiguous with the pneuma in
each adjacent thing, including the pneuma that courses through the
atmosphere around us and beyond into the fiery regions of the heavens. So,
the pneuma as a whole is a synthesizing breath that suffuses every nook and
cranny of the cosmos and links each part of it to every other part in a non-
mysterious, entirely materialist mode. They claim the pneuma as a whole is
coextensive with the divine, and finally that it is the soul of the cosmos,
which they understand to be a single animal.

The flow of energy that vivifies the cosmic creature, via the pneuma, they
label with the technical name sympatheia. Sympathy, literally ‘co-feeling’
in Greek, is a centrepiece of their explanations for divinatory signs (Cicero,
De divinatione 2.34) and it is anchored in a notion of the cosmos as an



organism. The term pre-exists in the Hippocratic medical tradition and in
physiology (On Nutriment 23; Aristotle, Parts of Animals 653b, 690b). It
articulates the interconnection of body parts that, while distant from each
other, may well be interconnected. A flush in the face might be linked with
a fever produced by an infection in the toe. The concept sets the operation
of divinatory signs within a powerfully physiological context. That unseen
conditions in the cosmos will be made manifest by visible parts of it is for
them as sure as the idea that organisms manifest signs of their conditions in
visible symptoms. Such divine signs are an integral part of their physics and
theology. The Stoics tie the very existence of the divine to the existence of
divine signs, an argument all the more powerful since atheism is a near
absurdity in antiquity (Cicero, De divinatione 1.82–3).

The significance of categories related to animals, even in this abstract
arena, further underscores the broad relevance of such themes to divination
in general. Each of these thinkers, in their different ways, configures the
study of divination as an investigation into a more or less distinctive way of
knowing—they attempt to discern how certain people are able to know
things in ways that stretch our customary cognitive abilities. To do this they
begin with an understanding of divination as an emergent insight, which
bubbles up from knowledge directly embedded in organisms. The salience
of animal themes suggests a larger habit of thought around animal nature,
beyond merely the kinds of signs observers look to—whether birds, beasts,
or entrails. More than placing humans in conversation with their gods, the
practices of divination place humans in conversation with the creaturely
dimensions of their experience. Within the Classical context, human
intellects and corporeal bodies—animals and humans alike—sit in
sometimes strident opposition. Via divination they find a medium in which
they can collaborate.



SUGGESTED READING

The best source for ancient ideas and practices of divination is to be found
in Cicero’s De divinatione, which passes on important Stoic and Peripatetic
ideas, and aims to aggregate many earlier schools of thought. Animals
figure commonly in his considerations. Multiple commentaries illuminate
the text. In English, those of Arthur Stanley Pease (1969) and David Wardle
(2006) are the best guides. Auguste Bouché-Leclercq’s (1879–82) four-
volume overview of the Historie de la divination dans l’antiquité has not
been surpassed for its thorough documentary coverage of the topic. There is
a welcome contemporary revival of interest as shown in the articles of
Derek Collins (2002, 2008) and in Sarah Ilse Johnston’s Ancient Greek
Divination (2008).
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CHAPTER 20

ANIMAL SACRIFICE IN ANTIQUITY

GUNNEL EKROTH

INTRODUCTION
FOR the ancient Greeks and Romans, animal sacrifice was the principal
means for communication with the divine sphere. Such rituals were
performed to thank the gods, heroes, and other divine beings, ask them for
favours, protection, and help, or propitiate their anger. The actions, in
particular the handling of the animal victim, constituted the means for
expressing the purpose of the sacrifice and by different elements, of which
prayer was central, various messages could be communicated to the divine
recipients. But animal sacrifice also offered the human worshippers a way
for knowing the will of the gods, while the distribution and consumption of
the meat, which usually concluded the ritual, served to strengthen and
define the social fabric by marking who belonged to a particular group and
who was an outsider, expressed largely by the degree of access to the meat.

The sources available for the study of ancient animal sacrifice are literary
texts, inscriptions, images, and archaeological remains in the form of altars
and other sacrificial installations, as well as animal bones. The
zooarchaeological evidence has increased significantly during the last
decades and continuously provides new perspectives, which may clarify,
complement, or even contradict the other sources. The study of ancient
animal sacrifice has largely focused on the theoretical aspects of the rituals,
in particular in the Greek world (Burkert, 1983, 1985; Detienne and
Vernant, 1989) but recently the more practical execution of such rituals has
attracted the interest of scholars.

It is important to keep in mind that animal sacrifice in antiquity was
never one ritual, not even within Greek or Roman culture, but a set of



actions that could be modified to suit the purpose of the particular occasion
and the circumstances surrounding it. There was no orthodoxy in belief,
rather an orthopraxy, that is, the rituals had to be performed the correct or
appropriate way. Most sacrifices took place in sanctuaries or at particularly
designated cult-places that may have consisted solely of an altar. The
ancient sources mainly inform us about public rituals, although animal
sacrifice was also practised by private cult associations in their precincts. To
what extent animal sacrifice took place in domestic settings is less clear. In
Greece, private houses have not yielded altars or zooarchaeological remains
suggesting that this was a common practice, while in Roman houses burnt
animal bones, mainly from piglets and chickens, can be taken as indicators
of offerings of the meat of such animals to the household gods and perhaps
also the sacrificial killing of them at home (Van Andringa and Lepetz, 2003:
92).

RITUALS—AN OUTLINE
Although Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans practised animal sacrifice, there
were differences as to the execution of the rituals (for recent overviews, see
the substantial entries in Thesaurus cultus et rituum antiquorum by
Hermary et al., 2004; Rafanelli and Donati, 2004; Huet et al., 2004). The
main kind of sacrifice was alimentary, where only a small part of the animal
was destroyed, usually by burning it, and the rest was available for
consumption and use by the human participants. This kind of ritual could be
modified, complemented, or replaced with actions at which a more
substantial part of the victim or even its entire body was destroyed and there
was no consumption of the meat.

GREEK SACRIFICE
Among the Greeks the principal kind of animal sacrifice was called thysia
and seems to have been practised all over the Greek world with more or less
the same contents, at least from the eighth century BC well into the late
Roman period (Burkert, 1985: 54–9; Detienne and Vernant, 1989; Peirce,
1993; van Straten, 1995; Gebauer, 2002). Animal sacrifice was also
performed in the Late Bronze Age, as is evident from both iconographical
and zooarchaeological evidence, but there were distinctions in the practical



execution compared to later times (Marinatos, 1986; Halstead and
Isaakidou, 2004; Hamilakis and Konsolaki, 2004).

At a thysia sacrifice, the victim was led to the altar in a solemn
procession, pompe. The animal could be adorned with fillets of wool or
wreathes, and cattle may have their horns gilded, as in the Homeric
description of a grand-scale sacrifice at Pylos of a heifer to Athena (Homer,
Odyssey 3.426). Once at the altar, the initial rituals of the sacrifice took
place, katharchestai. Grain, sometimes mixed with salt, was scattered over
the animal, which was consecrated to the god by cutting off some hairs
from its forehead and throwing them into the altar fire. The victim was then
besprinkled with water so that it would move its head. This action has been
of great importance for the modern interpretation of sacrifice and was
previously taken to demonstrate the animal’s willingness to die, but is now
rather considered to have been used as a sign of the animal’s vitality and
suitability as a sacrificial victim (Georgoudi, 2008; Naiden, 2007).

After prayer, the animal was killed; sheep, goats, and pigs by cutting their
throats, while larger victims such as cattle were first stunned by a blow over
the neck or on the brow, the latter technique sometimes clearly visible in the
bone material (Leguilloux, 2000: 345). The blood was collected in a large
bowl, sphageion, and a small quantity sprinkled on the altar while the rest
was kept for later preparation in sausages and black puddings. Then the
carcass was placed on its back on a table or hung from a tree, and opened
up and inspected to ascertain that it was a proper gift for the gods. The liver
was of particular importance in this process. The thigh bones, mēria or
mēroi in Greek, were cut out and wrapped in the fat from the stomach and
burnt in the altar fire, creating a thick, fatty and savoury smoke, knise,
which the gods were thought to enjoy by inhaling through their noses. Also
the sacrum bone and the tail, together called osphys, were placed in the fire
as part of the gods’ portion, and the curving of the tail, caused by the heat,
which makes the ligaments contract, was taken as a sign of the gods’
benevolent acceptance of the sacrifice, hiera kala. The importance of the
thigh bones and the tail section in the ritual is confirmed by the frequent
finding of these parts in burnt bone assemblages from Greek sanctuaries
(Ekroth, 2009). The burning of the osphys was often represented on Attic
vase-paintings from the sixth and fifth centuries BC (van Straten, 1995;
Gebauer, 2002) and modern experiments have demonstrated that real tails
of cattle, sheep, and pigs actually behave in this way when placed in a fire



(Jameson, 1986; Ekroth, 2009). The edible intestines, splanchna, which
consisted of the heart, liver, kidneys, lungs, and spleen (Aristotle, Parts of
Animals 665a–672b), were threaded onto spits and grilled in the altar fire,
an action also commonly shown on Attic vases, and subsequently handed
out to the participants standing closest to the altar and immediately eaten.
This consumption of the splanchna marked the inner circle of those
participating in the ritual and these parts could also be shared with the gods
by placing them in the hands or on the knees of the statue of the divinity.

The next step was to butcher the carcass and distribute the meat, an
action often performed by a particular butcher or chef called mageiros
(Berthiaume, 1982). The priest or priestess usually received the back leg
and the hide as payment for their services and the regulation of such priestly
prerequisites, gera, are known from a number of inscriptions documenting
the practicalities of a cult at a particular site (Le Guen-Pollet, 1991;
Tsoukala, 2009). Specific sections of the animal or larger portions of meat
could also be given to other religious functionaries, magistrates, or
honorary guests. The bulk of the meat was divided into portions of equal
weight, merida, though not of equal quality, as some parts may contain
substantially more bones than others, and were subsequently distributed to
all participants entitled to receive a share (Durand, 1989a, 1989b). The meat
could be eaten in the sanctuary, and many cult places were equipped with
kitchens and dining rooms, though the majority of the worshippers must
have cooked and consumed their meat reclining on the ground or under
trees growing within the temenos, the sacred precinct. The meat could also
be taken home to be eaten in one’s private dining room, the andrōn, a habit
which became more frequent in the later Classical and Hellenistic period.
Sacrificial meat was also sold at or by the sanctuary or on the market, and
some sanctuaries also sold the hides from sacrificial victims as a source of
income (Jameson, 1988: 107–12).

Judging from the bone material recovered in Greek sanctuaries, most
meat seems to have been boiled, and was probably distributed after having
been cooked (Ekroth, 2008), though the epigraphic evidence suggests that
the tender and high-quality choice shares, such as the back legs given to the
priests, may have been grilled. Animal sacrifice was sometimes
commemorated in sanctuaries and perhaps also in private settings by the
display of the skull of the victim. Heads of cattle, rams, and even deer
adorned marble altars and religious architecture, and are often depicted on



sacrificial scenes on Attic vases. The burnt animal bones from the altar
could be allowed to accumulate at the site of the sacrifice or be collected
and discarded elsewhere in the sanctuary, just like the leftovers from the
meals. A striking commemoration of animal sacrifice has been found at
Paestum in southern Italy, where the defleshed bones of at least forty cattle
were spread out around a fifth-century BC altar and the area covered with
soil when the cult was terminated in the first quarter of the third century
BC, perhaps as an expiation offering to Jupiter, to whom the altar was
dedicated (Leguilloux, 2000).

Sacrificial meat was also used for particular rituals for the gods in
connection with thysia sacrifices. Sections of raw meat, usually specific
parts of the animal such as the hind or forelegs, intestines, tongues, or meat
portions, could be placed on a table next to the altar, a practice called
trapezomata, documented in a number of inscriptions (Gill, 1974, 1991;
Ekroth, 2011). The deposition and display of this meat functioned as an
additional means for honouring and communicating with the god, and it
was usually taken by the priest at the end of the ritual. Cooked meat was
offered to the divinity at a ritual called theoxenia, where the god was invited
as a prominent guest and presented with a table laden with food, meat as
well as wine, bread, cheese, and fruit, and a couch to recline on (Jameson,
1994a; Ekroth, 2011). The god was here treated as a guest of honour,
though there is no Greek tradition of the gods being thought to actually eat
the meat or consume it together with the worshippers. Probably this food
fell to the religious personnel as well when the ritual had been concluded.

Sacrifices where the animal was destroyed completely or partially were
less frequent and can be linked to particular contexts and to a lesser extent
to particular deities. At oath-takings, those swearing the oath would dip
their hands or spears into the collected blood of the animal used, hold the
victims’ intestines in their hands, or cover the animals’ bodies with their
shields (Faraone, 1993). A famous oath-taking took place on the Lithos on
the Athenian Agora, a large stone on top of which the cut-up bodies of a
bull, a ram, and a boar were placed. The Athenian archons would step onto
the stone and body parts and then swear to respect the laws of Athens and
not to take bribes during their period of service. A recent find on Thasos of
a bull, a ram, and a boar, a trittoia, which had been cut in half and deposited
in two heaps, may be the remains of either an oath-taking or a purification
ritual, where those swearing the oath or to be purified would have passed



between the victims (Blondé et al., 2005). Sanctuaries and public places
such as the Athenian assembly were regularly purified by the use of piglets,
which had their throats cut and were bled, perhaps by sprinkling the blood
around the area to be purified, and subsequently burnt in order to dispose of
the impurity (Clinton, 2005). Major cases of pollution, such as the presence
of a human corpse in a sanctuary, could be dealt with by the use of a bull, a
ram, and a boar, three fully grown and uncastrated victims, which
presumably also had their throats cut and the blood discarded, before the
bodies were burnt.

At rituals on the battlefield, sphagia, which took place when the two
armies were in sight of each other in order to divine the outcome of the
battle, the killing and bleeding of the animal, usually a ram, was the main
element and the carcass was subsequently left or discarded (Jameson, 1991,
1994b). Holocausts, where the entire animal was burnt, were fairly
uncommon in Greek cult. Most instances are found in rituals for Zeus or
Heracles and make use of inexpensive animals such as piglets or lambs
(Ekroth, 2002: 217–28). In many cases, the holocaust of the smaller victims
was followed by a thysia of a larger animal, which would be eaten. At some
rituals, a part of the animal would be burnt, for example an entire leg, bone
and meat, or a ninth of the meat. Such partial holocausts, conveniently
labelled ‘moirocausts’ by a modern scholar, were practised at situations of
crisis or for certain divinities with particular connection to death and the
Underworld (Scullion, 2000: 165–6; Ekroth, 2002: 217–42).

ROMAN SACRIFICE
Roman animal sacrifice largely followed a scheme similar to the Greek
rituals (Beard, North, and Price, 1998, vol. 2: 149–93; Scheid, 2003; Huet
et al., 2004; Prescendi, 2007), but the variations due to the extent in time
and space of the Roman world should be kept in mind. Roman religion
gradually came to incorporate ritual expressions from the Etruscans and the
Greeks as well as a number of foreign cults, for example those of Isis,
Mithras, and Magna Mater, which all had their particular rituals concerning
animal sacrifice that were either kept or adapted to Roman tastes. Moreover,
the city of Rome always occupied a particular place within Roman religion
and some public sacrifices were probably only performed in that city. The



structure of Roman society was more complex and the number of persons
involved at some sacrifices greatly exceeded Greek sacrificial occasions.

Roman animal sacrifice, at least in the city of Rome, was accomplished
according to either the ritus Romanus (‘Roman rite’) or the ritus Graecus
(‘Greek rite’), which mainly differed with regard to whether the person
sacrificing had his head covered or bare and whether the preliminary
actions were performed before the animal was killed (Scheid, 1995). Public
sacrifices, of which we are best informed, began at dawn, with a procession
in which the victim was led to the altar by the victimarii, who were public
or private slaves, and accompanied by flute music. At the altar the initial
rites, praefatio, were accomplished by the person leading the sacrifice.
Incense and wine were poured onto a fire lit on a round, portable hearth,
often of metal, as an acknowledgement and greeting of the gods in general,
but also as a means for inviting them to the sacrifice of the animal that
would follow. The importance of this stage of the ritual is evident from its
popularity in the sacrificial iconography, where the sacrificer is depicted
next to the small altar, surrounded by the worshippers and often with the
animal prominently placed and visible.

The next step was immolatio, the consecration of the victim to the gods.
In the Roman rite, mola salsa, salted flour, was sprinkled on the victim’s
back, followed by the pouring of some wine on its head. The sacrificial
knife was then passed along the animal’s spine, from the head to the tail.
The animal was now purified and belonged to the divine sphere and could
be killed. At sacrifices performed according to the Greek rite, grains of
wheat could instead be scattered on the victim, water sprinkled on its head,
and some of the brow hair burnt in the altar fire.

The actual killing was done by the victimarii, who could be of different
kinds. The popa stunned the animal with an axe or hammer while the
cultrarii cut the jugular vein with a knife and divided up the meat. The
same practical handling of large and small victims, respectively, was
practised as among the Greeks. Cattle were in many cases restrained by a
rope running from the head to a ring attached to the ground, a popular motif
in sacrificial iconography, and such rings attached to blocks of stone have
also been found in sanctuaries (Fourrier and Hermary, 2006: 181–6). The
tying down of the animal probably aimed at quenching any expressions of
fear or panic from the victim, which were taken as inauspicious omens.
After being killed, the dead victim was placed on its back and opened up,



and a haruspex, a diviner, inspected the intestines to ascertain that the
animal was acceptable to the gods. Of particular importance at all animal
sacrifices were the exta, the liver, lungs, gall bladder, peritoneum, and the
heart, which had to be judged to be of normal appearance and located on the
right spot in order for the ritual to proceed. In cases where the exta were
abnormal, the sacrifice had to stop and then resume from the start with
another animal. At some sacrifices the examination of the entrails also
served to tell the future. In particular the liver was of interest on such
occasions and hepatoscopy, the divination of the will of the gods by the
help of this part of the body, was considered to be an Etruscan speciality
that had been integrated into Roman cult.

The animal was then butchered. At a sacrifice following the Roman rite,
the exta were either boiled in a pot (cattle) or grilled on spits (sheep and
pigs). After having been cooked, the exta were cut up by the sacrificer,
sprinkled with mola salsa and wine, and burnt in the altar fire, since they
belonged exclusively to the god. If the deity receiving the sacrifice was
connected to the sea, a river, or a source, his share could be thrown into a
body of water. For gods of the Underworld, the exta could be placed on the
ground or in a ditch and subsequently burnt. At rituals accomplished
according to the Greek rite, the exta seem to have been shared between
gods and men instead. For the worshippers to be able to consume the meat,
the viscera, the rest of the victim first had to be returned to the profane
sphere, which was done by the sacrificer placing his hand on the carcass, a
gesture that transformed the meat into something that men could eat.
Thereafter the meat could be divided and distributed.

The meat was often consumed in the sanctuary where the sacrifice had
been, but could also be taken away in small baskets, sportulae, to be
consumed at home or sold in public meat markets, macella (De Ruyt, 1983;
Van Andringa, 2008). The distribution of the meat served to emphasize
distinctions in status among the diners to a greater extent than at Greek
sacrifices, and of particular importance was who paid for the animals
(Scheid, 2008; Rüpke, 2009: 137–53). Important officials such as the
senators could dine at the people’s expense, while on some sacrificial
occasions not even all present were given free meat but some had to pay for
their shares or even buy them at the butcher’s. The link between sacrifice
and meat consumption at a banquet seems to have been less evident than at
Greek sacrifices.



The gods could also be offered cooked meat, either in the form of blood
sausages that were burnt with the exta or meatballs that were placed on a
table inside the temple or in connection with more formal banquets of the
gods, lectisternia, at which dining couches or chairs were displayed in the
temples or private houses (Estienne, 2004, 2011).

Purifications and expiations were accomplished with piglets, piacularis
porca (Festus, 234 L). For certain gods, such as Isis, birds, and in particular
chickens, were completely burnt after having been decapitated; this has
been demonstrated by the bone material from excavated sanctuaries
(Hochmuth and Witteyer, 2008). The Romans employed the term
holocaustum (borrowed from Greek) for offerings entirely given over to the
gods, but neither the term nor the action were frequently used. For gods of
the Underworld the victims could be completely burnt, but holocaustum
covered not only the complete annihilation of the animals by fire, but also
victims that were strangled, died from the inhalation of poisonous gases
(Servius ad Aeneid 7.563), and even the human sacrifices on the Forum
Boarium, where a Greek man and a woman and a Gaulish man and a
woman were buried alive (Fraschetti, 1981).

Another ritual focusing on the killing of the animal was the taurobolium,
practised in the cult of the Great Mother of the Gods and documented in
Roman religion from the late second century BC to the end of the fourth
century AD. Initially it seems to have been a bull chase and a sacrifice, but
gradually the ritual came to focus on the castration of the animal victim. In
the final stage, the taurobolium entailed the slaughter and bleeding of the
bull over a pit, thereby drenching the worshipper in blood, a practice
confirmed by the excavation of such installations. This bloodbath was
considered as particularly offensive by Christian authors, presumably due to
its similarity to the baptism, while it was used by pagans to manifest their
religious characteristics (Rutter, 1968; Bourgeaud, 2004: 110–19).

THE SACRIFICIAL VICTIM
The animals chosen for sacrifice were usually of the domesticated species,
such as cattle, sheep, goats, or pigs. This is evident from Greek and Roman
texts, inscriptions, images, and the zooarchaeological material recovered in
sanctuaries (Jameson, 1988; van Straten, 1995; Van Andringa and Lepetz,
2003; Lepetz and Van Andringa, 2008). The kind of species and the number



of animals to be sacrificed depended not only on the deity, but also on who
was sacrificing, for what occasion, and the economical resources available.
However, the preference for a certain type of victim also depends on the
kind of source material we consult and it is evident that some victims were
considered more prestigious and desirable than others.

In the Attic evidence from the sixth and fifth centuries BC, the vase-
paintings prefer to represent cattle, the votive reliefs pigs (or rather piglets),
and the inscriptions in the form of sacrificial calendars and sacred laws
have sheep as the predominant victim (van Straten, 1995: 170–86). Such
disparities can be explained by for whom and for what purpose the
respective media were produced. The vase-paintings do not refer to a
particular deity, sanctuary, or occasion, but show generic depictions of
sacrifices, with less reference to the sacrificial reality or a certain cult or
group of worshippers, hence the dominance of cattle, the most expensive
and prestigious victim that in real life predominantly were sacrificed by the
state, which had the economic means for such costs. The votive reliefs,
which largely were dedicated to commemorate sacrifices by private
individuals or families, concern private occasions, and as piglets were the
least expensive animals, they fit the budgets of families and individuals
well. The sacred laws and sacrificial calendars, which concern communal or
state sacrifices, record what was to be sacrificed at particular sanctuaries on
particular occasions, thus reflecting the actual victims and their prices.

The representations of sacrificial victims on Roman reliefs show cattle,
sheep, and pigs, but clearly favour oxen and bulls, and in scenes where the
animals are killed only cattle are shown (Huet, 2008). The depictions of
butchers in action and the sale of meat on Roman representations, on the
other hand, not only from Italy but also from Germany and Gaul, mainly
show pigs and most of all piglets. In the cult of Mithras, the iconography
found in the god’s sanctuaries all over the Roman Empire focuses on the
deity slaying a bull, a tauroctony, bending the animal’s head backwards and
plunging the knife into its throat (Merkelbach, 1984: 193–9). Ritual meals
were an important element of Mithraic ritual, but the zooarchaeological
material recovered from Mithraea mainly consists of poultry, especially
roosters, piglets, fish, and lamb, with a low occurrence of cattle bones
(Lentacker, Ervynck, and Van Neer, 2004). The prominence of the killing of
the bull in the representations may, therefore, not to be taken as a sacrifice
of an actual bull by the worshippers being a standard element of the ritual



but rather as a symbolic rendering of the deity’s power (Gilhus, 2006: 127–
30). Moreover, the sanctuaries of Mithras are usually small, subterranean
locations equipped for dining, which lack suitable altars for sacrifices and
would be impractical for accommodating the handling of live animals of
that size.

Such distinctions between various categories of evidence are important to
consider for methodological reasons when trying to ascertain the kind of
sacrificial victims chosen. The importance of the zooarchaeological
material must here be stressed, as the animal bones correspond to the actual
animals sacrificed and consumed within a sanctuary while texts,
inscriptions, and, in particular, the representations all constitute choices
made by the religious functionaries and worshippers and may present an
ideal situation rather than the sacrificial reality.

A Perfect Victim?
The animals to be sacrificed were selected for explicit reasons; not any
beast would do. Species, sex, age, colour, or other particular criteria could
be decisive for particular divinities and occasions, but economics certainly
affected the choice of victim as well (Georgoudi, 2007; Brulé and Touzé,
2008). Of great significance was the fact that the animal was to be pure and
perfect, katharos kai enteles in Greek, and the same principle applies also to
Roman religion, where faultless victims were called eximiae and those
chosen for sacrifice optata or optima. The sanctity of the victim is evident
from its denomination, hiereion in Greek, and hostia in Latin for sacrificial
animals in general and victima in particular for prestigious offerings of
cattle.

Still, the concept ‘perfect’ or ‘faultless’ was certainly a negotiable
criterion that took the real conditions of animals and animal husbandry into
consideration. Variations in the appearance of the victims, either natural
ones or man-made, were compatible with an animal being considered fit for
sacrifice. A fascinating passage in Aristotle (History of Animals 496b)
outlines the differences in the set-up of intestines between sheep from
various regions. The sheep from Chalcis lack gall bladders, while on Naxos,
the sheep have such a large gall bladder that foreigners who sacrifice using
the local animals are likely to be frightened, as they take the size of this part
to be a sign that concerns them personally, not realizing that the huge gall



bladder is part of the nature of these animals. Such distinctions in the
physics of the animals does not lead Aristotle to dismiss or question the
relevance of animal sacrifice in the communication with the gods, he
simply makes it clear that one has to be aware of the local particularities in
the animal population.

The frequency of castrated cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs as victims for the
gods shows that castration did not render the victim flawed and unfit for
sacrifice (contrary to Israelite ritual practice, for example, Leviticus 22: 24–
5; Milgrom, 2000: 1879–80). Even defective animals seem to have been
sacrificed: the Eretrians were said to offer maimed sheep to Artemis
Amarynthia (Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 12.34), while the Spartans
economized by even including lame victims (Plato, Alcibiades 2.149a–e).
Though the principle was not to sacrifice the ox that pulled the plough or an
animal that had been under the yoke, working oxen seem to have been used
as victims or at least eaten (Jameson, 1988). In Athens, the Bouphonia
ritual, the ‘Ox-murder’, entailed the sacrifice of a plough ox that was killed
as a punishment for eating a cake from the sacred table. The priest and other
religious functionaries either fled or blamed each other, finally leaving only
the knife or the axe left to be held responsible and brought to trial for the
slaying (Durand, 1986). Instead of an aberrant rite bringing out the guilt of
killing plough oxen, the ritual can be seen as a way of legitimizing the
sacrifice and slaughter also of working beasts.

The acquiring of the animals could be done by particular buyers and the
selection of the victims to be sacrificed was sometimes highly elaborate,
involving a parade and display of animals competing to be chosen. An
extensive sacred law from mid-fourth-century BC Kos outlines the
procedures for the choice of an ox to be sacrificed to Zeus Polieus, which
was picked out from a group of oxen paraded in the agora (LS 151, lines 5–
19; Rhodes and Osborne, 2003: 301–2, no. 62). The selected victims could
be branded so that there would be no mix-up on the actual sacrificial
occasion and such animals could also be fattened (Georgoudi, 1990: 293).
The most beautiful victims could be selected at birth, labelled puri or sacres
in Latin, to be raised in a separate herd. Virgil (Georgics 3.156–65) states
that calves after being born were sorted into three categories and branded,
those reserved for breeding, those to be sacrificed, and those that would
become draught animals. Some sanctuaries raised their own animals, as a
means for economic gain through milk and wool and to supply victims for



sacrifice, and these flocks could be grazed on the land belonging to the
sanctuary (Isaager, 1992; Rousset, 2002: 183–217; Chandezon, 2003: 286–
307). Many sacrificial victims must have been taken from the regular
flocks, however, in particular at private sacrifices. Among the Romans, a
special formula was pronounced when buying such victims, meant to
guarantee the health and condition of the animals (Varro, De re rustica
2.5.10–11).

Species and Sex
There is no absolute link between certain kinds of animals and certain
deities, judging by the written and iconographical sources (for an overview
of the various deities, see Kadletz (1976), though indiscriminately mixing
texts and inscriptions), though certain preferences and aversions can be
distinguished. Pigs and piglets were particularly common in the cult of
Demeter, a preference brought out by both written and zooarchaeological
evidence. To Aphrodite swine were not allowed in some instances
(Aristophanes, Acharnians 793; Pausanias, 2.10.5), while pigs and piglets
are attested in the cults of the goddess at other locations. Artemis was fond
of goats, though her Roman counterpart Diana did not receive such animals.
On Thasos, pigs and goats were forbidden in the cult of Heracles (IG XII
suppl. 414; Bergquist, 1973: 65–6). On the whole, most deities had no
animals that were completely banned and the choice of species rather had to
do with the particular mythic history of a cult as well as its local conditions,
such as the means for acquiring the animals and in particular the economics
of the sanctuary and the worshippers. The desires of the priests have also
been suggested as an explanation for the prohibition of certain types of
victims, obliging the worshippers to choose the larger and better-tasting
animals. The animal bones found in Greek sanctuaries demonstrate that at
most cult places sheep predominate, though cattle are occasionally more
common, for example at the sanctuary of Poseidon and Amphitrite on Tenos
(Leguilloux, 1999). Pig bones are abundant at many cult places dedicated to
Demeter, while a high quantity of birds, such as chicken and doves, are
sometimes found in sanctuaries of Aphrodite (Pedley, 1988: 407–8).

The sex of the animal chosen and the divinity receiving the victim were
usually the same, though the claim of an absolute match is only found in
later sources, such as Arnobius, an anti-pagan author active around AD 300



AD (Kadletz, 1976). When sacrifices were performed according to the
‘Roman rite’, female deities received female victims, though male gods
were given castrated animals, apart from Mars, Neptune, Janus, and the
genius. In Greek cult, however, there was no outright rule that goddesses
had to receive females and gods male victims, and rams could be sacrificed
to Kore, Eirene, Ge, and Demeter. Overall, fully male victims were rarely
sacrificed—presumably due to their scarcity in the flocks—and here the
ritual practices adapt to the practicalities of animal husbandry, where one
uncastrated male would be enough to service ten to twenty females
depending of the species (Jameson, 1988; Ekroth, forthcoming). The
castrated victims may also have been preferred since castration increases
the fattiness of the meat, certainly a desirable commodity in antiquity (as
well as the production of wool in the case of wethers). Bulls, rams, and
boars were expensive and mainly used for prominently male divinities, such
as Zeus, Poseidon, Hermes, or Dionysos, or particular occasions, such as
major purifications and oath-takings. Occasionally Greek sacred laws list a
male victim that is to be uncastrated, such as a krios enorchēs—‘a fully
male ram’ (LS 96, lines 6 and 9), which sounds like a tautology, but for
some reason the complete masculinity of these animals was of prime
importance, perhaps the fact that they had been successfully used in
breeding. Still, Attic vase-paintings often show bulls as sacrificial victims,
suggesting that the uncastrated male may have been the ideal victim even
though they were rarely available in actual cult (Ekroth, forthcoming). On
the other hand, Jupiter, who must be considered as a major male Roman
god, was not to be given bulls but castrated oxen, a rule that was apparently
already considered surprising in antiquity and that has been found
intriguing by modern scholars as well (Prescendi, 2007: 32–3).

Pregnant animals could be sacrificed, which is surprising, as the killing
of a pregnant female depletes the flock by the removal of both the mother
and her offspring. Most instances concern sows, which reproduce quickly
and can easily be replaced. Such victims are rare in the written sources, but
zooarchaeological remains of foetal or new born piglets and lambs are
occasionally found in Greek sanctuaries, sometimes even in larger
quantities, as at the Artemision at Ephesos, suggesting that the practice of
sacrificing pregnant females and their offspring might have been more
widespread than what the written sources let on (Forstenpointner, 2003).
Most instances of pregnant victims concern Demeter, the goddess of



fertility and agriculture, and Ge, or their Roman equivalents Ceres and
Tellus, though pregnant victims were occasionally given to Athena and
Artemis, both virgin goddesses, but linked to the upbringing of the children
and youths and their integration into society.

Age and Colour
The terminology for the victims shows that the age sometimes was of
importance, though most animals are simply designated with a generic term
for the species. Young animals, often less than a year of age, usually have
their own terminology in Greek such as choiros or delphax (piglet), arēn or
amnos (lamb), moschos (calf), and eriphos or chimaros (kid), or are
qualified as galathēna, ‘animals that still suckle’, in contrast to teleia, adult
animals. The Romans separated adult victims, hostia maiores, from
sucklings, hostia lactentes. The written sources suggest that animals were to
have a certain age to be sacrificed, though in the case of newly born animals
it was only a question of a week or a month (Pliny, Natural History 8.206).
At sacrifices to Athena Polias in Athens, the ewes had to have lambed and
been shorn of wool at least once, and female lambs were not to be offered at
all (Georgoudi, 1988). The swine herder Eumaios (Homer, Odyssey 14.80–
1) makes a clear distinction between fully grown and fat pigs, either sows
or castrated boars, on the one hand, and piglets, on the other, a division that
is reflected both in their value and status as sacrificial victims and as meat.
The animal bones recovered in Greek sanctuaries quite often include
remains of newly born or even foetal piglets and sometimes also lambs,
demonstrating the ritual uses of very young animals. In fact, the
zooarchaeological evidence from sanctuaries shows that most victims
sacrificed and eaten were young, which is in accordance with the notion
that sacrificial victims were to be of prime quality. Occasionally, old
animals are found, such as a sow between seven and ten years old from the
sanctuary of Heracles on Thasos (Gardeisen, 1996: 819). The animal bones
from settlements, both Greek and Roman, on the other hand, mainly come
from older animals, slaughtered and consumed only when they had fulfilled
their capacity as traction beasts or producers of milk and wool (Peters,
1992: 117; Forstenpointner and Hofer, 2001; Lauwerier, 2004: 67–8). The
age of sacrificial victims can also to be linked to the strategies for
maintaining the herds. If kept for the production of work and wool, hair and



hides, males and females occur in equal numbers and most males are
castrated, and the animals are kept to maturity. If the aim is milk
production, the herds consist mainly of females, kept to older age, while
most males are killed young. Finally, if meat production is the goal, young
males are killed when they have grown enough in relation to the costs for
fodder and in general all animals are slaughtered fairly young (Jameson,
1988: 88–9).

The colour of the animal was important on some occasions, but the texts
and inscriptions are rarely specific on this point (Kadletz, 1976: 311). The
traditional view among scholars that the ‘Olympian’ gods of the sky always
received white animals, while black victims were given to the ‘chthonian’
divinities of the Underworld, has been shown to be too schematic and
mainly found in the lexicographers and grammarians of late antiquity, who
transmit armchair speculations more than the sacrificial reality of earlier
periods. Holocausts, usually thought to belong to the chthonian sphere of
ritual practice, could be performed with white victims as well. This is clear
from the Attic sacrificial calendars, where the heroine Basile is given a
white lamb to be burnt whole (LS 18, col. II, 16–20). Victims with red fur
are known from the Greek sacrificial calendars, in particular for Dionysos,
and also stipulated as suitable to the Roman gods Vulcan and Robigo, the
deity averting the grain disease wheat rust. At most sacrifices we know
nothing of any colour preferences, and when the colour of the victim is
stipulated it is not always obvious what may have lain behind such
specifications.

Economics
A decisive factor for the choice of sacrificial victims was the economics
involved. Larger victims, such as cattle, were predominantly sacrificed at
public rituals, by the state or local communities, due to the costs. Sheep and
goats were sacrificed on all levels—state, local, and private—while sheep
and in particular piglets were the preferred victims for private cult
associations, families, and individuals. Smaller victims, such as chickens
and other birds, were sacrificed by those of lesser means. In Aristophanes’
Peace (925), Trygaios debates what to sacrifice, starting with a cow,
dismissing it as too much, then moving on to a fatted pig, before finally
deciding on a sheep, the least expensive of the three. Also, the ladies in



Herondas’s Mimiambi 4 excuse themselves to Asklepios that if they had
been rich, they would have sacrificed an ox or a fat pig, but now they will
settle with a chicken. In Menander (Pseuderakles fr. 451 Körte and
Thierfelder) a mageiros makes fun of his employer who makes a big fuss of
setting the tables for a meal after a sacrifice when the only victim will be a
piglet.

The Greek religious inscriptions often give the price of the victims and
provide us with specific information on the costs of the victims (van
Straten, 1995: 175–86; Ekroth, 2002: 150–69). In fifth- and fourth-century
BC Attica, the sacrificial calendars show that cattle could cost between 40
and 90 drachmas, fully grown pigs between 20 and 40, while sheep and
goats ranged between 10 and 17 drachmas. The differences in prices within
one kind of species are related to the sex and the age of the animals but also
to their availability. Piglets, abundant in supply, did not cost more than 3
drachmas. A pregnant animal was as a rule more expensive, since the
sacrifice of such a victim would mean the depletion of the flock. Also,
uncastrated males were more costly victims due to their scarcity, as only a
limited number of males is needed for a larger group of females. These
prices are to be compared to the average daily wages for a worker in Athens
during the same period, which was 1 drachma.

Piglets were clearly budget victims, a fact related to their abundance. A
sow will farrow at least once a year, giving birth to eight to twelve piglets,
and the ancient sources speak of the difficulties when there were more
piglets than teats on the sow and recommend that some young should be
removed. This makes piglets particularly suitable for rituals where a large
number of worshippers needed a sacrificial animal each, as they are easy to
get hold of as well as cheap. Such rituals included the Thesmophoria for
Demeter, where piglets were deposited into deep pits, megara, and the
initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries, where each participant had to bring
their own mystic piglet. Economics may also have lain behind why piglets
were the preferred victim at rituals where there was no consumption of the
meat, such as holocausts, sometimes followed by a sacrifice of a sheep or
ox that was eaten, and purifications of public space and sanctuaries, for
example the piglets listed in the expense accounts of the Apollo sanctuary
on Delos.

The number of animals to be offered on a particular occasion is also
linked to economics. Sacrifices of an ox or cow, a sheep, and a pig, called



trittoia or trittoia boarchon in Greek and souvetaurilia in Latin, were
prestigious public sacrifices involving great expense. Greek sources
sometimes designate a sacrifice as a hekatombe, strictly an offering of a
hundred cattle. The hecatomb offered to Athena at the annual Panathenaia
festival may have included one hundred cattle, judging by the incomes the
state had from the sale of the hides, even though it is far from certain that
all animals were brought up onto the Acropolis and slaughtered there
(Jameson, 1988: 96; IG II2 334; Rhodes and Osborne, 2003: no. 81). On the
other hand, the term could in fact be used for both fewer and less expensive
animals, such as in a fourth-century inscription from Miletos, regulating a
cult of Apollo, where it refers only to three animals (LSA 50, line 19; Herda,
2006: 217–20). Mass sacrifices of rare animals such as the eighty-one black
bulls sacrificed by king Nestor on the beach at Pylos (Homer, Odyssey
3.172–84) or the hecatomb and fifty black uncastrated lambs to be offered
by Achilles’ father Pelias if his son returned home alive from Troy (Homer,
Iliad 23.146), are best considered as mythic and epic events with little
bearing on the sacrificial reality.

ANIMALS IN SANCTUARIES
The animal bones recovered from sanctuaries, predominantly Greek, though
the Roman evidence is increasing, have greatly expanded our knowledge of
the handling of animals present within the holy sphere and also led to an
awareness of the complexity of the concept of the ‘sacrificial victim’. The
bulk of all animal bones in ritual contexts stem from cattle, sheep, goats,
and pigs, matching the information from texts, inscriptions, and images.
However, the increasing interest in the zooarchaeological evidence has
revealed that these were far from the only animals present in sanctuaries.
Among the bones from Greek sanctuaries are also found remains of dogs,
horses, donkeys, mules, cats, chickens, geese, pigeons, red deer, fallow
deer, roe deer, wild boar, foxes, bears, wolves, weasels, turtles, fish, sea
shells, frogs, snakes, crocodiles, gazelles, camels, vultures, and lions. On
the whole, such species only represent a limited quantity of the totality of
the bones recovered, very seldom more than 10% at an individual site, but it
is too simplistic to dismiss these remains as intrusions or rubbish, which has
often been the case.



The question is how these animals fit into the sacrificial scene. Do they
reflect a more diversified taste among both the divinities receiving the
sacrifices and the worshippers consuming the meat? Were all these animals,
domesticated or not, taken alive into the sanctuary and sacrificed at the
altar, before the meat was cooked and consumed? Are they sacrificial
victims or something else? When interpreting the animal bones found in
sanctuaries, and most of all the more unusual species, it should be
underlined that the zooarchaeological remains correspond to different kinds
of activities and different ways of handling animals for different purposes.
Bones from sanctuaries are often simply regarded as ‘remains of sacrifices’,
but we have to make finer distinctions in order not to confuse matters. In
this process, the kind of species has to be taken into consideration, but also
the type of bones recovered from each category of animal, the quantities, to
what extent the bones have been cut or broken into small segments, any cut
or chop marks, and whether the bones are unburnt or charred, burnt or
calcined. This approach provides the zooarchaeological evidence that can
reflect the activity at the altar, that is the burning of the god’s portion, the
consumption of the meat by the worshippers, the preceding butchery phase,
as well as the dedication of bones as votive offerings.

To begin with the last category, the finding of claws, foot bones, and
horns from animals not represented by any other parts of the body may
constitute the remains of skins dedicated in the sanctuary rather than the
presence of complete animals that had been sacrificed and eaten. Bears,
lions, and wolves are seldom recovered in other forms than claws and teeth,
while most remains of venison consist of horns. Claws, teeth, and single
bones from exotic or non-local animals may have been dedicated as
individual objects and in many cases there is no reason to believe that such
species were brought alive to the sanctuary. As examples can be mentioned
a phalanx of a gazelle found in the sanctuary of Demeter and the Heroes at
Messene (Nobis, 1997: 106) and the jaw of a crocodile, which alive must
have measured more than five metres, from the Heraion on Samos
(Boessneck and von den Driesch, 1981, 1983). Also the Artemision at
Ephesos has yielded in impressive selection of animal bones, such as
pierced bear teeth that may have belonged to a piece of jewellery (Bammer,
1998: 40).

ALTARS AND MEALS



Such unusual and exotic bones only correspond to a very small quantity of
the animals present in ancient sanctuaries. Most zooarchaeological material
represents either the part of the animal that had been burnt on the altar for
the god or the leftovers from the meals taken by the worshippers. The bones
deriving from the activity at the altar usually consist of thighbones, knee
caps, caudal vertebrae or sacrum bones, or a mixture of these categories.
Furthermore, since the purpose of burning these parts was to feast the noses
of the gods with smoke, the bones are heavily burnt, carbonized and
calcined, and shattered into small splinters. The leftovers of meals, on the
other hand, are primarily made up of bones from the meat-bearing parts of
the body, such as legs, ribs, and vertebrae, while the sections burnt for the
gods on the altar (thighbones, sacra, and caudal vertebrae) are present in
small quantities or not at all. The lower parts of the legs as well as the back
of the skull with the horns are usually missing: these parts have very little
meat and are likely to have been removed at the flaying of the animal or at
the initial stages of butchering and therefore discarded elsewhere. Chop and
knife marks are often visible in the dining refuse, corresponding to a
division into smaller portions or to the removal of the meat. There is a
substantial degree of fragmentation and breakage of the bones to access the
marrow. Finally, as the meat would have protected the bones at the cooking
process, these bones bear few or no traces of having come in contact with
the fire and most meat seems to have been boiled.

Interestingly, the same kinds of animals are not found in altar deposits
and leftovers from meals. Cattle, sheep, and goats are found in both
contexts, but the rarer animals, such as horses, donkeys, dogs, and game,
are rarely or never recovered in the burnt material deriving from the altars,
only in the unburnt refuse from dinners. Another observation to be made is
the fact that pig bones are infrequently found in the sacrificial deposits from
the altars, though we know from epigraphical and iconographical evidence
that pigs were appreciated sacrificial victims. Swine may have been
sacrificed following a different ritual than cattle, sheep, and goats (see
further below).

In most Greek sanctuaries we either have the material from the altar or
the dinner refuse. A fortunate case in this respect is the sanctuary of
Poseidon at Isthmia (seventh to fourth century BC), where both kinds of
deposits have been found (Gebhard and Reese, 2005). At the long altar to
the east of the temple were recovered the burnt bones of cattle, sheep, and



goats, predominantly thighbones, but also other parts of the body, apart
from the forelegs. The meals took place after the sacrifices to the southwest
of the temple, where the rubbish has been excavated as dumped into a large
circular pit. Here the same species were found as at the altar, but also bones
showing the presence of at least five pigs and a dog, animals that apparently
had not been sacrificed or had select bones cut out and burnt. The cows,
sheep, and goats sacrificed at the altar may have been eaten at the large
circular pit, but at these meals were also consumed animals that have left no
traces at the altar. Furthermore, the dinner refuse has a smaller quantity of
thighbones, matching the fact that these were burnt on the altar. There is
also an increase in the number of the forelegs, which corresponds to the
lack of such bones at the altar.

Another example comes from the Greek sanctuary at Kommos on Crete
(Shaw, 2000: 684–5; Reese, Rose, and Ruscillo, 2000: 450) in the Classical
and Hellenistic phase. On the exterior Altar C were recovered sheep, goats,
and cattle, mainly represented by back legs and tails, while on the hearths
inside the so-called Temple C, which probably served as a dining room, a
hestiatorion, were found bones from sheep and goats, but also pigs, egg
shells, and marine shells. The material in these hearths probably constitutes
the remains of meals that had been eaten within this building, or even
cooked on the hearth. Bones and shells may also have been thrown into the
fire during or after the dinner was over.

DOGS, HORSES, AND GAME
When trying to define which animals were actually eaten, the bones
stemming from the fleshier parts of the body are of particular interest. In the
bone deposits that can be interpreted as leftovers from dinners, sheep, goat,
cattle, and pig predominate, but the recurrent presence of equids, dogs, and
game merits further comment (Ekroth, 2008: 256–60).

Parts of horses and donkeys have been found in a number of Greek
sanctuaries, mixed with the bones from cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, and
also bearing chop marks or being divided into suitable portions. A part of a
skull of a donkey was even discovered in the kitchen of the sanctuary of
Poseidon and Amphitrite on Tenos (Leguilloux, 1999: 427, 451) and horse
ribs butchered into what seems to be portions were found in the Herakleion
on Thasos (Gardeisen, 1996: 819), to mention a few examples. Equid bones



never occur in substantial quantities in cultic contexts, but the documented
cases show that horses and donkeys were actually eaten.

Bones from dogs are also not too infrequent in sanctuary contexts, also
found mixed with the bones from the major domesticated species and
showing the same cut and chop marks and being unburnt. A good example
is the dinner debris from the Aire sacrificielle at Eretria, a cult place
probably dedicated to Artemis dating to the Archaic to Hellenistic period
(Hubert, 2003; Studer and Chenal-Velarde, 2003). Most bones in the food
debris come from sheep, goats, and pigs, but there were also the remains of
two dogs that had been skinned and gutted judging from the knife marks
visible. These two dogs had been divided into smaller portions and have the
same anatomical variation as the bones from the other animals that had
been eaten. Butchered and burnt dog bones suggesting cooking have been
found together with bones of sheep, goats, cattle, pigs, and fish dumped in a
well in front of the later temple of Athena in Syracuse (Chilardi, 2006),
while the sanctuary kitchen on Tenos that yielded the donkey remains also
produced some dog bones apart from the cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs
(Leguilloux, 1999: 451 and Table 7). A highly interesting deposit of dog
bones, dating from the Hellenistic period at least and representing more
than thirty-three individuals, has been found in a secondary Roman deposit
in a series of wells near the sanctuary of Apollo at Didyma (Boessneck and
von den Driesch, 1983: 641–6; Boessneck and Schäffer, 1986: 285–94;
Tuchelt, 1992: 75). They mainly consist of the upper parts of the legs and
bear marks indicating that the meat was removed, thus probably
constituting some kind of alimentary debris in the vicinity of a sanctuary,
though not actually inside it.

Most bone assemblages from Greek sanctuaries contain some remains of
wild species, usually red deer, fallow deer, roe deer, and wild boar. Often
the material does not correspond to more than a part of an animal, such as a
shoulder or a hind leg. In some sanctuaries, however, for example that of
Apollo and Artemis at Kalapodi, the wild fauna made up around 6% of all
bones recovered from the Archaic period (Stanzel, 1991: 87–119, 169, table
48). An intriguing find from this sanctuary was the scapula of a lion
recovered in a mixed Geometric–Archaic layer and bearing traces of fire
and cut marks, suggesting that the animal in question may have been eaten.
Many of the sanctuaries with a higher number of bones from wild animals
are dedicated to Artemis, the goddess of the wilderness and the hunt. In her



small sanctuary at Messene, the animal bones included red deer, roe deer,
wild goat, wild boar, but also smaller quantities of bear, fox, weasel, and
wolf, in total around 5% of the zooarchaeological material (Nobis, 1994:
298–9). In the sixth-century BC sanctuary at Monte Polizzo on Sicily,
dedicated to a local goddess who gradually may have been identified with
Artemis, burnt deer remains, mainly feet and antlers, were found at the
altar, while the rest of the meat was presumably consumed nearby (Morris
et al., 2003: 279–87).

It is evident that equids, dogs, and game could be eaten at meals in
sanctuaries but rarely were sacrificial victims in the same sense as cattle,
sheep, and goats, at least not in Greek contexts. These animals do not need
to have been killed in the sanctuary, but could have been brought there after
having been caught at a hunt, slaughtered at home, or even bought at the
market, in order to supplement the live victims sacrificed at the altar.
Occasionally, such animals could have fulfilled a ritual function reflecting
local practices or particular traits of the deity honoured. The link between
Artemis and bones from wild animals is apparent (cf. Bevan, 1986) and
there is also an interesting passage in Xenophon’s Anabasis (5.3.37)
outlining how he established a sanctuary of Artemis Ephesia at Skillous on
the Peloponnese. There was to be an annual festival of the goddess that
included both a regular sacrifice and a hunt on the premises of the goddess
where wild boars, roes, and deer were killed and presumably eaten as a
supplement to the regular sacrificial victims. Fallow deer may actually have
been kept and bred in deer parks to supply sacrificial victims or easily
available meat for ritual consumption (Nobis, 1976–7: 292; Boessneck and
von den Driesch 1988: 41). The sacred laws occasionally stipulate boars as
victims, which may refer to wild boars caught at hunts, as their weight is
given, which is not the case with the domesticated victims (Lupu, 2005:
178–80, no. 5, lines 37–8). There are also some representations of wild
animals butchered into sections being carried presumably to a sanctuary to
be dedicated, as is evidenced from the Archaic bronze plaques from the
sanctuary to Hermes and Aphrodite at Kato Syme Viannou on Crete
(Lembessi, 1985: 230 and pl. 48–50).

The ritual or alimentary uses of dogs and horses documented in the
textual sources and inscriptions are less evident. The literary evidence refers
to meat from these animals as a kind of marginal food that would have been
consumed for want of anything better, as it was cheap, or by the sick for



medical purposes (Dalby, 2003: 60–1; Roy, 2007). For ritual purposes, dogs
were mainly used for purifications or sacrificed to Hekate or Enyalios,
deities who often had rituals not involving any dining, and at the end of the
ritual the animals would be burnt or discarded (Zaganiaris, 1975: 323–8;
Danner, 2003: 78; De Grossi Mazzorin and Minniti, 2006). Entire dogs,
most of them very young or even foetal, have also been found together with
the bones of human infants, some even in gestation, deposited in wells near
the Sebasteion at Eretria and on the Athenian Agora (Snyder, 1999; Chenal-
Velarde, 2006). Both contexts date to the Hellenistic period (third to second
centuries BC) and are perhaps the remains of some kind of purification
rituals taking place in connection with a crisis such as disease or war. The
dogs recovered at the Artemision at Ephesos have been suggested to reflect
an early Lydian ethnic presence at this sanctuary (Forstenpointner,
Weissengruber, and Galik, 2005: 90–1).

In Greek religion, horse sacrifices were rare and usually entailed
plunging the horses into water at rituals for Poseidon or Helios (Georgoudi,
2005). The Roman sacrifice of the October Horse to Mars focused on its
head and tail, which were cut off and to be carried to the Regia in the
Forum Romanum (Bennet Pascal, 1981). The fate of the rest of the body is
unknown, but it may have been burnt or thrown in the Tiber. The Gallic
evidence here stands in contrast, as here both sacrifice and consumption of
horses are widespread phenomena (Meniel, 2008; Lepetz, 2008).

FISH AND SNAKES
Other species found in sanctuaries are fish and sea shells, which largely
seem to derive from meals, though these may naturally have a ritual
framing and occasionally are more directly linked to sacrifices (Lefèvre-
Novaro, 2010). In the sanctuary of Poseidon at Kalaureia on Poros, the
remains of a huge feast for around 200 people that took place around 165
BC have been investigated (Mylona, 2008: 92–6). Present were bones from
cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, but also the remains of at least eighteen
different species of fish. These fish originated from various kinds of marine
habitats and were apparently caught by different kinds of fishing
techniques, some by large communal efforts using nets, others by individual
fishermen with hook and line or a harpoon. The fish from this dinner
deposit cannot represent a single catch at one locality, but are rather the



labour of different fishermen at different spots around the island and the
mainland coast, certainly to be seen as a worthy tribute to the god of the sea
and his affluence. Sea shells have been found in many sanctuaries, where
they represent either the remains of meals or dedications of shells after
dinners or shells found on the beach (Theodoropoulou, forthcoming).

The presence of such ‘unusual’ animals in sanctuaries is partly a result of
the more refined excavation methods practised, involving sieving and water
floatation. One such unexpected find was a deposit of dogs and snakes in an
Early Roman cistern at Kalaureia, which may have been used in a magic or
purificatory ritual (Mylona, 2013).

Finally, a few words can be said about animals that died by natural
causes and their presence and consumption in sanctuaries. There is evidence
for the sale and consumption of such meat, but it was certainly not a
particularly desired kind of food and possibly the carcasses of such animals
may have carried with them a certain extent of pollution, which was to be
avoided by ritual functionaries (Ekroth, 2008: 266).

SACRIFICE AND MEAT CONSUMPTION
It is evident that sacrificial meat was an important source for protein in the
diet in antiquity. In Athens during the fifth and fourth centuries BC, adult
free men could be given portions of sacrificial meat as often as nine to ten
times a month, though women, children, foreigners, and slaves were not
that fortunate and were often excluded or had limited access to sacrificial
meat (Osborne, 1993; Rosivach, 1994: 66). In the Roman world, or at least
in the city of Rome, the meat consumed at public banquets seems to have
derived from sacrifices, even though the practical execution and distribution
of the huge quantities of meat generated at some public sacrifices is hard to
grasp (Scheid, 2008).

That there was a strong connection between the killing of animals for
religious purposes and the consumption of meat in Greek and Roman
society is beyond dispute. Many scholars have assumed that all meat was
linked to sacrifice and that there was no profane butchery, that is, meat not
originating in sacrifices or ritual killing, though this position has also been a
question of debate (Berthiaume, 1982; Kajava, 1998; Scheid, 2005: 213–54,
2008; Ekroth, 2008, 251–5; Parker, 2010). The reluctance to see meat in
general in the ancient world as ritually linked may be a reflection of our



modern attitudes to slaughter and meat consumption (in Western Europe),
where these activities are predominantly a secular issue. This position can
be seen as an outcome of the Christian outlook on sacrifice and meat, which
considers the killing of animals as devoid of any religious meaning, even
though pre-modern and modern festivals of saints may include the slaughter
and consumption of animals (Georgoudi, 1989; Belayche, 2005; Grottanelli,
2005).

On the other hand, all meat eaten by Greeks and Romans did not come
from animals that had been sacrificed at an altar; this is evident from the
animal bones recovered in sanctuaries (Ekroth, 2008). The written sources
also make it clear that meat from wild animals killed at hunts and even
carrion was consumed (Parker, 2010). Although sacrifice was largely
engaged with cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, what was actually eaten
constituted a wider variety. Game was particularly appreciated among the
Romans and ancient cookery books, such as Apicius, take venison and birds
as essential elements of refined cuisine. Even the animals killed on the
arena at the venationes, the animal fights, were consumed.

The Roman macella, the public meat markets, sold wild birds, such as
pheasants and doves, as well as fish, apart from the more common beef,
mutton, and pork (Belayche, 2008: 39–40; De Ruyt, 2008). Recent work on
macella has shown that that these installations offered both meat deriving
from sacrifices in sanctuaries and from animals killed in the market
building, which was equipped with altars and statues of deities (Van
Andringa, 2008). The situation is particularly clear at Pompeii, where the
macellum is centrally located in the forum, allowing for easy access from
this open space, and in the immediate or close vicinity of more than ten
temples. The animals killed at those sanctuaries could have been butchered
and sold at the public meat market, but the fact that slaughter took place on
location is also clear from the discovery of a small enclosure containing the
bones from live animals killed at the eruption of Vesuvius.

One difficulty in understanding the ancient view on the status of meat lies
in how the term ‘sacrifice’ is to be defined. Our modern notion is heavily
influenced by the Christian concept, which clearly differs from the ancient
polytheistic one (Ullucci, 2012). All meat in antiquity may have had sacred
connotations, as any food consumed was to be shared with the gods in some
way, usually by an initial consecration to the deity and a subsequent
handing back after the immortals had received their share, which could vary



from select bones, entrails, or sections of meat to the entire animal, but also
a small share of the prepared food at the beginning of a meal (Scheid,
2012). Still, all animals do not have to have been killed in a full-scale
sacrifice at an altar in a sanctuary in the thysia or praefatio-immolatio
manner. Scaled-down versions of the sacrificial rituals could have been
used at home or in the market or even in sanctuaries (Berthiaume, 1982:
62–70, 79-93; Scheid, 2008: 26). Although all meat did not derive from
sacrifices, it may still have been procured within a sacred setting or ritual
framework, in a manner reminiscent of halal and kosher butchery, which,
although not a sacrifice, definitely entails killing in a ritually recognized
manner that renders the meat fit for consumption.

Such scaled-down rituals for killing animals can be traced in our sources,
though the more elaborate thysia and praefatio-immolatio dominate. If we
look at the zooarchaeological material from Greek sanctuaries, it is
interesting to note that there are hardly any thighbones, sacra, and caudal
vertebrae from pigs in the burnt assemblages from the altars. That pigs were
to be sacrificed is evident from the sacred laws and sacrificial calendars, as
well as from votive reliefs, but apparently pigs were not sacrificed in thysia
fashion to the same extent as cattle and ovicaprines. A different ritual, not
involving any cutting out and burning of bones when sacrificing a pig, is
outlined in the Odyssey (14.414–48) where Eumaios kills a five-year-old
castrated fatted boar at home, burns some hair, raw meat, and fat on the
household hearth and sets aside a portion of the cooked meat for Hermes
and the Nymphs. Before beginning to eat, Eumaios throws some small cuts
of meat from his own plate into the fire and the guest of honour, Odysseus
in disguise, is given the animal’s back as an honorary share.

The lack of burnt pig bones from the altar deposits and the ritual
described in Homer suggest that pigs may have been sacrificed in rituals
perhaps more focused on the meaty qualities of these animals. The
popularity of pigs as meat is also indicated by their presence in the dinner
debris, and at some sanctuaries pigs were clearly eaten even though no such
animals had been sacrificed at the altar. This is the case at the sanctuary of
Poseidon at Isthmia, where cattle and sheep/goats had parts of them burnt
for the gods on the long altar, while the unburnt dining debris included the
same animals but also pigs and at least one dog. A second-century BC
private cult foundation from Amorgos, where Kritolaos honours his dead
son Aleximachos (LSS 61, lines 39–74) lists an annual festival with a



procession of an ox bought for the occasion, which is sacrificed at a public
altar and eaten at a huge festive meal. There was also to be a distribution of
pig’s meat to the young men of the community, but these animals were
apparently not sacrificial victims in the same sense as the ox, only extra
meat that was acquired to be eaten. Another instance of pork as ‘meat’ with
no link with sacrifices is found in the statues of an early-second-century AD
cult association from Athens (Lupu, 2005: no. 5, line 38). The association
spent considerable sums on pig’s meat, hyikon, for the communal meals
and, to become a member, one even paid a fee in pork. This meat may have
been salted pork, a commodity widely traded in Roman times (Leguilloux,
2006). The text mentions one sacrifice, a boar to Heracles, but as its weight
is given and not its price, even this may have been meat rather than a live
victim.

A distinction between different categories of meat as to quality can also
be traced, and the meat coming from animals that had not been killed in a
sacrificial manner may have been regarded as inferior (Berthiaume, 1982:
88–91). Meat from sacrificed animals was more expensive on the market
(Servius ad Aeneid 8.183), a fact that must depend both on the fact that such
animals were definitely healthy, fatted, and fairly young, that is, high-
quality meat, and that they had actually been shared with the deity and used
to establish communication with the divine sphere (McDonough, 2004;
Ekroth, 2008; Belayche, 2008: 41–2).

ANIMAL SACRIFICE: ORIGINS, CRITIQUE,
AND END

Neither the Greeks nor the Romans were particularly interested in an
exegesis as to the origins and meaning of animal sacrifice and the various
myths dealing with the institution and developments of rituals offer far from
consistent accounts. According to one tradition, sacrificial practice used to
be more simple in the past, when vegetarian offerings were given to the
gods, later to be supplanted by animal sacrifice where the meat was
consumed (Obbink, 1988). In the Roman view, no use of elaborate matters
such as incense or wine was made in ancient times, but instead indigenous
herbs and milk were offered (Ovid, Fasti 1.337–53). There was also an idea
of human sacrifice being more common long ago, though gradually having



been replaced by animal sacrifice. In this blissful bygone age, gods and men
were closer and even ate together at the same table. Evident in the ancient
mind-set was the notion that the relation between immortals and mortals
had changed over time, as most clearly illustrated by the role of animal
sacrifice.

Interestingly, the traditions surrounding the origins of animal sacrifice
often have negative connotations. The root of sacrifice could be seen as a
punishment of an animal for misbehaviour, in particular after the beast had
consumed an item sacred to a divinity, such as a plant or a cake placed on
the offering table. Ovid (Fasti 1.335–456) takes the first sacrifice of a pig as
retribution by Ceres after the animal had disturbed her crops, while Martial
(Epigrams 3.24) describes a sacrifice (and castration) of a billy-goat to
Dionysos since it had eaten the god’s vines. The stories connected to the
Bouphonia at Athens centre around an ox eating an offering to Zeus, which
gives rise to a particular kind of animal sacrifice after the animal is slain in
anger by its owner.

Also, the myth explaining the practices at the Greek thysia sacrifice, the
stand-off between the Titan Prometheus and Zeus at Mekone, told by
Hesiod in the Theogony (535–57), has negative undertones. Prometheus
butchered an ox and hid the white bones in the glistening fat while the meat
was wrapped in the hide and then placed in the ox’s stomach, clearly in an
attempt to deceive the god. Zeus got to choose the packet he wanted and
picked the fat-covered one, which looked better, and was enraged when he
discovered what was inside. Still, as a god, he of course knew the contents,
and chose the one with the bones just so that he could punish mankind
henceforth, an action that led to the final separation between mortals and
immortals. As a commemoration of this event, men burn the white bones on
the altars of the gods (Rudhardt, 1970; Vernant, 1989). Another early
instance of sacrificial behaviour is found in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes
(94–137). Here the infant Hermes steals his brother Apollo’s cows and kills
two of them, and cooks and distributes the meat for the gods in a ritualized
manner recalling later thysia sacrifice (Jaillard, 2007: 114–18). He longs to
eat since the grilled meat smells so good, but finally refrains, perhaps as a
means for recognizing his own divine status.

Animal sacrifice was not a monolithic practice in antiquity with a given
interpretation; instead there was a continuous debate among Greek and
Roman authors as to the meaning, purpose, and significance of such rituals



(Gilhus, 2006: 114–59; Ullucci, 2012). The ridicule of animal sacrifice in
comedy, in particular the uneven division of the victim between gods and
men, where the gods received a few burnt bones while worshippers got the
rest, and the portrayal of the gods as hungry, greedy, and anxious to be fed,
can be taken as reflections of such a discourse but not as signs of a disbelief
in animal sacrifice (Aristophanes, Birds 1515–20, 1523–4; Ullucci, 2012:
51–6). Epicurean and Stoic texts have traditionally been understood as
disapproving of the animal sacrifice itself, but a recent study has clearly
demonstrated that they present different stances on the role of sacrifice
within a given context, philosophical, social, or literary, to legitimize their
own position, rather than an intention to abolish sacrifice altogether
(Ullucci, 2012).

A proper critique of animal sacrifice is mainly found in a select group of
philosophers, in particular those advocating a belief in the transmigration of
the soul as an argument against sacrifice and meat consumption (Calder,
2011: 104–5; Newmyer, 2011: 97–111). To refrain from animal sacrifice
and the consumption of meat was to place oneself outside the fabric of
society and was only an option for those who had the will, resources, and
status to handle such an exposed position. There is a strong tradition that
the sixth-century BC philosopher Pythagoras abstained from animal
sacrifice and animal meat, and also the Orphics and Cynics were said to
shun meat and the rituals connected to it. However, the sources
documenting each of these groups are to a large extent substantially later,
and in the case of Pythagoras there is some confusion whether he and his
followers rejected all meat or only certain types of animals or parts of them
(Rives, 2011).

A negative attitude to animal sacrifice gradually developed among the
Christians, though it is important to underline that neither Jesus, Paul, nor
the other apostles rejected Jewish animal sacrifice in the temple at
Jerusalem. Also, the formulation of the Christian attitude to sacrifice was a
long and heterogeneous process, consisting of a number of individual
positions reflecting their own particular historic context and not arriving at
a more coherent form until the third century AD, when the death of Jesus
and the Eucharist had been equated with animal sacrifice (Stroumsa, 2009;
Ullucci, 2012).



SUGGESTED READING

Scholarship on ancient animal sacrifice is vast. A recent overview on the
sacrifice and the various rituals accompanying this action is found in the
Thesaurus cultus et rituum antiquorum (vol. I), which presents and
discusses texts, inscriptions, representations, and archaeological evidence as
well as previous research. Good introductions to Greek animal sacrifice of
the Archaic and Classical periods are given by van Straten (1995) and
Gebauer (2002). The Roman textual material is treated by Prescendi (2007)
as well as various contributions by Scheid (2003, 2005). The
zooarchaeological evidence, which is gradually increasing, provides
important insights into the practical execution of animal sacrifice
(Kotjabopoulou et al., 2003; Ekroth and Wallensten, in press/2013). A
fundamental discussion of the relation between animal husbandry and
sacrifice is provided by Jameson (1988).
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IG Inscriptiones graecae (1873– ), Berlin.
LS F. Sokolowski (1969), Lois sacrées des cites grecques (École
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CHAPTER 21

ANIMALS IN LATE ANTIQUITY AND
EARLY CHRISTIANITY

INGVILD SAELID GILHUS

ANIMALS IN THE BIBLE
THE crucial text about animals in Judaism and Christianity is the creation
account in Genesis. In the first chapter it is said that after having created
day and night, earth and heaven, vegetation, and sun and moon on the first
four days, God created fish and birds, wild beasts, cattle, and reptiles on the
fifth day and, finally, man on the sixth day (Genesis 1.1–25). Exclusively
among the species man is made in the image and likeness of God, while
animals are not (Genesis 1.26–7), and God has placed animals and the
natural world under human dominion (Genesis 1.28–30). In the second
chapter Adam gives names to the animals and is by this skill established by
God as superior to them (Genesis 2. 9–20). After the flood God states that
all animals shall fear humans and he gives humans permission to eat the
meat of animals (Genesis 9.2–3). Accordingly, man is the crowning glory of
all creation, there is an initial distinction between humans and animals, and,
finally, this distinction is re-enacted and widened when humans get
permission to eat meat.

Several texts in the New Testament reflect attitudes towards animals, but
none of them treat animals as a special issue. The earliest Christian texts are
the letters of Paul. Paul seldom refers to animals, and when he does, he
tends to use them to characterize things that are negative, as when enemies
of the Christians are compared to dogs (Philip 3.2) or when he describes his
conflict with his opponents in the city of Ephesus as ‘I fought with wild
animals’ (1 Corinthians 15.32). Paul subscribes to the Stoic notion so



pervasive in antiquity that humans were rational and animals were
irrational. His view of the relationship between the material constitution of
animals and humans is also influenced by Stoicism: according to Paul
animals have earthly bodies that belong to the perishable part of the
cosmos, while humans have pneumatic bodies that will rise in the
resurrection (1 Corinthians 15.39, see Engberg-Pedersen, 2010: 26–31).

In the Gospels, there are snapshots of the interplay between humans and
animals, as when in Bethlehem ‘there were shepherds living in the fields,
keeping watch over their flock by night’ (Luke 2.8) or when Jesus, passing
along the Sea of Galilee, ‘saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net
into the sea—for they were fishermen’ (Mark 1.16), but sheep and fish are
in the main removed from the sphere of real shepherds and fishermen and
used as pedagogical instruments. Fish are the object of miracles, while
shepherd and sheep are frequently used metaphorically to describe Jesus
and his adherents: ‘I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down
his life for his sheep’ (John 10.11), and the lamb is a metaphor for Jesus:
‘Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1.29).

The wilderness contains animals that are not domesticated and are often
harmful to humans. According to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus ‘was in the
wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan, and he was with the wild beasts
(theriōn) and the angels waited on him.’ (Mark 1.13). The wild beasts could
be seen as pointing to a paradisiacal state, but more likely they are markers
of wilderness and together with Satan reflect that it is conceived of as a
place of disorder, danger, and evil. The Revelation of Saint John is heir to
flourishing, apocalyptic traditions where a dominant tendency is to use
animals and animal hybrids to describe evil powers.

The New Testament texts reflect the Jewish perspective on the world as a
hierarchical community of living beings, the Stoic division between rational
humans and irrational animals (especially seen in Paul and the non-Pauline
letters), and a polarized world view where animals represent the evil pole.
Since animals lack the divine archetype they easily become the natural form
of demons.

SACRIFICIAL LANGUAGE
One public and spectacular space for animals in the Roman Empire was
sacrifice, mainly of domestic animals. Another animal space, equally public



and spectacular, was the arena, which involved mainly, but not only, wild
animals. Christians reinterpreted both animal sacrifice and the arenas, used
them in key scenarios where their new creed was developed, and in this
way reinstalled animals in new ideological settings.

Sacrificial language was the universal language of worship and the
religious lingua franca of antiquity (Ferguson, 1980: 116). In Christianity
the sacrificial terminology was transferred from animals to human beings.
Though different Christian texts apply animal symbols in various ways,
these texts are united in using the sacrificial lamb as an image of Christ.
Paul writes, ‘Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed’ (1 Corinthians
5.7), while in the Gospel of John the death of Jesus is described in
accordance with the Passover sacrifice and its rules (John 19.31–4). In
theological interpretations the Eucharist is associated with a sacrificial meal
because its ingredients—bread and wine—are seen as the flesh and blood of
Jesus. The Revelation of Saint John presents Christ as a slaughtered lamb
and develops further allegorical interpretations: ‘a Lamb standing as if it
had been slaughtered, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the
seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth’ (Revelation 5.6). The
slaughtered lamb is worthy to ‘receive power and wealth and wisdom and
might and honour and glory and blessing’ (Revelation 5.13).

Sacrificial language was not only transferred to Christ but in principle to
other Christians as well, especially martyrs, ascetics, and virgins (Clark,
1999: 212–15). Such language is explicitly used about Ignatius, who was
martyred in Rome, and Polycarp, who was burned in Smyrna. Polycarp is
characterized as ‘a noble ram chosen for an oblation from a great flock’
(Martyrdom of Polycarp 14.1, in Gilhus, 2006: 188).

In the words of the non-canonical Gospel of Philip: ‘God is a man-eater.
For this reason men are [sacrificed] to him. Before men were sacrificed,
animals were being sacrificed, since those to whom they were sacrificed
were not gods’ (Gospel of Philip 62.35–63.4). The Gospel of Philip makes a
contrast between animals who are offered up alive and then die, and
humans who are dead, but receive life by being offered. The sacrificial
language is here applied metaphorically to baptism and to Christians who
are spiritually born through this ritual of initiation (Lundhaug, 2010: 389).
At the same time as humans are described in a sacrificial language,
traditional sacrifice, pagan gods, and polytheism are condemned as
worthless.



When Christian polemicists spoke against animal sacrifice, their
opposition was based on their considering pagan religions false, pagan gods
to be demons, and animals a base form of sacrifice. Animal sacrifice
became in Christian parlance in reality synonymous with pagan religion,
and the opposition against it seems rarely to have been built on sympathy
for animals.

One exception is perhaps found in Arnobius from Sicca, who in his
Against the Gentiles shows a more concerned view about animals. This
North African author devoted thirty-two chapters to an attack on sacrifice.
When he writes about the cruelty and injustice done to animals, he uses an
ox as his mouthpiece and seems to base his opposition to sacrifice on pity
for animals. The writings of Arnobius have been connected to the forcing of
Christians to sacrifice, which was a contemporary issue in North Africa at
his time (Simmons, 1995: 88). He may, however, have identified the lot of
the sacrificial animals with those of the Christian martyrs, and his sympathy
to animals might in that case also have been connected to them being
constructed as spokesmen and stand-ins for martyrs.

MARTYRDOM AND THE ARENAS
Damnatio ad bestias, sentencing convicts to the beasts, was considered a
just punishment for the worst crimes. Because the culprits were enemies of
Rome, the opinion was that they deserved what they got. Christians were
potential victims for execution by means of animals, and the Christian
imagination dwelt on this theme. In the Acts of the Martyrs, one of the main
Christian literary genres, the animals of the arenas became part of the
language of martyrdom, which was an alternative frame of interpretation in
relation to the official ideology (Potter, 1993). The arena was no longer a
place for the rightful struggle to maintain law and order, but for a
cosmological fight between God and Satan, good and evil, in which the
temporal powers were conceived of as representatives of evil. In this fight
the animals sometimes took the side of God, but more frequently they were
siding with Satan.

The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas contains the most detailed
description of a sentencing of Christians to the beasts (c.200 AD). In this
text six persons are killed. The leaders of the catechumens, Saturnus, was
first bound under a wild boar, but not killed; then bound to a bridge which a



bear was meant to attack, but it did not come out of its cage; Saturnus was
then thrown to a leopard and bitten so that he bled immensely; still he did
not die, and he was finally killed by an executioner. The animals in this text
are similar to those that are depicted on contemporary mosaics, and the
Passio reflects knowledge about animals. When, for instance, the text
mentions that Saturnus ‘dreaded nothing more than a bear’ (19.4), it might
be linked to the fact that unlike big cats, which were known as instant
killers, bears may start eating their victim before it is dead (cf. Martial,
Book of Spectacles 7). The cosmic battle is dominant in the Latin passions
(Moss, 2010: 87–102). In the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas it is said
that before an executioner finally killed them, Satan had provided an
extremely wild cow that tossed around and maimed the upper-class woman
Perpetua and the slave girl Felicitas because of hostility towards their sex
(2.1). In this way animals are made into instruments for Satan in the cosmic
fight against God.

The Acts of the Martyrs include real animals as well as more fanciful
beasts and is a testimony to how animals were used in cultural processes. It
is difficult and perhaps impossible to know to what degree these Acts
describe things that actually happened. But even if a genre has its
limitations as a historical source, stories say something about the ruling
ideals and values in a society. The function of the wild animals in the Acts
of the Martyrs is to threaten, torture, and kill the martyrs, and, on a
metaphysical level, to symbolize a polarized cosmos. The animals create a
psychological effect in the text by triggering emotions such as passion and
fear. In this way they illustrate not only the Lévi-Straussian slogan that
‘animals are good to think with’, but also shows that the imagery of animals
has strong persuasive power and a capacity to speak to human emotions.

ASCETICISM AND THE ANIMALS OF THE
DESERT

While the space of sacrifice and the space of the arena were transformed
and adapted to the new religion, Christianity also produced its own
religious space, which is the desert. From the mythical landscape of the
rural areas of Galilee, the narrative of Jesus moved into the urban cities of
the Roman empire and from them it seeped into the deserts of Egypt,



Palestine, and Syria, places where Christian ascetics went and where
different species of animals lived. The narratives of the desert are inspired
by the narratives of the Septuagint as well as by the New Testament,
especially by the figure of John the Baptist, who lived in the wilderness
clothed in a raiment of camel’s hair and ate a diet of locusts and wild honey
(Matthew 3.1–4). The texts about the desert ascetics describe a habitat with
wild and dangerous animals and the ascetics’ encounters with them.

Like the animals of the arenas, the animals of the desert were seen as
instruments of both good and evil powers. Sometimes some of the barriers
between the species fell away: one way that the ascetics could live with
animals in the desert was by means of ‘friendly coexistence in a restored
Paradise’ (Clark, 1998: 78). When animals were conceived of as good—for
instance lions that asked an ascetic to be baptised, or a hyena that gave up
her killing because an ascetic prompted her to do so, and only took her prey
from animals that had died naturally—these animals received human
characteristics and sported human faculties such as reason and speech.

Animals tend to play positive roles in the Apocryphal Acts of the
Apostles, a genre that shared its depiction of human-like animals with
anecdotes about animals in books by non-Christian authors (Spittler, 2008:
226). The Apocryphal Acts were developed in Christian ascetic circles as
well as among the Manicheans (cf. Matthews, 1999), and they often reflect
a rigorous asceticism. The authors of these texts draw upon the natural
behaviour of animals (Spittler, 2008: 231), but the animals in these texts
often do things that ‘real animals’ cannot do, and the stories about them
tend to say more about humans than about animals. In the Acts of Philip a
leopard and a kid appear in the company of apostles. These animals, who
are strange bedfellows to begin with (though in line with Isaiah 11.6, ‘the
leopard shall lie down with the kid’), walk on their hind legs, converse in
human voices and frequently cry because of their sins (Gilhus, 2006: 251–
5). Since these Acts seem to have originated in encratite circles, this could
provide a further connection between being on speaking terms with animals
and not eating their meat (Gilhus, 2006: 270).

The Christian process of humanization of animals has a parallel in a
process of demonization. When wild animals were seen as bearers of evil,
the texts stress their fierceness and sometimes interpret these animals as
demons. The borderline between beasts and demons was sometimes
blurred. Origen, for instance, connects specific species of animals with



demons (Against Celsus 4.93.14–15), and says that demons had greater
power over wild animals because the wild animals ‘have something about
them resembling evil, and although it is not evil, yet it is like it’ (Against
Celsus 4.92.21–2). Wild animals and demons tend to lend characteristics to
each other. The demonic animals appear both as external enemies of the
ascetics and as internal forces within the soul. Human passions, especially
the sexual desire and procreation, are depicted negatively and in animal
terms.

In the Life of Antony, written by Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria,
demons transform themselves into different shapes, but their preferred
forms are bestial, and they appear as lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents,
vipers, scorpions, and wolves (9.6). In addition to demons masquerading as
beasts, animals of flesh and blood attack Antony as well. The devil sends,
for example, almost all the hyenas in the desert against the monk (52.2–3),
and another time he calls together his dogs to attack him (9.4; cf. 42.1). In
the last case, dogs may refer to demons rather than to canine animals, but
because of the ambiguity as to whether they were dogs or demons, the use
of these creatures confirms that there was a sliding scale between demons
and certain types of animals.

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT ANIMALS
As in Rabbinical Judaism, and in line with the Gospels, animals appear
abundantly in Christianity in proverbs, allegories, and parables, where they
are used to provide moral models that are based on biblical texts. In the
anthology of the Physiologus, composed in Greek between the second and
fourth century, each chapter starts with a description of an animal, a bird or
a fantastic creature (and one plant and some stones as well); an anecdote is
told about the creature; and its moral and symbolic significance is
presented. This work was translated into several languages, was often richly
illustrated, became immensely popular, and influenced the allegorical
conceptions of animals for centuries. One example of how this book treats
animals and what type of knowledge it presents is the story about the
pelican. The pelican is said to feed the young birds with blood pecked from
its own breast, and the pelican is for that reason regarded as a type of
Christ. Another example is when the Physiologus says that the cubs of the
lion are born dead, but after three days their father comes and blows into



their faces and gives them life—an allegorical story that purports to be
about the resurrection of Christ. In the Physiologus nature refers to
Christian doctrine in minute detail, and correct zoological knowledge is less
important than the secret meanings that were stored in nature (cf. French,
1994: 282). Thus animals were taken out of their rich diversity and reduced
to a limited range of meanings.

Even if a considerable part of Christian thinking about animals took place
in an allegorical and symbolic mood, there were authors who were
interested in real animals and used factual knowledge about them in their
texts. Admittedly this knowledge was still frequently used for other
purposes than insight into the nature and life of animals. Genesis was
always the master key for the understanding of animals and their roles and
functions in the world, but Christian authors sometimes consulted
zoological works as well. In Antioch and Caesarea, Greek zoological works
were more used than in Alexandria, while Latin Christian authors read
Pliny’s Natural History (Grant, 1999: 76–7).

Chief among the Christian authors who showed an interest in animals is
Basil of Caesarea. His point of departure is a literal reading of the Bible, but
he also applies zoological knowledge and shows in his approach to animals
a more scientific way of thinking than many of his contemporaries. Basil
explains, for instance, the differences in the length of animals’ necks in
relation to their feeding habits: ‘The neck of the camel is long so that it may
lower it to its feet and reach the grass on which it feeds. Bears, lions, tigers,
all animals of this sort, have short necks buried in their shoulders; it is
because they do not live upon grass and have no need to bend down to the
earth; they are carnivorous and eat the animals upon whom they prey’ (The
Hexaemeron 9.5). When Basil compares birds and fish, he makes the
observation that fish swim through the water with their fins, while birds
‘swim’ through the air with their wings: ‘At the creation of the world, birds
of the air and the fishes of the sea had the same origin; for both kinds were
produced from the water. The reason is that both have the same
characteristics. The latter swim in the water, the former in the air. They are
therefore mentioned together’ (Letter 188. 15). The comparison is fuelled
by fish and birds being created together in Genesis, and Basil’s views
clearly have theological consequences: when one thinks of birds as more
like flying fish, these airborne creatures do not challenge the superiority of



man, which was so crucial to Christians as well as to Pagans (Gilhus, 2006:
247–50).

It is easy to agree with D.S. Wallace-Hadrill, who says about zoology and
its application by Christian theologians that in ‘this branch of science
perhaps more than any other the Greek fathers show themselves to be
unscientific, expressing ideas which are a curious mixture of faith and
fancy’ (Wallace-Hadrill, 1968: 31). Observations of the natural world are
usually pursued for their moral and theological bearing, and Christian
authors were simply not very interested in animals unless they could be
used as moral examples (Clark, 1998: 75). This is not, however, totally
different from how writers such as Pliny, Oppian, and Aelian frequently
describe animals (Wallace-Hadrill, 1968: 34).

Animals were also treated in a more systematic way in Christian texts,
though not necessarily for zoological purposes. In his Panarion—‘the
Medical Chest against Heresy’—Epiphanius, bishop of Cyprus, lists and
refutes eighty heresies (c.375 AD). One of his tools is knowledge about
serpents, reptiles, and insects, which he applies to describe the heresies as
well as the antidotes against them: ‘I shall be telling you the names of the
sects and exposing their unlawful deeds like poisons and toxic substances,
matching their antidotes with them at the same time—cures for those who
are already bitten, and preventives for those who will have this experience’
(Panarion, Proem 1.1.1). The animals that Epiphanius describes are not
based on fantasy: he has probably taken them from one of the numerous
handbooks that were used to treat people who had been bitten by poisonous
animals (Dummer, 1973: 299). The bishop mentions specifically ‘the
investigator of beasts and reptiles’, Nicander, and other authors ‘who
prescribed medicines from roots and plants, to cure the illness caused by
these serpents’ (Preface 2.3.1). One example of how Epiphanius applies
animals is the case of Heracleon, who belonged to the school of Valentinus:

For Heracleon may justly be called a lizard. This is not a snake but a hard-skinned beast as
they say, something that crawls on four feet, like a gecko. The harm of its bite is negligible,
but if a drop of its spittle strikes a food or drink, it causes the immediate death of those who
have any. Heracleon’s teaching is like that.

(Panarion 16/36.6.7)

For Epiphanius’s purpose animals that sting or bite, especially serpents,
but also scorpions, fishes, insects, the mole, chameleon, and lizard, are



especially apt in his metaphorical construction because he wants to show
how heretics, by means of their poison, pollute the pure body of the church.

MEATLESS DIETS
Christians opposed animal sacrifice, and sacrifices were eventually
forbidden, though the bans were repeated several times, which shows that
they were probably not fully effective to begin with. The ban on animal
sacrifices meant that slaughtering, which had earlier been done in a
religious context, was now secularized. How was slaughtering of animals
made legitimate in Christianity? One justification is, of course, found in
Genesis, where God had given Adam permission to use animals for human
purposes and explicitly given humans permission to eat meat. Another
justification is found in Stoicism and in the notion of the irrationality of
animals. According to Richard Sorabji, Augustine made the Stoic notion of
the irrationality of animals decisive for their treatment (Sorabji, 1993:
201ff.). In Augustine’s view, the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ does
not ‘apply to the non-rational animals which fly, swim, walk or crawl, for
these do not share the use of reason with us. It is not given to them to have
it in common with us, and for that reason, by the most just ordinance of
their Creator, both their life and death are subject to our needs’ (The City of
God 1.20). Even if humans realize that animals die in pain, the argument of
compassion is not relevant: ‘For we see and hear by their cries that animals
die with pain, although man disregards this in a beast, with which, as not
having a rational soul, we have no community of rights (societas legis)’ (On
the Morals of the Manicheans 2.17.59). Killing animals and eating meat are
in the Bible closely connected to man’s God-given control over nature, and
it is further implied in the Gospels that Jesus ate meat.

Diet reveals who people are and from whom they are different. One
significant relationship to meat is not to eat it, and vegetarianism was an
option in late antiquity, for instance among the Manichean elite, the
Pythagoreans, and some of the Neo-Platonists. Some Christian groups also
pursued vegetarianism, but stood in danger of being accused of being
Manicheans. Since Augustine had belonged to this religious movement for
nine years, he knew its mythology and practices very well, while at the
same time wanting to dissociate himself from it. His statement about not



being in a community of rights with animals belongs to one of his anti-
Manichean treatises.

Some Christian groups rejected the ordinary sacrificial meal of meat and
wine as well as what was conceived of as ‘normal’ eating (McGowan,
1999: 271). The place and status of these groups within the church were
debated. Some of them saw John the Baptist as a vegetarian: Syrian
Christians explained, for instance, his diet of locusts, the akrides of the
Greek, either as a plant name, or as a corruption of akrodrua, ‘wild fruits’
(Brock, 1973: 5). According to Eusebius and Jerome, Hegesippus said
about James the Just, the brother of Jesus, that he did not eat meat
(Eusebius, Church History 2.23; Jerome, Lives of Illustrious Men 2.24).
Epiphanius mentions in Panarion reasons why Christian groups did not eat
meat, for instance that they thought that it was unlawful (18.1.3ff; 19.3.5ff),
that it was made superfluous by the Gospel (30.18.7), that they wanted to
attract others by their rigorous discipline (23.2.5–6), or because meat was
produced by means of intercourse (30.15.3–4). Epiphanius points out
persons and sects who, according to him, believed in reincarnation and who
made a connection between this belief and the practice of not eating meat
(Panarion 42.4.5; Elenchus 24).

In addition to groups that were criticized for their meatless diet, some
monks seem also to have been vegetarians, but without being criticized for
this practice. Crucial for how a vegetarian diet was regarded was how it was
justified, and if the justification was in line with orthodoxy. That meat was
considered to generate heat in the body and thus fuel sexual lust seems to
have been a legitimate reason to avoid it. The ascetic ideal to eat a frugal,
and thus, in some cases, a meatless diet was also legitimate. Animal welfare
seems not to have been an issue (Grumett and Muers, 2010: 5–6).

CONSEQUENCES
When Christianity replaced other religions in the empire and gradually took
over religious discourse, it developed the ancient conceptions of animals so
that these conceptions fitted Christian dogmatic, mythological, and ritual
thinking. One big change that took place in the transition from a pagan
culture to a Christian culture was the end of sacrifice, which meant that
animals were excluded from sacred space, flesh-and-blood animals no
longer played cultic roles, and, not least, that sacrificial terminology was



transferred from animals to humans. At the same time as real animals went
out of religious focus, allegorical interpretations of them were an important
ingredient in Christian thinking.

There is a strong tendency in Christianity’s use of animals to include
them in a hermeneutic movement that points away from real-life creatures
towards their allegorical meanings. So, at the same time as animals are
made into signs of human values and interests, real animals tend to move
out of religious focus. This type of hermeneutical movement is seen both in
art and texts. Early Christian art has a funeral context and consists in the
main of catacomb paintings and sarcophagus reliefs. It shares parts of its
imagery with the pagan world (Jensen, 2000: 15ff.): the Good Shepherd,
who carries a sheep or ram, could easily be given a specific Christian
meaning; and Orpheus surrounded by wild beasts and sheep is used as a
metaphor for Christ. The fisher and the fish is also a common motif, but
difficult to give exact interpretations: ‘Christological, eschatological,
eucharist and baptismal symbolism are finally so merged in the fish symbol
that it becomes impossible to factor them out’ (Jensen, 2000: 50–1). In
Christian interpretation lambs, wild animals, and fish are stand-ins for
humans and reflect among other things the belonging to a Christian
community as well as its rituals and hopes for the afterlife. The
metaphorical language, seen in texts as well as in art, connects Christianity
to other cults in late antiquity that in a similar way used animals in a
symbolic mode, for instance Orphism and the mystery cults of Mithras and
of Isis.

Based on Genesis, but influenced by Stoicism, Christians made a sharp
distinction between humans and animals. The bodily life on earth was seen
in contrast to the resurrected body and the eternal life, and while animals
were part of creation, they were not part of salvation. As we have seen, Paul
made a distinction between different types of bodies. In line with such
views and to solve the special problem of the resurrection of Christians who
had been eaten by animals, Tertullian (c.160–220) from Carthage describes
how animals would be revived at the end of time, so that they could vomit
up what they had eaten, and then perish for ever (On the Resurrection of the
Flesh 32). The material and sexual body of animals had no soul and was
simply not capable of resurrection.

In the first centuries AD the question about the boundaries and
connections between animals and humans had been reopened and there was



a continuous debate on this issue (Gilhus, 2006: 36). In Christianity the
issue was in the main settled by strengthening the boundaries between
humans and animals and diminishing the connections between them. There
are exceptions to the negative views of the status and value of animals in
Christian texts, chief among them are the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles
(Gilhus, 2006: 270; Spittler, 2008). However, these voices do not change
the fact that animals in Christian thinking were completely different from
humans and on a lower ontological level than them.



SUGGESTED READING

Works devoted to the ancient debate on the status of value of animals,
focused on Greek and Latin texts include Dierauer (1977) and Sorabji
(1993), while Toynbee’s book (1973) on animals is based on Roman art.
The effect on the conception and treatment of animals in the transition from
Greek and Roman religion to Christianity is discussed by Gilhus (2006).
Assessments of Christian views of animals include Grant (1999), Sorabji
(1993), and several articles in Linzey and Yamamoto (1998). Spittler (2008)
and Wallace-Hadrill (1968) survey animals in specific genres of Christian
texts, while Jensen (2000) treats animals in Christian art. Varieties of
Christian vegetarian as well as meat-eating practices are found in Grumett
and Muers (2010).
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CHAPTER 22

PART-ANIMAL GODS

EMMA ASTON

INTRODUCTION
THE idea of the animal god was prevalent in the scholarship of the late
nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries. It was frequently postulated as
one of the major phases through which the religious evolution of primitive
societies must pass, and its remnants were enthusiastically identified in the
material of the historical period: in divine attributes, in cult titles and in
names, in mythological figures. Kallisto, for example, the companion of
Artemis transformed into a bear, has been perceived as a watered-down
version of an original Arcadian bear goddess (Fougères, 1898: esp. 227–41).
Finding lost animal gods was a game played by many, and one that has
occasionally been resumed at surprisingly late dates (see, for example,
Lévèque, 1961).

The animal god, as an idea, is dead; but its carcass continues to block the
flow of scholarship on the subject of theriomorphism in Greek religion. It
has to be moved gently aside, and the best way of doing this is by studying
the remarkably prevalent ancient practice of depicting gods in hybrid form,
as partly theriomorphic, partly anthropomorphic. The popularity of this form
is in contrast with the rarity, almost to the point of non-existence, of purely
theriomorphic gods, and alerts us to the obvious potency of hybridism as a
tool for representing certain kinds of deity. Unlike the animal god, it does
not have to be reconstructed from ambiguous surviving fragments in a
search for lost origins, because it prevails through the Classical period and
on, perhaps even outlasting paganism if Satan’s hybrid features are
considered to perpetuate traditional forms (Boardman, 1997: 24–6). It is this
tenacity and adaptability of divine hybridism that makes it an essential
component of the present handbook, as well as a fitting subject for more



detailed analysis; the brief discussion here presented is only a summary of an
exceptionally rich topic. For a start, the sheer number of hybrid deities is
striking, and in order to give a basic preliminary overview a table is given
containing, in alphabetical order, the cases in which hybridism is a proven
iconographic trait. This is a conservative tally: I omit cases with no
substantial attestation of hybridism (though two of these, Thetis and
Dionysus, will feature in the ensuing discussion), and those for which hybrid
form is definitely a solely non-Greek feature.

Deity Prevailing Hybrid Form(S) Main Places Of Worship
Acheloos and
other, less
famous, river-
gods

Man-faced bull; bull-horned
anthropomorph; horned mask

Akarnania, central
Greece, widespread from
the 4th c. BC

Cheiron Centaur, typically with human
forelegs

Thessaly; faint
attestations for Thera and
Paestum

Demeter
Melaina

Mare-headed anthropomorph Arcadia

Eurynome Mermaid Arcadia
Glaukos Merman Boiotia
Kekrops Anguipede Athens
Pan Anthropomorph with goat

parts, variable but normally
horns, face, legs and feet

Arcadia, Attica and
central Greece, Magna
Graecia, Asia Minor

Proteus Merman Faint attestations for
Egypt and Karpathos

The Sirens Human-faced birds; bird-
legged anthropomorphs

South Italy

In addition to being fairly numerous, the hybrids listed above supply, in
some cases at least, copious imagery; Pan, for example, is a ubiquitous
figure in Classical and later imagery, and like Acheloos achieves a wide
scope of worship. Cheiron, though his cult is not widespread, is a popular



mythological subject in painted pottery. The fact that divine hybridism
occupies a significant position in Greek religion while theriomorphism
proper does not indicates the overarching importance of combination.
Hybridism is not the only way in which this important combination may be
achieved: metamorphosis between anthropomorphic and theriomorphic form
is also common in the myths of gods and goddesses, and hybridism and
metamorphosis, unsurprisingly, enjoy a close relationship in both literature
and art, a relationship that will be brought into the discussion where relevant.
However, the anatomical integration of animal parts has special implications
and properties, and will be the chief focus of this discussion.

VISUALIZATION

A Language of Forms?
Within a book on animals in antiquity, divine hybridism poses two
particularly important questions. First, is there a consistent and discernible
significance of species, which allows us to ‘read’ the choice of one animal
rather than another as a component of a deity’s anatomy? Second, is there a
consistent and discernible significance in the way in which animal and
anthropomorphic parts are combined, which may be meaningfully
interpreted alongside divine personae? We might expect that certain species
convey certain qualities; and we might expect it to be consistently
meaningful to find key body parts (such as, for example, the face) occurring
in either animal or anthropomorphic form. Our expectations in this regard
are perhaps heightened by our acquaintance (even if superficial) with Egypt
and its animal-headed gods, in which scholars specializing in that region’s
cults seem able to interpret the semantic force of certain species, and in
which the expressive power of the head and face is plainly paramount
(Hornung, 1982: 100–42).

The Greek material, on the other hand, does not provide anything like
such consistency. Heterodox, locally fragmented, without the canonizing
influence of a powerful governing priesthood, Greek religion generally
shuns generalities, and Greek hybrid deities are no exception. While figures
such as Pan and Acheloos achieve supra-regional representation, others such
as Demeter Melaina and Glaukos are local peculiarities, who certainly do not
support the identification of a consistent pictographic ‘vocabulary’. Theories



about, for example, the difference in character between gods with animal
faces and gods with human faces founder in the face of undeniable
exceptions, if one is trying to relate compositional type to essential nature; a
very substantial contribution seems to be made instead by artistic choice
within given media and contexts. The case of the river-god Acheloos is a
good illustration of this; cult imagery (largely reliefs) is relatively
conservative and favours the man-faced bull type, but pot-painters amuse
themselves with a rich variety of compositions in addition to this: merman,
minotaur, bull-centaur with arms and without. The consistency of cult
depictions is interesting, but seems to owe more to the power of tradition
than to any sense that the man-faced bull is symbolically the ‘right’ shape
for a god.

This lack of rules and unvarying patterns should not provoke a state of
complete pessimism; interpretation is possible, just not on the universal
level. To take the significance of species, it is possible to discern cases in
which it contributes meaningfully, if vaguely, to the character of a deity,
though an exhaustive survey is not possible here. In the case of Acheloos,
for example, one asks why a river-god should so undeviatingly be depicted
as part-bull, normally as a man-faced bull (as in Fig. 22.1) but occasionally
as a horned humanoid. What have bulls to do with rivers? That question
finds no straightforward answer—and a Greek would not have been able to
supply one—and yet the association is commonplace in river-god
iconography (Gais, 1978) and finds wider expression elsewhere in a bull–
water connection manifested in, for example, the bull that emerges out of the
sea to bring about Hippolytos’s death at the instigation of Poseidon. It is easy
to the point of meaninglessness to say that bulls represent the fertility-giving
properties of water, especially since the sea was widely perceived as
unfruitful, but in the case of river-gods like Acheloos there is a germ of truth
in this well-worn idea. The bull’s horn is explicitly associated with plenty, as
we see in the fate of Acheloos’s horn, wrenched off by Heracles when he
fights the god for the hand of Deianeira: it becomes the cornucopia (Ovid,
Metamorphoses 9.87–8; Strabo, 10.2.19). The horn is the essence of the bull:
despite the variations available to artists depicting Acheloos, he is only
shown without his horn when, in the scene depicted, Heracles has already
torn it from his head. Coins of Paphos depict a river-god named simply
Bokaros, ‘Bull-horned’.



FIGURE 22.1 South Italian bronze statuette of Acheloos; early fifth century BC. (Private coll.)
Drawing by R. Aston.

The case of Acheloos is intriguingly complicated by the fact that his man-
faced bull form shows some Eastern influence (Childs, 2003: 53–4;
D’Alessio, 2004: 26–7). The extent to which an imported form brings with it
imported character is impossible to gauge, but generally one sees a meshing
and melding of traits, more clearly visible in the case of the Sirens than that
of Acheloos. The Sirens also provide a further telling example of a species–



character connection. Though the processes of influence are obscure, the
Sirens carry strong echoes of Egyptian bird hybrids, in particular the
representation of the Ba, a manifestation of a dead person’s soul, as a bird
with a human face. The death-connection is visible in their Greek
counterparts too: Sirens are popular in funerary sculpture all over the Greek
world, and on the famous Harpy Tomb in Lykia are depicted bearing the
souls of the dead away to the afterlife. Their mythical careers also display
this element strongly, for not only were they considered as the grieving
companions of Persephone, snatched down to the Underworld by the god of
the dead (see, for example, Euripides, Helen 168–78; Apollonius,
Argonautica 4.896–7; Ovid, Metamorphoses 5.552–62), but their own death
also defined their cultic persona (see below). Whatever ingredients came in
from Egypt and its Ba-birds, these were plainly integrated fully into a
complex of death-related ideas in the Greek context. Moreover, birds and
grief appear as linked in other areas of Greek mythology; bird-
metamorphosis, for example, sometimes occurs not as a ploy to throw off
pursuit, the commonest reason for female transformation, but in response to
loss and sadness, as when the sisters of the dead Meleagros turn into
partridges. (Pliny, Natural History 37.40, mentions the use of this story by
Sophocles.)

These two examples, bulls and fertility, and birds and death and grieving,
represent a typical situation: one is able to detect some element of a species’
symbolic significance, but one cannot treat this as an unvarying rule—
different contexts are paramount in shaping the use and meaning of animal
imagery. There are some important caveats attendant on simplistic readings
of species significance, as may be exemplified by the instance of Pan, the
part-goat god who is arguably the best known, in modern non-specialist
thought, of ancient Greece’s hybrid divinities. At first glance, the character
of Pan can seem straightforwardly encapsulated in that of the goat, and
certainly in some texts their correspondence seems absolute, as in the
following excerpt from Lucian’s Council of the Gods 4 (my translation):

But he [Dionysus] has also foisted a whole clan on us—he appears at the head of the
dancing train and makes gods of Pan and Silenos and the satyrs, rustic characters and goat-
herds, most of them, frisky fellows with outlandish forms. One of them, Pan, has horns and
looks like a goat from the waist down, and with that long beard he sports he is little different
from a goat.



Here Lucian’s protagonist, Momos (‘Reproach’) is criticizing the
introduction into the Greek pantheon of gods he considers unworthy of
inclusion (the role of Dionysus here is significant and will be returned to
later). Pan is lumped together with Silenos and the satyrs, despite the fact
that they were not, like him, recipients of worship in their own right, and the
whole collective is characterized as playful, dancing, rustic—qualities that
seem to find simple expression in Pan’s goat hybridism. And yet to regard
Pan as having no elements beyond those relating to his goat form would be
quite mistaken, for various reasons. At the very least, it is important to assert
the perennial issue of dating. Some elements of Lucian’s portrayal go back a
long way. In the Homeric Hymn to Pan, for example, he is called
philokrotos, ‘noise-loving’, and a shepherd; his musical associations find
frequent artistic depiction, as in Fig. 22.2. But on the whole the
characterization of Pan as sharing the character both of goats and of goat-
herds is enlarged upon greatly in the Hellenistic period, with the
development of the pastoral genre of verse, to whose confections we owe
much of our standard Pan-image as the embodiment of the goat-herding
milieu, the god of simple shepherds, intemperate pursuer of nymphs, as
engagingly naughty as the animal he incorporates. These qualities become
the dominant components of the composite Pan-character, but they should
not be allowed to obscure the existence of other dimensions whose
connection with the goat are less easily ascertained. Other aspects of his
religious persona, reaching far beyond the obvious character of any one
species, will be described below.



FIGURE 22.2 Detail from an Attic black-figure oinochoe attributed to the Theseus Painter; c.490–
480 BC. Pan as upright goat, with Hermes. (Private coll.)

Drawing by R. Aston.

One might go on to identify other cases where it is possible to make at
least tentative observations about the significance of particular species, but
there is not space for that here. It is undeniably true that the local relevance
of individual species is overlaid by the far more wide-ranging importance of
combination, of the arrangement of human with non-human parts within a
single body. This combination is almost always that of human with non-
human; animal–animal hybrids such as the Chimaera are very rare and never
worshipped, and this reflects the potency of the human–animal dichotomy in



the Greek mindset, a dichotomy that only the true scientific inquiry of an
Aristotle could challenge. (For Aristotle’s creation of a sophisticated
taxonomy of animal life, see Osborne, 2007: esp. 98–132.)

The boundary between the human and the animal was constantly explored
and tested in myths, usually through some form of transgression, some
coming together of the two states impossible—or at least unacceptable—in
real life: bestiality is one such motif (Robson, 1997; Alexandridis et al.,
2008), metamorphosis is another. Stories of metamorphosis in particular
reveal the tensions and anxieties that underlie the perceived relationship
between the conditions. Almost without exception, metamorphosis takes
place from human to animal form, and in cases where it is permanent rather
than just a temporary expedient (as are, for example, Zeus’s many
transformations for amorous purposes), it tends to be couched in terms of
catastrophic loss: loss of human form, of power and authority, of articulate
speech, of the ability to interact with humanity. Only witty Plutarch turns
this pattern on its head in his Gryllos, in which one of Odysseus’s
companions, transformed by Circe, extols the virtues of pighood; in the
original Homeric account of the story the men suffer the agony of retaining
their human awareness within dumb, acorn-eating bodies (Odyssey 10.133–
399). This theme of miserable combination, of remnants of human mind
trapped in beastly bodies, is exploited to the full in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.
The victims of metamorphosis do not become happy senseless animals, but
in fact a particularly terrible kind of hybrid. (This is especially clearly seen
in Ovid’s account of the stag-transformation of Actaeon at the hands of the
angry Artemis; once changed, Actaeon is incapable of human speech, but
can still weep—though the tears flow over a face ‘not his own’ —and retains
his original mental faculties. See Metamorphoses 3.200–3.)

It is by no means accidental that many hybrids, especially hybrid deities,
are closely linked with metamorphosis. This is often through parentage: the
most common ‘recipe’ for a hybrid is not the pairing of human with animal,
as we might expect, but a coupling in which metamorphosis plays some
functional part. For example, the divine centaur Cheiron is the offspring of
Kronos and the nymph Philyra; when the two are surprised in the act,
Kronos turns them both into horses, and this form, though temporary, is
captured in the anatomy of their child (Pindar, Nemean 3.74–5, Pythian
4.181–4; Pythian 3.83–95; Apollonius, Argonautica 2.1232–42; Hyginus,
Fabulae 138. See Gantz, 1993: 43; Guillaume-Coirier, 1995: 114–20). A



different shuffling of components is found in the myth of Demeter Melaina,
who according to Pausanias had a mare-headed cult statue in Phigalia,
Arcadia, and her rape by Poseidon (Pausanias, 8.42; cf. 8.25.4–6). In
Pausanias’s retelling of local legend, she tries to avoid his advances by
adopting equine form, but Poseidon follows suit and they mate as horses,
producing one equine offspring (Areion) and one anthropomorphic
(Despoina, a close equivalent of Persephone). These two examples serve to
illustrate the fact that hybridism and metamorphosis form a bundle in
narratives of human–animal elision; such stories abound in the careers of
hybrid deities. And whereas the meaning of individual species is faint, hard
to reconstruct, and locally particular, the very fact of animal–human
combination, of that crucial boundary being overstepped, is plainly and
universally important to the character of hybrid deities.

Hybridism and Monstrosity
As well as being linked with metamorphosis, animal hybridism is—and
would in antiquity have been—irresistibly reminiscent of the world of
monsters. Monstrosity could take several forms in the ancient imagination
(such as extreme size or an unnatural profusion of body-parts, both
exemplified by the Hundred-handers), but its commonest anatomical
expression was in hybridism. One of the frequently used words for ‘monster’
in Greek is teras, which conveys a sense of the portentous and the unlucky,
qualities attached to unnatural beings who break nature’s laws, as hybridism
certainly does. Hybrid monsters without attested cult include Skylla, the
Sphinx, the Minotaur, and various Hesiodic figures such as Typhoios, and all
of these have the monster’s typical role of the enemy who is defeated by a
god or hero. (For monsters in Hesiod, see especially Theogony 270–336; on
the role of their defeat within the narrative of the poem, see Clay, 1993.) To
find cult-receiving deities being depicted in a form so strongly associated
with the unnatural foe is very striking and even peculiar. So is this
anatomical similarity accompanied by any other convergence?

The answer is that in a significant number of cases the characterization of
a deity cannot be understood without reference to the traditional patterns of
monster-vanquishing narratives, so common in the deeds of, for example,
Heracles and Theseus. Occasionally, language announces a clear link—Pan
for example, in the Homeric Hymn to Pan, is called teratōpon idesthai, ‘like
a teras to behold’, and this appearance, when he is born, causes his nurse to



flee in terror (Homeric Hymn 19.35–47). More often, though, monster
qualities are more obliquely, yet still powerfully, registered.

In some cases, myth depicts the worship of a hybrid as essentially
resulting from their defeat. This is strikingly so in the case of the Sirens,
especially as told in Lykophron’s Hellenistic poem the Alexandra, in which
Kassandra narrates, idiosyncratically, events after Troy’s fall, including the
nostos of Odysseus. As in Homer, the hero resists the Sirens’ fatal song, and
in keeping with their peculiar destiny, this resistance causes them to plunge
from their crags and perish in the sea below; they are given cult at the places
where they are washed ashore. Death, then, allows them to make the
transition from preying upon shipping to being worshipped as gods. Plainly,
within this aition, a monstrous background is not an automatic
disqualification from cult honours.

Cheiron, the divine centaur, provides a rather different model. He is
starkly differentiated from the other centaurs, who are dangerous, violent
beings; Cheiron by contrast is universally presented as just and benign, the
nurse, educator, and ally of numerous heroes. Even parentage is different: his
combines god and nymph in a way common for heroes; the other centaurs
are brought into being by an unnatural union when Ixion attempts to rape
Hera but instead couples with a cloud formed in her likeness. So Cheiron is
systematically distinguished from his monstrous counterparts; in essence his
role is that of anti-monster, for he even actively militates against their
savagery. When Peleus, disarmed by his enemy Akastos in the glades of
Pelion, is attacked by marauding centaurs, it is Cheiron who restores his
sword to him and saves his life. The beneficial actions of Cheiron are thus
pitted against the destructive ones of the other centaurs; hybrid god and
hybrid monsters are thus made antithetical, and Cheiron’s character is forged
by the contrast.

These are just two examples of the impossibility of detaching hybrid gods
entirely from their monstrous equivalents. In some cases, the two plainly
have more in common than just anatomy. This places the hybrids involved
on the fringe of divinity, but it should also alert us to the proximity of god
and monster in Greek thought, a proximity easily overlooked: both have a
superhuman power that may, if steps are not taken to prevent it (placation,
aversion), be inflicted on mankind. And yet a being like Cheiron has, in fact,
a special power to protect and aid humanity. (For further discussion of
Cheiron’s benign role, see Aston, 2006.)



The Dionysiac Milieu
The passage of Lucian quoted above brought to our attention a strong
association between hybridism and the god Dionysus, and this link,
alongside that of monsters and the monstrous, would strongly have coloured
how the ancients perceived hybrid gods. This would have been effected most
powerfully through art: in black- and red-figure vase-paintings especially,
Dionysus frequently appears surrounded with a retinue of horse-tailed satyrs,
among whom, in literature especially, is often included Silenos, anatomically
the same but singular, named, older, and wiser. For none of these beings is
cult attested, and yet the thiasos, the god’s band of followers, exercises a
remarkable magnetism on hybrid deities, drawing them into its sway; Pan
especially comes to be a fairly regular member. Looser connection is found
in other instances; Acheloos, for example, shows Dionysiac aspects in his
common depiction as a mask (or as a being with a pronounced and mask-like
face). This iconography would certainly have echoed Dionysus’s own strong
mask-properties, which are also shared by the satyrs.

Dionysus himself is not hybrid, though his cult does display faint traces of
theriomorphism; Plutarch talks about numerous bull-formed cult statues (On
Isis and Osiris 35). But he is very much a metamorphosist. Not only does he
inflict metamorphosis on humans as punishment (as in the case of the
Minyadai: see Antoninus Liberalis, Metamorphoses 10, citing Korinna
fr.665) but he himself is a shape-changer, capable of transforming rapidly
into a sequence of forms, animal and elemental. This is treated with baroque
splendour in Nonnos’s Dionysiaka (6.179–205), but there are metamorphic
elements visible already in Euripides’ Bacchae, in which, to Pentheus at
least, he appears with bull features (see especially lines 920–2).

This baffling fluidity suits the god of wine and the god of theatre. (After
all, theatre with masks is full of disguise and transformation.) However, it is
not limited to Dionysus; in fact, it is most consistently a feature of another
type of deity, those embodying and dwelling in water.

Shape-Changing Water Gods
Acheloos the river-god is one such, as is Proteus. Proteus is one
manifestation of the Halios Gerōn, or Old Man of the Sea—this is a phrase
which the ancients used of fish-tailed sea-gods, and it has been adopted by
modern scholars, particularly as a convenient designation of such beings



when a more precise identification is not possible. Triton and Nereus are
other named figures who belong in this class—however, Proteus is the only
one for whom we have the slightest attestation of cult. Their shape-changing
tends to be provoked by combat or by attempts at capture: Acheloos deploys
it in his wrestling-match with Heracles for the hand of Deianeira, to prevent
the hero gaining a lock on him, in an episode prominent in Sophocles’
Trachiniae (especially lines 9–14) and given distinctly ludic treatment by
Ovid (Metamorphoses 9.1–100). This theme of slipperiness and evasion is
also found in the famous encounter of Menelaos with Proteus in Book Four
of the Odyssey (lines 349–569). Menelaos needs the prophetic knowledge
that Proteus possesses, but the old seer is unwilling to share it, and has to be
held fast and compelled before he will cooperate.

It is among these aquatic deities that we find the clearest rapport between
hybridism and metamorphosis. Acheloos’s various anatomical
configurations have been described; Proteus and his ilk are (when their
hybridism is described at all) mermen with a human upper half and a fish tail
in place of legs. The artist Oltos elides the two by shunning the bull form,
giving Acheloos a fish tail on his red-figure stamnos, though he does retain
the vital horn (Isler, 1970: 16, and catalogue no. 84). Aquatic shape-shifting
hybrids give us a fairly strong hint, as Frontisi-Ducroux (2003) has
recognized, that hybridism is on one level a way of rendering the dynamic
process of transformation in a static pictorial form. One function of
hybridism is certainly to represent deities and other beings whose nature
does not lend itself to being confined within a single form, who transcend
singular identity. Shape-changers are especially impatient of singularity,
because their transformations are not between the two poles of humanoid
and non-humanoid, but take in a profusion of forms, animal, vegetable, and
elemental.

The one aquatic deity for whom the hybridism–metamorphosis connection
does not operate thus is Thetis, the Nereid mother of Achilles and a
significant deity in her own right (see below). Thetis’s transformations are
undergone in a vain attempt to deflect the amorous assault of Peleus upon
the Magnesian shore; it is sex that is required from her, not prophetic
knowledge. The contest was a popular theme in both literature and art, and
there is an intriguing disjunction between the two. Literary accounts
certainly describe actual transformation (for an early description, see Pindar,
Nemean 4.63–5), but art, especially vase-paintings, does not use the



mermaid form that the cases of her masculine equivalents encourage us to
expect. Instead, she is routinely depicted as anthropomorphic but with her
other forms (especially lion, snake, and flames) protruding from, or attached
to, her body and attacking Peleus as he grasps her. There is obviously a
reluctance to compromise her anthropomorphism such as is not felt in the
male cases, though a couple of renditions effect a peculiar compromise,
showing lion–fish hybrids sprouting from her (LIMC s.v. ‘Thetis’, catalogue
nos. 15 and 17, the former—Syracuse, Mus. Reg. 33501—a white-ground
lekythos from Gela dated to 500–490 BC, the latter—Louvre CA 1887—
also a lekythos, of uncertain—but Italian—provenance, dated to c.490 BC).
Thus hybridism is kept in the picture without making it a feature of the
goddess herself. One explanation of the non-hybrid Thetis is that female
hybrid monsters are more consistently baneful and grotesque than male ones,
and artists probably shrank from conferring negative associations on a
character whose chief role in the narrative was to exercise erotic allure.

CULT

Regional Clusters
As was remarked in the introduction, hybrid deities are fairly ubiquitous in
Greek myths and imagery. However, certain areas do seem to have had an
unusually high concentration of hybridism in their myths and in their
religious life. Two such areas are Thessaly in northern Greece and Arcadia
in the Peloponnese, both of them good illustrations of the way in which
hybrid deities seem sometimes to have formed clusters with other
manifestations of god/animal elision.

Thessaly’s most famous hybrid god is Cheiron, the benign centaur, healer,
and educator, who is listed in a catalogue of deities in a metrical inscription
from a cave near Pharsalos (Levi, 1923; Decourt, 1995: 90–4; Larson, 2001:
13–20; Ustinova, 2009: 61–4). However, a more important site of his cult
seems to be Mount Pelion, where, according to the Hellenistic geographer
Herakleides, there was a cave called the Cheironion near a shrine of Zeus
Akraios. (Herakleides’ description of Pelion was originally attributed to
Dikaiarchos, and appears under his name in FHistGr 2 F 60; for discussion,
see Buxton, 1994: 93–4.) To this place, young men and distinguished local
citizens would make a regular pilgrimage, wrapped in fleeces; given the



early Hellenistic date it is probable that the procession came out from
Demetrias in the bay of Volos, as Papachatzis argues (1984: 141), though
Herakleides does not specify. Zeus Akraios was an influential Magnesian
deity; for example, the priest of Zeus Akraios also had a presiding function
in the oracle of Apollo Koropaios, about 20 kilometres from Volos on the
road to Argalasti (see IG IX2 1109 and 1110; Papachatzis, 1960). The site,
shared by Zeus and Cheiron, on the top of Pelion was clearly one of
considerable local significance, and Cheiron’s role is intensified by
Herakleides’ assertion that a local family of healers who lived at the foot of
the mountain traced their lineage back to the centaur himself; Plutarch too
tells us that the Magnesians made offerings to Cheiron as a healer god
(Moralia 647a).

A complex of myths that can only be regarded as Thessalian in origin ties
Cheiron in with another figure in whom animal and god combine: Thetis.
The promontory of Sepias, whose precise location is debatable but most
probably on the seaward skirt of Pelion, was the site of her coupling with the
hero Peleus, as well as of occasional acts of worship (see, for example,
Herodotus, Histories 7.191.2; Larson, 2007: 69–70); her shape-changing has
been mentioned above, but in this Thessalian context she is also strongly
associated with one particular animal transformation, into a sepia or
cuttlefish, from which the cape was said to have taken its name, according to
the scholiast on Apollonius, Argonautica 1.582. The Thetis-as-cuttlefish
theme surfaces periodically in the ancient literary records; one of its most
amusing appearances is in the fourth-century Attikon Deipnon of Matro (=
Athenaius, Deipnosophists 134d–137c), in which a banquet of luxurious
seafood is parodied; one of the courses is described as ‘the daughter of
Nereus, silver-footed, the fair-tressed sēpiē, dread goddess with the voice of
a mortal’ (see Degani, 1995: 417; for discussion of Thetis’s cuttlefish
persona, see Borgeaud, 1995). Behind this joke and other ancient references
seems to lie a strong animal association in Thetis’s Magnesian character.

Cheiron is linked with Thetis in various ways beyond the mere proximity
of their sacred territories. He it is who advises Peleus on her capture (Pindar,
Nemean 4.60–5); at their wedding, held in his Pelion cave, he gives Peleus a
spear of ash (Pindar, Nemean 3.52–8; Apollodoros, Bibliotheke 3.13.5);
when Thetis returns to the sea, it is Cheiron who takes on the upbringing of
the infant Achilles, who later wields the ash spear at Troy (Homer, Iliad
19.390–1). Cheiron, Peleus, Thetis, and Achilles form such a close cluster



that some scholars have seen them as protagonists in an early Thessalian
epic (e.g. West, 1988: 160–2); in this cluster, animal form—whether through
hybridism or metamorphosis—is an important component. As well as being
a centaur himself, Cheiron produced a daughter who transformed into a
horse, according to the plot of Euripides’ lost play Melanippe Sophe.

Moving from Thessaly to Arcadia, we come within the purview of
Pausanias, who appears to have been especially interested in the mythology
of that region; though the selection and arrangement of his material reflects
his own authorial concerns (see, for example, Bruit, 1986; Hutton, 2005:
303–11; Pirenne-Delforge, 2008: 67–72) he certainly does convey local
stories of great antiquity, and it is among these stories, and accompanying
rituals, that another important cluster of animal/god associations is found.
Demeter Melaina has already been mentioned; she was worshipped in a
sacred cave in the territory of Phigalia, where according to local legend her
cult image had once been a hybrid one, though this was no longer the case
by the time of the Periegete’s visit in the second century AD (Pausanias,
8.42.4). This mare-headed image remains a shadowy presence in local lore,
alongside pervasive myths of metamorphosis in which Demeter and
Poseidon mate in equine form. This narrative pertains not only to Phigalia
but also to Thelpousa where the goddess was worshipped with the cult title
Erinys, ‘Fury’, reflecting the destructive anger that appears to have been
Arcadian Demeter’s chief characteristic. It was also relevant to the important
sanctuary of Demeter and Despoina at Lykosoura; Despoina was one of the
two offspring said to have resulted from the mating. (For the most recent
discussion of this sanctuary, see Guimier-Sorbets, Jost, and Morizot, 2008.)
Lykosoura’s massive cult statue-group substantially survives, showing
Demeter, Despoina, Artemis, and the Titan Anytos; none of the deities is
hybrid or theriomorphic, but a fold of marble drapery—probably part of
Despoina’s clothing—is decorated with one of the most famous pieces of
hybrid imagery in Greek cult: an extraordinary frieze of dancing, animal-
headed forms. The precise relationship between these little figures and the
goddesses central to the cult is unclear; numerous ram-headed terracotta
figurines are similarly enigmatic. But such objects are an illustration of the
importance of animal and hybrid imagery at the closely interrelated
sanctuaries of Phigalia, Thelpousa, and Lykosoura. (On the connections
between these sites, see Jost, 1994.)



Another hybrid who contributes significantly to this Arcadian religious
mélange is Pan. Pausanias’s retelling of the myths of Phigalian Demeter give
him an important role there: when the goddess, angry at her rape by
Poseidon and at the abduction of Persephone, withdraws to the cave and
denies mankind her fertility-giving powers, it is Pan who finds her and leads
her back to her proper duties, preventing catastrophic famine (Pausanias,
8.42.3). This role finds an echo, surely, in the images on vases showing Pan
or two Pans attending the emergence of Kore from the earth, and presiding
over a return of natural abundance. However, Pan does not seem to have
been accorded cult at Phigalia; for that, we turn to Mount Lykaion, site of the
sanctuary of Zeus Lykaios, which from the fourth century BC had great
importance as an emblem of Arcadian federal identity; it was the location for
the Lykaia, regional athletic competitions, and the coinage of the Arcadian
koinon depicts Lykaian Zeus on one side and Pan on the other. Pan’s shrine
on Lykaion has not been found, but Pausanias tells us (8.38.5) that it stood
beside the race-track used in the games—a very significant location. Rather
like Cheiron on Pelion, Pan on Lykaion, in conjunction with Zeus,
contributed to a site of considerable regional importance, given extra fuel in
the case of Arcadia because of antagonism against the Spartans, whose
decline in the wake of the battle of Leuktra in 371 delivered a massive boost
to Arcadian federal ambitions. In 370/69 the Arcadians founded Megalopolis
in a spirit of defiance, and in that new city too Pan found an influential place
(Jost, 1985: 458–9).

The cocktail of animal elements in Arcadian religion is intensified by the
figure of Lykaon, a mortal transformed into a wolf by Zeus as punishment
for his impiety (see, for example, Pausanias, 8.3.2; Apollodoros, Bibliotheke
3.8.1; Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.199–243; Hyginus, Fabulae 176). Such
stories of gods inflicting transformation punitively are common in Greek
mythology; Lykaon, however, as his name suggests, has links with Arcadian
cult as well as lore. There are enigmatic references to lycanthropy being an
ingredient of the ritual on Mount Lykaion, and though these cannot be
verified as historical they contribute to the prevailing impression of Arcadia
as a place where the boundaries between human and animal, as well as god
and animal, were perilously thin. (On werewolf rituals on Lykaion, see
Burkert, 1983: 84–93; Buxton, 1987: 67–74.) Moreover, these themes are
woven right into the region’s primordial history. Lykaon is not just anyone:
he is the son of Pelasgos, the first king of Arcadia (Pausanias 8.2.1). The



eponymous hero Arkas is the son of Kallisto, who after bearing him to Zeus
is turned into a bear, the reason varying according to the source
(Apollodoros, Bibliotheke 3.8.2; Hyginus, Fabulae 177; Pausanias, 8.3.6;
Ovid, Metamorphoses 2.409ff.). In addition to this bear-parentage, Arkas is
occasionally described as the twin of Pan, tying him in yet more tightly with
Arcadia’s theriomorphic elements. (For Pan and Arkas as twins, see
Epimenides, fr.16 DK; Aeschylus, fr.65b–c Mette.)

What this Arcadian cluster, and its Thessalian counterpart, demonstrate
most crucially is the impossibility of detaching hybridism from other forms
of animal/god combination; they tend to form dynamic relationships with a
whole palette of possible conjunctions in which metamorphosis is the other
key ingredient. Certain regions seem to have had particularly strong and
significant clusters, emerging from the generally scattered and piecemeal
nature of hybridism in Greek cult.

Sacred Spaces
Some repeatedly significant types of cult location will have become apparent
from the foregoing discussion. In particular, the worship of hybrid deities in
caves is strikingly widespread. Demeter Melaina and Cheiron have been
noted; another example is Acheloos, who very often turns up sharing a
sacred cave with a certain combination of divine figures, most often Hermes
and the Nymphs. This company, with Acheloos among them, is depicted on
a large number of reliefs; not only have several been found in caves, but the
design of the reliefs sometimes includes a rough cave wall as a frame, so that
the deities are shown in their natural surroundings. It is not hard to recognize
that the deities so depicted, in such settings, belong to a certain broad and
flexible category, that of nature deities (recently given a very useful general
discussion by Larson, 2007), associated with fertility and natural abundance.
When an inscription accompanies such a relief, this function is often made
explicit; for example, the relief dedicated by Xenokrateia at Echelidai in the
early fourth century, to various gods including Nymphs and Acheloos,
explicitly designates itself a thank-offering for the safe production of
children (Athens NM 2356). (For a recent discussion of caves and their
supernatural inhabitants in Greek myth and cult, see Ustinova, 2009.)

Acheloos as god of life-giving waters fits smoothly into the company of
the Nymphs, embodiments and residents of the natural environment; and it
comes as no surprise to find Pan also sometimes included within the



company. An especially clear example of the iconographic trends here
described is Athens NM 2008, a mid-fourth-century relief from the Vari cave
in Attica, on which three Nymphs dance holding hands; Pan with his pipes
stands on the right of the scene, Hermes on the left, and on the far left
Acheloos is represented as a horned face staring out from the rough cave
wall that forms the edge of the relief. On the Xenokrateia relief he has his
other common form, that of man-faced bull.

Pan and Acheloos here seem uncomplicated inclusions within an
uncomplicated divine collective, dedicated to the essential business of
maintaining the fertility of both nature and man. And yet it would be wrong
to see the divine function of hybrid deities as limited either to this preserve
or to this kind of space. For a start, caves are not always purely rural; Pan
had one on the slopes of the Athenian acropolis as well as out in the Attic
countryside. His nearest hybrid neighbour in that civically vital zone was the
snake-tailed Kekrops, an early king of Attica, whose acropolitan cult site
was his tomb, and Kekrops certainly illustrates the impossibility of
relegating hybrids to the realm of the purely pastoral. With his snake form,
representative of birth from the earth, Kekrops is an embodiment of
Athenian claims to autochthony, especially important in their self-
representation after the Persian Wars. Kekrops was also regarded as the
founder of major components of civilized human life and society, such as
monogamous marriage, funeral rites, and civic unity. (See respectively the
scholion to Aristophanes, Wealth 773; Philochoros, FGrHist 328 F 94;
Cicero, Laws 2.63. For detailed discussion of Kekrops and his character, see
Gourmelen, 2004.) So a hybrid, for all its animal part, does not have to stand
simply for the wild, the uncultivated, but can be essentially the reverse, a
guarantor of human progress. Cheiron’s role as educator of heroes is
comparable here: he facilitates the progress of individuals from youth to
maturity, and their acquisition of vital human skills. Cheiron, of course, is
placed outside the human community he serves, and his cult involves a
pilgrimage into the wild land of the mountain.

In this discussion of space, sea-gods also deserve a brief mention, for the
positioning of their shrines on the sea-shore sometimes has significance
beyond mere proximity to the element they represent or to the mariners they
may be called upon to protect. A telling example is that of the fish-tailed
Glaukos, worshipped at Anthedon in Boiotia, at the very spot from which he
was believed to have leapt into the sea at the moment of acquiring both



divinity and hybrid form—his cult site was called Glaukou pedēma,
Glaukos’s Leap. Ancient texts relate how the human Glaukos, a local
fisherman, eats a magic herb growing upon the shore and instantly leaps into
the sea to become a fish-tailed thalattios daimōn (Pausanias, 9.22.7; Ovid,
Metamorphoses 13.920–48). His cult site is therefore a marker of his
departure from the land and from the human state, and also, perched as it is
on the margin of sea and land, reflects his mixed form, half man half fish,
half marine half terrestrial. Whereas Kekrops’s snake tail roots its owner in
the Attic soil, the fish tail of Glaukos suits a denizen of the sea’s essential
fluidity. Sacred space, anatomy, and character work in symbolic unison.

CONCLUSIONS
As has been repeatedly emphasized, hybrid gods do not lend themselves to
the identification of universal meanings; their divine functions are as various
as the significance of their physical form. Greek religion was a fragmented
affair, consisting largely of local particularities of ritual and myth, and
hybrid deities are no exception; the character of each was defined by
traditions of worship within a specific location far more than by pan-
Hellenic principles. However, some patterns emerge as to what kind of
divine powers hybrid deities could muster.

Prophecy surfaces frequently: Cheiron, Proteus, and Glaukos, for
example, all have mantic properties, even though evidence for regular
consultations of them in this capacity is lacking; however, Pan may have had
an oracular function on Mount Lykaion (scholion to Theocritus, Idylls
1.5.123c; see Jost, 1985: 474–5), and Acheloos seems to have been involved
in the oracular process at Dodona (Ephorus, FGrHist 70 F 20; see Parke,
1967: 153). As well as caves, tombs are common focuses of cult, placing
several hybrid deities within the broader category of cult-receiving heroes
who have undergone death: Kekrops’s acropolitan cult was tomb-based;
Proteus’s tomb was considered the basis of his Egyptian cult, and the Sirens
were worshipped where they were buried after washing up dead upon the
shore, according to the Hellenistic poet Lykophron, who describes the cult of
the eldest, Parthenope, thus (Alexandra 717–21, my translation):

Her, cast up on the shore, will the tower of Phaleron
Receive, and Glanis, moistening the earth with its streams.
Here, having built a tomb for the maiden, the inhabitants
Will honour Parthenope, the bird-formed goddess,



Annually with libations and with sacrifices of oxen.

Even when hybrids were not worshipped at their supposed tombs, death is
a significant feature of their character; Cheiron is a particularly striking
example of this, as I have shown elsewhere (see Aston, 2006). This ties back
into their frequent characterization as being subjected to the monster-
defeating energies of heroes, described above. Their links with the
monstrous certainly contribute to their personae as cult-receiving deities.
Unlike monsters, however, they are frequently treated in ancient literature
with a kind of wistful nostalgia as for beings whose full potency belongs to
past time, even though their worship was, in actuality, sometimes
remarkably enduring.



SUGGESTED READING

The only monograph on Greek animal-hybrid deities collectively is Aston
(2011). However, there have been some very important contributions to the
study of individual deities, and individual geographical regions of
importance to this topic. On the first, Isler (1970) still stands out as a
marvellous iconographic survey. French scholarship has produced at least
two outstanding studies of hybrids’ symbolic significance within their home
communities: those of Borgeaud on Pan (1988) and Gourmelen on Kekrops
(2004). Hybrids in art have been less neglected than hybrids in cult: of
paramount value is Padgett (2003), which provides a visually and
intellectually rich introduction to the artistic aspect. (Similarly, monsters in
ancient thought are interestingly treated in Atherton (1998).) The
importance of Arcadia to the topic of divine hybridism certainly
necessitates acknowledgement of the monumental contribution of Jost,
especially her 1985 work. Finally, moving away from hybridism, Buxton’s
recent treatment (2009) of metamorphosis has substantial and important
discussions of deities, though the older work of Forbes Irving (1990) has by
no means been rendered obsolete.
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CHAPTER 23

Metamorphosis
Human into Animals

CHIARA THUMIGER

INTRODUCTION
METAMORPHOSIS into animals is in some way a seminal case within myths
of metamorphosis, and surely the most represented in literary and figurative
form. Transformation into plants or elements of landscape (mountains,
waters, islands, stars, and so on), however full of interest, feeds less into the
reflection about the boundaries of what a culture defines as ‘human’, and is
less open to symbolic or allegorical meanings due to the more striking
implausibility and to the complete heterogeneity of the two identities
involved. Transformation into a spring, a plant, or a mountain, for instance
(as in the fate of Arethusa, or Daphne, or Atlas respectively), or into a
physical phenomenon (like the nymph Echo and her aetiological tale)
implies such a shift in the subject’s nature and mode of being as to equal a
kind of death more than a metamorphosis. As such, the metamorphic
experience does not corrode the inner core of the subject’s character in
these cases. Identity is terminated, but not changed: the two, the subject
before metamorphosis and once the change is concluded are completely
heterogeneous.

Moreover, to be turned into stone, or water, or into a plant resembles a
kind of death also for the fixity and permanent character of the outcome: it
is a reduction, an immobilization into a motionless inanimate state. As
opposed to this sort of crystallization, metamorphosis into animals
determines a new kind of life in which the subject is called to participate. It
is a new destiny, temporary or even permanent, but characterized by vitality



and chronicity, one may say, by the subjection to time that is proper to all
living and moving things. Io’s distressed wandering in Aeschylus’s
Prometheus Bound is perhaps the best illustration in this respect. Her
transformation, that of the young woman into a cow, is imposed from the
outside by Hera as an act of revenge, yes; but is also reflected upon and
‘lived’ in first person by the woman, who acquires a new nature comprising
both awareness of the present and the memory of a haunting past. The
torturing sting of the oistros, the gadfly, is a strong image for the continuity
of past and present in the character’s consciousness, the incessant reminder
of the change that has occurred—interestingly oistros, ‘gadfly’, is an
established metaphor for ‘sting of passion’, or even ‘madness’ in Greek
poetic language, with a clear psychological meaning. In this way, it exists in
two worlds: in the world of the heifer tormented by an insect, which was
once a girl; and in the world of the girl, on an abstract level, as the frenzy
now urging on her, and the derangement in her mind.

This reveals another characteristic of stories about metamorphosis into
animals: they are irreducibly an experience of the individual, in isolation.
This private, personal aspect of metamorphosis explains its impact on the
psychology of characters, which is often central in poetic representations
(see, representatively, Devereux (1976) for a reading of metamorphosis as a
psychoanalytical item in tragedy, especially with reference to Io). There is a
fundamental distinction to be made between two ‘modes’ of
metamorphosis: the first, when it is described as entirely imposed from the
outside and unperceived by the subject (for example, the transformation of
Narcissus, or Daphne into a plant), and the conscious experience (chosen by
a god as expedient or at least acknowledged by a mortal individual through
consciousness, as it is the case for most metamorphoses into animals and
unlike metamorphoses into plants, landscape, or other things). In this
second case a psychological component is activated, and metamorphosis
explores the limits of individual minds, the possibility of inner change and
what such change may entail. These psychological implications remain, of
course, only implicit in visual arts, but they are exploited and realized to the
full in literary texts.

In an existential or psychological perspective metamorphosis is shaped
both as a form of constraint and condemnation, and an opening, a revelation
of hidden sides of one’s personality. Io is at first sight an example of the
first. The cow form in which the girl is trapped is effectively a prison that



perpetuates her previous experiences of coercion: the rape by Zeus and the
unfair jealousy of Hera. In the Aeschylean Prometheus Bound this appears
clearly in the maiden’s own words, as she evokes ‘the misfortune which has
changed my appearance’, my morphe (643–4). On the other hand, she is
also able to acknowledge her own experience of sexual contact and
psychological or emotional change, as she recalls how her phrenes, her
‘mind’ was affected too (673). As Devereux has analysed in detail, the
dream Io has in anticipation of her vicissitudes at Prometheus Bound 645–
54 is pertinent both to the destiny that will befall her and to her own psyche.
Whether or not one is convinced by the psychoanalysis that follows in this
interpretation (a disguised and repressed craving for incest on the part of
Io), it is undeniable that here metamorphosis has to do with divine agency
as much as with the subjectivity of the human character (Devereux, 1976:
26–56).

In the Aeschylean Supplices the same myth is evoked, and the personal
quality of Io’s experience becomes even more vivid: the chorus recall their
ancestress’s wanderings (535–89), her being made hamartinoos (‘of an
unsound mind’; 542) and mainomena (‘mad’; 562) by the oistros, the
penthimon aidō of a maiden (‘painful shame’; 579); and how she is finally
placated by the thelxas god, Zeus, who counteracts ‘with his spell’ (571–2)
the magic of Io’s metamorphosis through his therapeutic touch, by which
Epaphus will be conceived.

Gender reversal is another side of this personal component of the
experience of metamorphoses. Consider Tiresias’s case: according to
different versions of the myth, he is transformed into a woman following a
satisfied sexual curiosity (or a morbidity for viewing, as he sees two
copulating snakes and strikes them with a stick), or he is turned blind after
his vision of a forbidden scene (Athena at the bath, in Callimachus, Hymn
5.75–92). According to Hyginus and Ovid (Metamorphoses 3.316–38) after
the first transformation into a woman Tiresias will be further punished by
Hera with blindness for having revealed what he had learned through his
experience as both man and woman: that women receive much more
pleasure than men from the sexual act. These due retributions, blindness, or
metamorphosis into a woman, are in many ways coterminous with a
transformation into an animal (compare Forbes Irving, 1990: 164;
according to late versions of the myth the seer went through seven changes
instead, before eventually turning into a mouse) and are entangled with the



life experiences and learning of the man. Accordingly, they will result in
him gaining the very personal gift of prophecy. The gender reversal found
in the case of Tiresias characterizes instances of animal metamorphosis
elsewhere, and reaffirms the deep personal import of these stories. As
Alexandridis illustrates with reference to figurative examples, the
transformation from human to animal can have an element of sexual
inversion that adds to the grotesque play with identity: Io, for instance, is
represented in vase paintings as a bovine that, on a closer look, reveals itself
to be a bull, rather than a heifer (Alexandridis, 2009: 269). Inversion
between male and female is a seminal one in most cultures; arguably, the
most psychologically charged and irreducible one (see again Alexandridis
(2009: 268–9) on this point, discussing Actaeon and Io, and Frontisi-
Ducroux (2003: 130–3) on sex and the myth of Tiresias).

For all these reasons, metamorphosis into animals offers strong examples
of the themes and implications that metamorphosis has more generally in
ancient culture. If animals enjoy degrees of both analogy and contiguity
with human beings in various cultures, the similarities between the two with
respect to emotional and cognitive faculties become the object of special
attention in Greek culture. Stories of metamorphosis cannot be taken simply
as expression of a popular ‘underground’ culture indulgent to the fantastic,
wondrous, or magic, but engage seriously with Greek beliefs about man and
animal, bringing out and amplifying the challenges metamorphosis poses to
a fixed definition of ‘human’.

CLASSIFYING METAMORPHOSES INTO
ANIMALS

A complete overview of such large and heterogeneous material is an
impossible task; we can however make some basic distinctions among
different stories. I will leave aside, for now, an element that is central in the
methodology I adopt in this chapter: the analysis of the literary forms
through which these myths are narrated. In this chapter, in fact, I will
mostly confine myself to metamorphosis into animal in literary sources
rather than figurative art. This choice does not claim to be the only one
possible one or even necessarily better than others, but it has the advantage
of necessitating a consideration for the specifics of the genres through



which mythological stories are presented (on visual art, see Frontisi-
Ducroux, 2003; Alexandridis, 2009 and forthcoming). The forms and
narratives of these stories are inseparable from their content, and the
‘genres’ of metamorphosis are necessarily part of any discussion on the
topic (as acknowledged by Buxton (2009: 29–156)). First, however, we
shall look at some more basic distinctions within these myths.

First of all, the ‘nature’ of the protagonists constitutes an important
marker, as different patterns are established between divine and human
metamorphoses. Zgoll distinguishes between allophanie of the gods and
metamorphosis of humans as fundamentally different types: ‘magic’ shape-
shifting (including also Circe’s spell on Odysseus’s companions) opposed to
the irreversibility of human transformation (Zgoll, 2004: 133–41, 175–79,
217–33). The two experiences have much in common in the fluidity
between anthropomorphic and theriomorphic that they imply, whereas
human metamorphosis adds a depth that is absent to the divine experience.
Therefore, even if we concentrate on the second, a few words on the divine
experience are in order, as they help to emphasize the specificity of human
metamorphosis. The presence of a token animal form in connection to a
divine figure or to religious experiences is recurrent. It is better to avoid the
word ‘totem’ in this respect, as this is a controversial concept with reference
to Greek culture and religion (on this and related matters, see Burkert
(1987), esp. 64–5: ‘animal worship of the kind of the one found with the
Apis cult in Egypt was unknown in Greece’). There are precise connections
between a god and an animal (Zeus and the eagle, Dionysus and the bull,
Athena and the owl, Poseidon and the horse, etc.), but also exemplary
metamorphoses into one particular animal imposed by a god onto a human
(Artemis and the stag or bear, for instance, in Actaeon’s or Callisto’s
stories; the mother of the gods and wild animals, as in Atalanta and the lion;
and so on). We have the episodes of the substitution of a human being for
an animal to avoid, or sublimate, a human sacrifice: Iphigenia is perhaps the
most famous case. Just before she is killed to placate Artemis, a deer
appears on the altar to die in her stead. Is this an episode of substitution, or
a metamorphosis? In Euripides the first interpretation clearly prevails:
Artemis exeklepsen elaphon antidousa mou, ‘Artemis kidnapped me, and
gave a deer in exchange’ (Iphigenia in Tauris 28). It is a ‘miraculous
disappearance’ (Iphigenia in Aulis 1581; thauma…horan); no one could see
where the maiden had been ‘swallowed by the earth’ (hou gēs eisedu; 1583)



and a big deer lay on the ground (1587). The subsequent developments in
Tauris, following the Euripidean version and other similar elaborations of
the myth, proves that a replacement has taken place.

The ambiguity however remains, especially since the treatment of
humans as sacrificial victims is a pervasive, lingering anxiety in Greek
culture and imagination, in particular when the victim is a maiden, often
associated to a ‘liminal’ quality (see ‘Animals in tragedy’ in this volume).
On liminality as anthropological category the classic work is the much
quoted—and indeed too loosely applied—Van Gennep on Rites of Passage
(1960), which offered a model for many interpretations of animality as a
stage of human ‘coming of age’ in Greek literature (see also Katz (1999) for
Io; Forbes Irving, 1990: 50–7). One may compare the case of Taygete, who
beseeches Artemis to turn her into a deer in order to avoid Zeus’s sexual
attentions (another example of a maiden who undergoes metamorphosis
into an animal on the verge of reaching sexual maturity, and in connection
with a desire to escape).

A different side of the connection of divine and animal is found in the
experiences of initiation as ‘transformation’ of the initiate into a sacred
animal (birds are the image for the initiate, for example, whereas ptoēsis,
‘flight’, can have initiatory overtones: Bacchae 214, 748 is read in this
sense by Seaford (2001, 170–1 on line 214)). The young girls consecrated
to Artemis where called arktoi, ‘the she-bears’, in the context of the cults at
Brauron, and identified with the wild animal for the limited period of time
of the celebrations. Poetic descriptions of Dionysiac possession (especially
rich is the one offered by Euripides’ Bacchae) compare the maenad to
various animals, from the timid fawn (Bacchae 166–7, for instance) to
aggressive hounds (see Thumiger, 2007: 3.1.3 and 3.2 on metamorphosis
and animals in the play). What features as simile within a text, apparently a
mere rhetorical device, is substantiated by the contiguity with animals that
the participants to the mysteric orgies show (e.g., their breastfeeding wolf-
cubs or fawns, their use of snakes as belts, licking their cheeks, at Bacchae
698–700). Familiarity to, and identification with, animals is a sign of the
initiates’ participation in the sphere of the divine and supernatural (on
sacred animals, see Bodson, 1979: 56–7, and ead. 147–8 on
metamorphosis). If these are not all metamorphoses in an explicit sense,
they point at a shift away from the human and into the animal nature that is
not uncommon in Greek religious discourse. Like the reading of Iphigenia’s



substitution as a kind of metamorphosis, these instances are all important to
shed light on the implications made more evident by clearer cases of
metamorphoses, and make them appear less striking, less ‘shocking’ in the
effect they achieve than an exclusive focus on extraordinary episodes would
allow (see Buxton’s (2009) insistence on thambos as qualifying Greek
myths of metamorphosis). As Frontisi-Ducroux puts it, ‘metamorphosis is
often the result of the encounter [between god and man]. In the shock which
places him in front of the divinity, the human being can vacillate,
abruptly…in his space, to lose himself into the animal, the vegetation, or be
figured into stone’ (Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 17).

Divinities can also metamorphose themselves. The habit of changing
shape at will appears to be a defining characteristic for ‘archaic’ divinities,
especially those linked to the sea (Proteus and Thetis, but also Dionysus;
not all readers agree in assimilating these cases to other divine stories of
metamorphoses: see Forbes Irving, 1990: 171–94; Buxton, 2009: 168–77).
These appear to be states of permanent shifting rather than a controlled
skill; the expedient is used in self-defence more than in aggression and not
always successfully. This is the case for Thetis, who will not manage to
escape the sexual advances of Peleus (Ovid, Metamorphoses 9.221–57) or
of Proteus in Virgil’s Georgics (4.387–452). For major Olympian gods there
is greater freedom and control, and a more complete identification with the
new form is generally achieved than in the case of human metamorphoses
or shape-shifting. Gods such as Zeus or Athena can undergo a total
transformation into, for example, a swan, or a bull, or an owl, while human
individuals transform themselves, it appears, with less ease and must retain
elements of their original nature. To this more troublesome human
metamorphosis, as we have seen, is inherent a much deeper psychological
significance: they are not simply borrowing a new appearance, but going
through a radical change.

A shaping force behind human metamorphoses is typically punishment,
or more broadly retribution for one’s flawed behaviour. The subject is often
aware that their transformation is a consequence of their behaviour, and this
awareness can trigger existential, moral, or religious reflections. The tragic
character of Io in Prometheus Bound, again, can painfully discuss her own
misfortune at 673–9: ‘my mind and appearance were distorted’ (morphe…
phrenes diastrophoi; 673), and then comment on her destiny and on the role
that metamorphosis played in it. Even when the subject is unaware of the



changes that are taking place, the experience is still loaded with further
meanings in the eyes of the external observers. The Euripidean Hecuba will
be turned into a bitch (Hecuba 1265) to match her bloodthirsty
vengefulness towards Polymestor and her own status: she is an aged but
still dangerously empowered woman, suspended between a manic desire for
revenge and her objective marginalization as a female and a war slave. Her
experience after the metamorphosis is not voiced, and remains a future
prophesied to her; the significance is, however, clear, both to her and to her
internal audience in the text.

Both Io and Hecuba are examples of metamorphosed humans, where the
new form has a much larger story to tell and is achieved through a painful
consuming process, completely extraneous to the gods’ magic power of
disguise in whichever form they wish (on the act itself, see Frontisi-
Ducroux (2003); notoriously, the metamorphoses are not represented in a
‘cinematic’ way before Ovid, but they still imply a long set of precedents).
Accordingly, their reversible and temporary character mark divine
metamorphoses by and large; when human metamorphosis is reversible,
instead, it can assume a ludic, comic quality, deprived of moral implications
(as with the companions transformed by Circe into pigs in Odyssey 10.
Reversible metamorphosis as part of the moral evolution of the subject in
the later novels Lucius and Apuleius’s Metamorphoses is a different case, as
we shall see: a mix of comedy and seriousness within a genre characterized
by contamination and playfulness). Metamorphoses that are imposed as
punishment or condemnation of humans are, instead, usually permanent
states of affairs, the realization of a divine plan.

In sum, more vulnerable individuals, the mortals, tend to experience
imperfect (in the sense that their human original nature is still detectable)
but permanent metamorphoses; this lesser ‘perfection’ means that the
painful recognition of one’s own change is often central, and that,
sometimes, elements of physical hybridism and mixed appearances are
emphasized. At the same time, these human metamorphoses have greater
existential and psychological worth.

Another distinction is based on the final animal forms acquired:
mammals, birds, and snakes. Within mammals, bovines are the most
represented category, as cattle or sacrificial animals; then we have other
domestic or wild animals (dogs, bears). Birds constitute a category of their
own, and carry a wide net of implications, among which mourning, flight,



death, and erotic suggestions stand out (see also Forbes Irving, 1990: 96–
127). Snakes, finally, appear much more rarely. The greater frequency of
mammals in metamorphosis (and, on the contrary, the higher incidence of
birds and reptiles in poetic metaphors and similes) can be illuminated by
Lévi-Strauss’s remarks, when he describes the status of animals to man in
terms of metonymy (when an animal is located in an extension of the
human realm, contiguous to it) and metaphor (when an animal is perceived
as symbolically linked to the system of the human realm, by analogy: see
Tester, 1991: 35). Thus, dogs are an instance of metonymical animals with
reference to man (they are located in an extension of our world) while birds
or fish can only be metaphorically linked to man by a system of analogies
and projections. This helps explain how the tradition more readily offers
stories of metamorphosis into a mammal when they are endowed with
psychological or moral articulation and engender a narrative proper, often
with a subjective voice to be heard; while metamorphosis into reptiles and
birds is more often presented in the third person, rather than as experience
voiced by the human participant (Sophocles’ Tereus, of which only
fragments survive, would have offered an interesting counter-case, the
dramatization of the story of Procne, Philomela, and Tereus, and their
metamorphosis into birds). This might be explained with the lesser
contiguity with man in these last two cases, where animals are rather
‘metaphors’ of human experiences, as opposed to, say, dogs and bovines as
‘metonyms’ of the human experience.

Snakes are thus relatively rare in metamorphic stories, and when they
appear they seem to occupy the grey area between metamorphosis and
imagery, actual change and figure of speech marking villains and betrayers.
An interesting example of such a grey area of ‘metamorphosis through
imagery’ is at Choephoroi 527 and 530: Clytemnestra’s dream of
breastfeeding a snake, with reference to the awaiting matricide that will
destroy her. Later, at 549, as Orestes embraces his doom of revenge, he uses
a verb of metamorphosis, the hapax ekdrakontotheis, ‘having been
made/having turned into a snake’, to describe his matricidal choice within a
wider picture of crime and retribution, as well as his acknowledgement and
correct interpretation of the prophetic dreams of his mother. This is not to
be taken, obviously, as metamorphosis in the literal sense, but the
psychological identification of one’s nature with that of an animal, made
significant by the semantics of a prophetic dream. To break the taboo of



matricide is a wearing of a new skin, a becoming ‘something else’. Cases of
‘literal metamorphosis’ are hard to establish firmly when we deal with
figurative and literary representations; some cases, such as the snake, seem
to invite a play between imagery and actual metamorphosis in a special
way.

IMAGERY AND METAMORPHOSIS
The interface between the literal and the metaphorical when humans
assume animal form in a text deserves a few words. The status of metaphor
is per se a highly debated topic; more recent theories tend to emphasize its
cognitive base, its being the product of thought, rather than primarily a
verbal phenomenon (see Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; see Chaston (2010: 49)
for a discussion, with n. 255). Within this cognitive view of metaphor the
step from ontological change (transformation proper) to conceptual move
(the animal element as token for a new identity, or vehicle for a particular
theme or meaning) is shorter than if we intend ‘metaphor’ specifically as a
‘defamiliarizing’ use of words. An illustrative, and much commented on,
example is the episode at Odyssey 3.371–2 where Athena is associated with
a bird-form: ‘with that the bright-eyed goddess went away, similar
to/resembling a sea-eagle. Astonishment took hold of those who were
looking’. These lines are interpreted by West and others as a metamorphosis
into a bird (West, 1988–92, vol.1: 183–4; see Lavoie (1970: 29–33) on
divine metamorphoses into birds in Homer; on similes, epiphanies and
transformations in Homeric ornithomancy, see Bushnell, 1982). The
problem is posed by the expression that qualifies the acquisition of a bird
form, phene eidomene, ‘similar to/resembling a sea-eagle’. Is this a
transformation proper, or is eidomene a conjunctive expression introducing
a simile, functionally equivalent to ‘as’, ‘like’, and so on? To put it
differently, is the goddess here literally turning herself into an eagle before
the eyes of those present, or is it her swift, sea-eagle-like behaviour as a
divine presence that attracts the thambos of the audience? West claims that
what we have is the actual ‘disappearance’ of Mentor, the human persona
that Athena has assumed thus far, followed by the appearance of a sea-
eagle. Against this reading Buxton prefers to leave the matter suspended on
the uncanny and instantaneous nature of Greek metamorphosis (Buxton,
2009: 29–37; compare Frontisi-Ducroux (2003: 86) on the aoristic quality



of Greek narrative of metamorphosis, directly linked to its being a coming
out from the invisible, belonging to the category of divine, and inscribed in
a different category of time (91–2)). In many instances, it seems, a
definitive choice is impossible to make, and perhaps it is best to speak of
‘symbolic’ in the etymological sense, the encounter between two
heterogeneous entities, an expression located in the grey area between
audience responses, genre convention, and mythological and religious
beliefs.

METAMORPHOSIS BETWEEN CHANGE AND
HYBRIDISM

I have specified that we are going to deal primarily with literary as opposed
to visual sources. This implies that certain aspects of metamorphosis are
brought to the fore more readily than others. The figurative medium, in fact,
privileges one of two fundamental modes of representing metamorphosis,
as opposed to literary forms. Metamorphosis is presented either
diachronically, as a narrative; or synchronically, as an individual image.
This second, ‘synchronic’ image can employ different expedients to convey
the idea of transformation, where old and a new identities are brought
together (on this topic see the very important pages by Frontisi-Ducroux
(2003: 74–76), Buxton (2009: 76–109) and Alexandridis (forthcoming: ch.
2)); in figurative art, however, the focus rests on the coexistence of the two
natures, rather than on the process of change. The result can be described as
an instance of hybridism, a representation where two (or more) different
natures coexist, characterized by ‘pluralism’. As Bynum (2001: 31) puts it,
‘…hybridism and metamorphosis reveal or violate categories in different
ways. Hybrid reveals a world of difference, a world that is and is multiple;
metamorphosis reveals a world of stories, of things under way.
Metamorphosis breaks down categories by breaching them; hybrid forces
contradictory or incompatible categories to coexist and serve as
commentary each on the other’. In figurative art, artists sometimes tried to
explore the possibilities offered by the scene portrayed to confer to the
image the dynamism that could convey an idea of development through
time.



The first option, diachronic narrative, foregrounds instead the process of
transformation. It is not surprising that literary texts should be the suitable
medium for presenting a diachronic narrative of metamorphosis, while
figurative arts are obliged to resort to the synchronic language, as sequences
of events are not represented otherwise in the conventions of Greek vase
painting or sculpture. These two very different modes of expression for the
same phenomenon, however, are not solely determined by the medium
chosen (literary or visual), but may also imply different degrees in the
merging of human and animal nature, different categories of individuals and
concepts of identity (Alexandridis, forthcoming: 2). Whether it is the
medium with its conventions that determines the ideological categories
expressed or vice versa is a circular dilemma that we cannot solve here; it
suffices to say that these different expressive languages used to depict
metamorphosis affect deeply the way the experience appears to be felt by
the humans involved.

In visual art the different venues of metamorphosis proper and hybridism
are more evident, as the much discussed case of Actaeon shows (see
Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 95–144; Alexandridis, 2009: 266). Starting from
this example Alexandridis argues that the figurative representation of
metamorphic myths undergoes a shift in the fifth century. The young hunter
is punished by Artemis for the typical hybristic boast, that he is a better
hunter than the goddess (or, in later versions, for having seen her bathing,
another typical infringement (cf. Apollodorus, Library 1.4.4)). The goddess
urges his own hounds against him, turning the hunter into prey. Actaeon is
killed and his body torn into pieces. Images from the earlier period (from
the sixth to the mid-fifth century BC) tend to represent the naked hero as
entirely human in form, chased by his hounds. The token of the deer-skin
mantle wrapped around the hero’s neck, sometimes added in these early
images, still maintains the two natures, the human and the animal, separated
and distinct (see Frontisi-Ducroux’s discussion of the skin and the problem
of metamorphosis-simile-metaphor (2003: 109); for detailed references, see
Alexandridis, 2009: 265–72). The transformation from hunter into prey is
implied, or only hinted at. The animal skin acts as a ‘background’ against
which the human form appears, and is a reminder and a premonition of the
man’s unnatural death more than anything else. The inversion of hierarchies
in the relationship between hunter and hunted, and the juxtaposition of two
visual elements of opposite sign, the human body and the animal skin, make



the two natures coexist, though remaining clearly separated (Alexandridis,
2009: 269). In the second half of the fifth century BC, instead, a new kind
of representation emerges, in which old and new natures are seemingly
merged together into one body. In a bell-krater by the Lycaon painter in
Boston from about 440 BC Actaeon sports stag antlers and ears, although
retaining an upright stance, and we see a personification of Lyssa as canine
goddess of madness nearby (see Alexandridis, 2009: 270). This merging of
the two natures, human and animal, offers a snapshot of a stage within the
larger metamorphic process. Also, it makes a claim about the hybrid nature
of an individual in which victimization and aggressiveness, human and
animal, devotion and hybris are merged, where external appearance as well
as psychological soundness are affected (see Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 113–
4; on hunting and the reversal of hunter and prey, see Barringer, 2001: 125–
73). Intriguingly, Apollodorus (1.4.4) reports that after the death of their
master the dogs, howling with grief at his disappearance, reached the cave
of the centaur Chiron, who fashioned an eidolon for them to ‘sooth their
grief’: the ‘correct’ human form is finally restored, but immobilized in an
image of death.

Literary texts, instead, can ‘choose’ to privilege either ‘diachronic
narrative’ or ‘synchronic pluralism’, or to combine the two with more
freedom than figurative art. The first choice emphasizes the dramatic,
perhaps more entertaining and surprising quality ascribed to stories of
metamorphosis; the second, instead, poses disquieting questions about
human identity and what it comprises. Different forms of telling, thus, may
determine very different tales. The Io story is again illustrative. At
Aeschylus’s Supplices 567–8, the inhabitants of Egypt face Io’s arrival, an
opsin aēthē, an ‘unfamiliar sight’, duscheres, ‘fearsome’, boton
meixombroton, ta men boos, ta d’au gunaikos, ‘half-human, partly calf,
partly woman’, a teras, ‘monster’ (570). The hybrid nature of Io is insisted
on here. In Prometheus Bound, instead, the animality of the first-person-
speaking Io is assumed, she is described succinctly as a boukerō parthenou,
a ‘horned virgin’ (588): it is her own voice and wits, and Prometheus’s
speech, that testify to her human original nature, and to her present form. In
the Supplices passage Io was evoked by the chorus in absentia, in third
person and from the distance of a mythological past. The hybridism of her
physical details that the chorus insist on is necessary to convey the horrific
uniqueness of her fate, and her humanity within it. The alternatives between



hybridism and narrative have to do with the viewpoints and dramatic
techniques used in every instance, with different emphasis and results.

WORDS OF CHANGE: GENRES AND
METAMORPHOSIS

We shall now follow an itinerary of genre to explore different examples of
metamorphosis in ancient literature, as the variation across genres and texts
is great: some seem to be peculiarly resistant to metamorphosis, some
clearly invite it, while metamorphosis itself was perceived, at specific
times, as a powerful image for creativity and fiction making.

Epic
The Iliad and Odyssey are the natural place to start. While the latter
indulges in several narratives of metamorphoses between god, man, and
animal, in the Iliad the motif is essentially irrelevant, if we exclude
divinities assuming human form in order to intervene in human
circumstances (e.g., Athena, disguised as Deiphobus, deceiving Hector in
Book 22; on such cases, see Lavoie, 1970). This contrast between the two
epics reflects the space given to the supernatural in each of them. The
divine or trans-human in the Odyssey is not restricted to the Olympian
world, but comprises a rich landscape of monstrous creatures and fantastic
settings. The goddess Athena is at the centre of several strategic
metamorphoses, into human (her own various guises), into animal (again,
her own), human to human (Odysseus’s disguise as a beggar, and his
rejuvenation through the goddess’s intervention: see 6.229–35 with
Nausicaa). We have the encounter with a shape-shifter (Proteus, the god
panta ginomenos, at 4.417–24). Most importantly, we find a dramatized
metamorphosis of man into animals, Circe’s spell on Odysseus’s men and
their transformation into pigs in Book 10. This is a remarkable episode,
interesting for its dramatic temporal frame. Frontisi-Ducroux explains these
characteristics by the fact that the episode is reported by Odysseus’s
narrating voice, on the Phaeacians’ island; this expedient determines the
style of the episode, marked by immediacy, and rich in details about the
transformation process (Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 75). In fact, we see the



transformation actually happening in time, before the final result is reached.
The goddess acts on the victims’ psyche prior to transforming their bodies:
she gives them philtres to make them ‘forget their fatherland’ (236) and,
then, ‘she touched them with her magic staff and locked them into the
stables. They had the body of pigs: voices and hair and looks. But like in
the past their mind was sound’ (239–40). We learn thus that the men retain
‘a sound mind’, nous…empedos, notwithstanding the animal form. This
poses the obvious questions of their state of mind and their perception of
the experience; it is not a coincidence that Plutarch took this episode as the
basis for his (humorously posed) argument seemingly in favour of
attributing logos to animals in his Gryllus (Dialogue of Odysseus with a
Pig). The temporality and sequence of this narrative are also remarkable.
First, the reference to the forgetfulness of home, an Odyssean theme but
puzzling in this connection: the ‘return home’ is a subjective marker of
humanity that has to be removed prior to the transformation. Second, the
remark about the soundness of mind the men retain nonetheless, which
describes this as a superficial, external transformation. The hysteron
proteron (she touches them with the staff; she locks them in the stable; and
then, it is said, they find themselves with voices and hair and looks of pigs)
also works to the same effect, foregrounding action and performance, and
the awareness of the subject, rather than their appearance, which is
mentioned last.

The agent of transformation is a goddess, and the transformation has a
comic thrust precisely because it is undeserved and somehow random, an
act of magic aimed, perhaps, at holding back Odysseus on the island (if we
ascribe to Circe divine omniscience about Odysseus’s subsequent arrival) or
simply an emanation of Circe’s powers that she exerts automatically, part of
her own state of being. The nature of Circe as professional ‘magicienne’
(Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 62) contributes to this lighter tone. This episode,
unique in this respect, has metamorphosis as a technique, an activity
characteristic of a divine figure to the point of becoming almost a domestic
chore. Metamorphosis can be represented with a focus on its agent or on its
subject, on its source or on its receiver; in the case of the gods the two can,
and often do, coincide. The episode of the Odyssey places the gravitational
centre onto the sorceress, her arts, and her desires, while the humans’
reaction and engagement is, all in all, of limited relevance. The horrifying
detail that the men retain their noos despite the transformation, recounted in



the third person rather than voicing the conscious noos of the characters,
also downplays the point of view of the human experience; nor are the
companions given any first-person speech to recount their adventure once
they are transformed back into humans.

The Iliad offers no comparable instance of metamorphosis. Griffin
proposed that the poems of the Cycle would have abounded instead in
metamorphic (as well as other fantastic) references; in this way, the Iliad
would define itself, as elsewhere, through a quasi-humanistic sobriety in
addressing mortal life and through a rejection of wondrous and folk-tale
elements. In Griffin’s words (1977: 53): ‘the strict, radical and consistently
heroic interpretation of the world presented by the Iliad made it quite
different from the Cycle, still content with monsters, miracles,
metamorphoses, and an un-tragic attitude towards mortality, all seasoned
with exoticism and romance’ (see Buxton’s reassessment of this view
(2009: 47–8)). We should still ask, however, why do we find in the Iliad an
avoidance of metamorphosis into animals, in particular? A transformation
into stone, for instance, closes the ominous appearance of a snake
devouring the eight sparrow chicks at 2.308–18. One difference is that, as
we stated at the beginning, metamorphosis into animals affects more vividly
the identity of the human actors, it is somehow a closer semantic danger
than the petrifaction of birds of omen. The Iliad foregrounds the struggle of
humans qua humans, highlighting the vulnerability and limitations proper
to the human condition (and, some have said, the proximity of human and
animal under extreme circumstances: see Gottschall, 2001). In this spirit,
and unlike in the Odyssey, animals are heavily present in imagery, as
powerful reminders of the extremes of virtue and helplessness of humanity
under the pressure of battle (see Lonsdale (1990) for a catalogue). The level
of the action is firmly maintained on a human level, which is reaffirmed and
endorsed, not undermined by the numerous animal similes. There is no
concession to that sense of ‘wonder’, of thambos, that Buxton sees as a
defining factor in metamorphic experiences, and the presence of animal
imagery makes metamorphosis less welcome, as it would disturb the
semantic relationship between the two domains. A final reason is in the
‘kind of story’ the Iliadic poem narrates. At the risk of simplification, the
world of the Iliad can be recognized as a choral narrative versus the
individual focus on the vicissitudes of one hero in the Odyssey. The Iliad is
characterized by the continuous presence of a collective audience to most



events: it is not a chosen group undergoing a very special journey, but the
whole of Greece at arms against an equal community of opponents. In the
eyes of such an extended internal audience, episodes of metamorphosis,
which we have described as a personal, individual experience, would have
been magnified to an impossible extent, and would have dominated the
poem much more than the miraculous insertions in the Odyssey can do.

Theatre
Audience is a crucial component in metamorphosis—a precondition for it,
one might say. One way to look at it is by shifting the focus from its actors
to its witnesses, audiences, and narrators. Analogies between theatre and
metamorphosis, in fact, are important (Alexandridis (forthcoming: 3)
notices that metamorphic subjects are recurrent on sympotic vases, and
allude to a context of ‘masquerade’ and performed ‘dance’). The dimension
of disguise appears to be more of a necessity in visual arts, where the tokens
of metamorphosis must resemble those of a costume and a camouflage, as
we have seen with Actaeon’s iconography: the mantle, the horns, etc.
Theatricalization is however present in literary texts too. Metamorphosis is
an experience that must be shared by at least two parts, the subject and a
witness, and/or an audience. Since it expresses an incongruity between past
and present form, it receives its existence precisely from the
acknowledgement on the part of witnesses. This possibly explains why
metamorphosis is a fitting category for tragic and especially comic
character reversal; in turn, it explains why theatricalization and disguise
play an important part in metamorphic myths or scenes, both literary and
figurative: ‘[Dionysus’s] association with illusion, transgression, and
metamorphosis was obviously germane to his theatrical status’ (Cartledge,
1997: 8).

Euripides’ Bacchae is a good example of this theatrical dimension. The
transformation of Dionysus into a bull is alluded to at several points in the
play, and reflects a metamorphosis in what the character, Pentheus,
perceives. As he is progressively deranged and misled in his viewing, he is
also perceived by others as prey, in the metaphorical sense, as victim, and
‘literally’ as a lion cub, in his mother’s hallucination, at 1173 (see
Thumiger, 2007: 3.2). Shape-shifting is a conventional attribute of
Dionysus that he can also inflict on his opponents as a punishment (see



below). In the play the metamorphosis is, however, described through the
eyes of the deranged characters only: at 618–9 Pentheus attacks a bull,
mistaking the animal for the prisoner, and at 920–1 the stranger has finally
metamorphosed, at least in his eyes (‘you seem to be a bull to me…horns
have come out on your forehead’). In the first case the transformation is
located somewhere between delusion and real transformation, like all
genuine theatrical events, while in the latter it is pure hallucination that
makes Agave see her own son as a lion-cub at the end of the play. In all
metamorphoses, I propose, there is the possibility of such ambiguity: these
episodes need to be assessed and narrated to some audience. When the
appraisal of the audience and that of the characters are no longer aligned the
status of metamorphosis is harder to define. This theatrical structure is
present also in the seemingly unambiguous episode in the Homeric Hymn 7
(32–46). Here the god is using his qualities as a shape-shifter and his ability
to impose metamorphosis on others in order to take revenge over the
pirates, who tried to chain him; he is putting on a ‘show’ for, and with the
sailors: this performance is directed at them and made possible only by their
presence. They also take part in it, as the god transforms them into dolphins
(Homeric Hymn 7.53; cf. also Hyginus, Fabulae 134; Apollodorus, The
Library 3.37–8).

Tragedy poses human vulnerability at the centre even more evidently
than the Iliad. Metamorphosis in the genre duly reflects this (Nussbaum
(1986: 399), for example, connects the Euripidean metamorphosis of
Hecuba with ‘our deepest fears about the fragility of humanness, and
especially of character’). As in the Iliad, animal imagery is heavily present
and significant in this genre, intertwined in particular with sacrifice (see
Thumiger in this volume). On the other hand, the nature of the genre, with
its rigid conventions, made metamorphosis impossible to stage. Moreover,
just like the Iliad, tragedy is parsimonious in appealing to monstrous
manifestations of the supernatural. The divine world is a constant presence
against which mortal characters have to measure themselves, but very few
concessions are made to the miraculous or the astounding (compare the
economy with which Oedipus’s disappearance is dealt in Sophocles’
Oedipus Coloneus 1647–52). For this reason, the metamorphosis examples
that we find in tragedy are especially poignant and worth a close analysis.
The most articulate ones, after Io in the Aeschylean Prometheus Bound and
Supplices, is Hecuba in Euripides’ play (see Sourvinou-Inwood, 2003: 344).



These episodes all differ greatly: the awareness of the change undergone
prevails in the case for Io, both in the extensive treatment in Prometheus
Bound and in the shorter third-person evocation at Supplices 531–89. In
both instances the main implication of Io’s metamorphosis appears to be not
so much a new animal form, or the act of transformation itself, but the
suffering of the woman, her desperate wandering. Io’s reduction to a heifer
is first and foremost a form of subjugation and imprisonment, in which the
heroine’s self-consciousness is the protagonist. The disjunction between her
form and her wits is the highlight of her entrance in Prometheus Bound: she
is horned, boukerō parthenou (588), carried on by skirtēmata (600), ‘jerky
(and animal-like) moves’, but alert to her own misery (586–7). She longs
for self-destruction (582–3) and is led by the music of the flute (574). Her
arrival on stage at 562 opens with a most human question, ‘tis gē, ti genos;
(‘to which land have I come? To which people?’) and throughout her
exchange with Prometheus her human nature and her status never recede.
What has happened to her is qualified, interestingly, as a nosos, a disease
(632), and she is called on to describe her own condition in the first person.
She expresses shame, aischunomai (642), as she can remember the ‘storm
which led to my disgraceful form’ (diaphthoran morphēs; 643–4). The
maiden recounts how she was expelled from her homeland by her father,
following a threatening oracle. Her metamorphosis was sudden and
unexpected: ‘straight away my morphē (‘aspect’) and phrenes (‘wits’) were
changed’ (673–4). In Io’s case, the transformation is a punishment and a
spell posed by an external force, Hera’s wrath, just as it happened with the
Odyssean Circe and her pigs. The two externalized processes, however,
follow completely different developments. In the tragic case the physical
transformation is only surface to a deeper change: psychological, and
existential, as the new form carries with it a changed destiny, about which
Io is eager to learn (683–6). Finally, at 877–86 the detailed description of
her attack of madness resorts, again, to a ‘medical’ model: the woman’s
mind is struck, the goad (the ‘gadfly’?—or the kentron of madness?) urges
her on. At 884–6 her insanity is described with reference to the faculty of
speech: ‘I am no longer in control of my tongue (glōssa), and confused
words (logoi) run around randomly in the waves of a terrible misfortune.’
To describe an animalized creature, a heifer, using for her derangement a
reference to the most characteristic of human markers, the ability to talk,
gives us a clear illustration of how deeply the metamorphosis has affected



the human subject, changing not only her body but also her psyche. If we
go to the relevant passage in Supplices (538–89), we can read about the
cessation of Io’s suffering by the gentle touch of Zeus, which will restore
human form to her and impregnate her with Epaphos (574–7): ‘he put an
end to it…and let the painful flow of tears run down’, dakruōn…penthimon
aidō (text corrupted). The expression of emotions through tears marks Io’s
return to human form, the ability to feel the emotion of grief, and to express
it in a human way. In the Supplices Io is described in the third person, and
she emerges from her animal form only through yet another external divine
intervention. Two very close texts in various respects choose to highlight
different perspectives on what it is to be human or animal, and to undergo a
transformation into an animal.

The metamorphosis of Hecuba in the Euripidean play fulfils altogether
different functions. The woman takes a grim revenge over Polymestor, who
is responsible for the death of her child Polydorus, who had been entrusted
to him: she blinds him, and kills his children as he helplessly stands by.
After this, it is predicted, Hecuba will be turned into a beast (‘you will
become a bitch with flaming eyes’) and her tomb will be known as the
‘tumulus of the bitch’ (1273). Her transformation appears to be the
explication of a side of her character, the mercilessness she has displayed
towards her enemy; in a way, almost a crystallization of her ethos into an
image, a monument in the literal sense. The process of metamorphosis is
described succinctly, and is not lived and felt by the woman. On the whole,
it functions on an allegorical level (a tale of punishment, or rather, the
fulfilment of the queen’s extreme character), and it bridges the distance
from the mythological Homeric past to the present, through the survival of
the tomb. Hecuba asks Polymestor, at 1270–3, whether she will survive the
metamorphosis (‘will I die, or will I continue to live?’), to which he replies,
‘you will die, and a tomb will bear your name’; ‘a name that would reflect
my form (morphē) or another one?’; ‘they shall call it the “tomb of the
bitch”, and it will be a signal for men at sea’. Metamorphosis and death
coincide; the transformation into animal coincides with the transformation,
again, into an image and a memorial.

Comedy gives much space to metamorphosis, also because of its deeper
consonance with the tone and with some basic features of the genre:
predilection for the grotesque and for reversals, and the exploitation of
baseness invite human metamorphosis into animals. In comedy



metamorphosis is at home, not only as fable or evoked myth, but as part of
characterization itself. As Silk explores, there is a resistance to realism that
marks the representation of human beings in Aristophanes, a resistance to
modern criteria of plausibility, ‘consistency’, and ‘roundedness’ (Silk,
2000: 214); only in the realist tradition can characters ‘be seen to do what
we call “develop”, to evolve from one state of psychological, or existential
condition to a new one’. There is a fluidity of forms that typifies comedy’s
characters, their easy trespassing from one identity to the other, with
reversals and abrupt changes that go against any attempt towards or any
desire of consistency. One can refer to the origins of comedy as rooted in
the rural contexts to which animals more appropriately pertain; or to the
‘carnivalesque’, in Bakhtinian interpretations (see Platter (2007: 28) on the
‘fantasy’ and ‘fantastic stratagems’ that typify Aristophanic comedy). The
presence of animal elements alongside humans, in choruses first of all, and
in the rich animal references in the idiom of comedy overall is more
generally in line with a taste for the absurd and grotesque, and an
indifference to modern ‘naturalistic’ expectations. In the comic genre,
actual episodes of metamorphosis are only understood against a background
of fluidity between identities that is characteristic of the genre, and not seen
in tragedy.

The animal choruses have attracted much attention. (Rothwell (2007:
101) discusses the animal chorus as characteristic of one particular stage of
Greek comedy, against the standards of a Greek ‘reluctance’ to allow
‘bestiality’ into religion and mythology; see also Sifakis (1971: 78–85) for
the interpretation of animal choruses.) We look first at the case of Wasps:
here the hybridized humans of the chorus represent an idiosyncrasy—the
love of trials. At 223–7 Bdelicleon explains that the courtroom-loving old
men, with their ‘stings’ of accusations, are homoion to wasps; the simile
anticipates the visual revelation of the chorus as ‘wasps’ that follows at
403–14, almost 200 lines after their entrance. It is a staged metamorphosis:
they strip off their cloaks revealing the striped robes, and describe their
anger in terms of a wasp’s-nest (skēphia; 404), being hassled and of the
‘irascible sting’ (oxythymon…kentron; 406–7): the human and the animal-
masked level coexist. In Aristophanic comedy metamorphosis is thus a way
of being, and metamorphosis into animal is one of the implicit possibilities
within a characterization marked by pluralism: significantly, at Wasps 4 the
slave Sosias opens the matter by asking his companion Sostratos, ‘Do you



know what type of animal (knodalon) we are guarding?’. In the same spirit,
a variety of animal similes and expressions are used to describe the old
‘wasp’ Philocleon, who at the end of the play will have also experienced
many disguised attempts to escape control by turning into an animal (and
not only that), or ‘playing the animal’: a mouse (126–8, 204), smoke (144),
a sparrow (207), etc.

The most extensive and sustained example of comic metamorphosis into
animals is in the utopia of Birds. The achievement of Euelpides and
Pisthetairos, a new ‘ideal’ city, runs parallel to their metamorphosis into
birds, which also reveals a past common history: birds used to be ‘once
upon a time, humans like us’ (114–15), and only later changed their form
into that of birds (ornithōn metallaxan physin; 117). Birds are introduced
early in the play. The two characters speak of an avian world to which they
long to escape, and enter the stage dialoguing with two real birds perched
on their wrists, who are supposed to show them the way. At 46, the
mythological Tereus is comically mentioned as possible source for advice
about the ideal city the two are after. Thus, the play unfolds with a richness
of references to birds on the multiple levels of imagery, myth, assonances,
onomatopoeic sounds, and jokes. The presence of ‘real’ birds, or
mythological birds, and of ‘prospective’ birds is accompanied by ‘actual’
birds (or bird-men) as characters on stage: the inhabitants of Cuckoo-land
and the members of the chorus. The voices and the visual presence of these
creatures anticipate and prepare the final metamorphosis of the two
protagonists, announced at 651 and given as already accomplished at 801.
This metamorphosis proper, however, is the most visible culmination of a
much longer process. Also, it takes place on the background of several
human–animal presences disseminated in the text. References to flying and
escape (two connected spheres in Greek poetry; see Thumiger in this
volume and Thumiger, 2008) are distributed in the play from the start, in
the very idea of a chorus of humanized birds, who inhabit a political
organization but constitute an alternative model to mankind. Again, here
(unlike in tragedy) one can see a kind of metamorphosis in which the
chronology of different forms and the subjective experience of
metamorphosis are made irrelevant. A fluid, ‘hybrid’ dramatic
characterization dominates the narrative.

Aristophanes is, in many ways, unique in the history of Western drama;
his is an expressive model that remains confined to old comedy. With



Menander a ‘bourgeois’ ideal of realism will prevail, and with that a
representation of humanity based on verisimilitude and everyday
naturalism. Within such a world view metamorphosis can hardly be
integrated with human life and its natural course of changes, and is
progressively relegated to the domain of antiquarian or aetiological
diversion.

Hellenistic Metamorphoses
It is a commonplace that Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic literature is
characterized by a self-conscious and erudite quality. Such ‘poetry-qua-
poetry’ encourages the taste for entertaining narratives and marvellous
details, for which metamorphic stories are obviously fitting. The interest in
aetiological metamorphosis, especially with reference to landscapes, can
also be linked to the new identity of space created by the Hellenistic world,
and the attempt to exert a new cultural control onto this new political and
social space (see Geus (2003: 232–46) and Gutzwiller (2007: 43–50) for
‘literature as artifact’). Mythological accounts tend to be more and more
anecdotal and aetiological, and to lose the ‘seriousness’, so to speak, they
had in the Classical era, and their deep religious, psychological, and ethical
import. Metamorphosis is no exception to this trend: the Hellenistic era saw
the production of various collections of myths of metamorphosis, of which
only names and titles remain but which testify to the popularity of the
theme. The crucial source on these texts is Antoninus Liberalis’s
Metamorphoses, a compendium of the early Christian era that used
Hellenistic Greek sources, in particular Nicander of Colophon (author of
Heteroioumena) and Boios (author of Ornithogonia). Both Greek works
appear to be fundamentally aetiological. The first (c.third century BC), from
what we can judge, emphasized the inquiry into topography and cult-related
origins. Even less is known about the second, except that it limited its scope
to stories of mortals turned into birds, but apparently offered additions and
variations to the most familiar themes. We have, however, the evidence of
Apollonius’s Argonautica, which offers an example of erudition and
innovation in the re-elaboration of metamorphosis stories. First of all in the
poem, as Buxton notices, there is a ‘porosity between human and natural’
that is germane to metamorphosis (Buxton, 2009: 117): Orpheus and
Medea, with their nature-controlling powers (enchanting music and magic



respectively) are characters who overcome the separation between human
and animal (but also plants and inanimate objects) through their
unconventional skills. This blurring is actually one of the codes of the text,
in which fantastic and wondrous elements are combined with the heroic
topoi of epic sagas through innovation and intertextual allusions. On these
premises we should approach the encounter with Circe and her beasts
(4.672–82), and its reminiscence and transformation of the Odyssean
episode we have already seen. The goddess enters the stage surrounded by a
group of monsters. These are described with the language of hybridism
rather than metamorphosis, but the reader recognizes them as products or
expressions of metamorphosis in the light of the Homeric precedent: thēres,
‘not similar to wild beasts nor to men’ (672), rather, a mixture of different
limbs (summigees; 674), who surround their leader Circe in a disorderly
group (kion athrooi; 674), like sheep follow their shepherd. Already in the
past, it is explained, similar creatures made of mixed limbs (miktoisin…
meleessin; 677) had been produced by the earth; only later nature ‘put
order’ among the beasts and divided them into different animal species. The
intermingling of cosmogonic stages is a characteristic of the world of the
Argonautica, with its combination of chronological strata and different
mythological narratives. These ancestral creatures are a good example of
how metamorphosis can conflate diachronic aspects into an individual item.
They come from another genealogical era and they are a mixture of
different animal (and human?) parts, and belong to cosmic worlds other
than the temporal one of the narrated encounter. The metamorphosis is not
taking place there and then, but is inscribed into a future of ‘order’ that will
follow in the nature of things, and bring about a division into species that is
not only a chronological development but existence in a parallel ‘poetic’
world (aion…sugkrinas; 680–1). In this episode metamorphosis has been
frozen by the magic arts of the goddess, just as she hoped to immobilize
Odysseus on her island in the Homeric antecedent (Odyssey 10.31–2):
‘likewise, Circe was holding me (katerētuen) in her palace…desirous to
have me as her spouse’. Let us look back for a moment at the episode in the
Odyssey: there too the goddess’s first appearance was accompanied by
beasts (212–19). They were the first to receive Odysseus’s companions as
they reconnoitred the island: ‘mountain wolves, and lions, which she had
bewitched giving them evil philtres. They did not attack the men, but stood
up waving their tails’, behaving by all means like domestic dogs when they



welcome their master, but in fact aina pelora, ‘terrible monsters’ (219),
which cause fear in the visitors. The audience are told that these animals are
the product of bewitching, but not that they derive from metamorphosed
human beings: the magic might simply have been a taming of wild beasts.
There are clues, however: the allusion to the kaka nature of the pharmaka
(213) would not be justified by a simple act of domesticating animals, and
later on Eurilochus seems indeed to interpret these monsters as
metamorphosed humans when he tries to dissuade the companions from
returning into the goddess’s house: ‘Why do you seek for misfortunes, to
enter the house of Circe, so that she may turn us all into pigs, wolves, or
lions, and we can be forced to guard her great palace?’ (431–4).

In the corresponding Hellenistic scene, with its monstrous mix of natures
described entirely in visual, third-person terms, a taste for iconicity and for
the striking and disturbing image stand out. The marvellous element is
openly improbable and not justified by the story—a literary device that does
not disturb the ‘psychological realism’ so often attributed to the poem. In
the Homeric example, the oppositions of body–mind (soma–nous) and
identity–appearance are dealt with, instead, in a convincing and insightful
way, involving degrees of the victims’ subjective dispositions and cognitive
faculties. In Hellenistic poetry such nuances become of lesser importance;
what attracts are the form and the details of metamorphosis, not its
challenges to concepts of identity. As Frontisi-Ducroux well describes
(2003: 66–7), Apollonius locates his Circe in a suspended environment that
is much further than the (however secluded) island of the Odyssey,
chronologically remote, placed in an ancestral cosmogonic past that reflects
the descriptions of the naturalist philosophers (for example, Empedocles)
and their primordial magma of forms and shapes at the origin of the cosmos
(Frontisi-Ducroux, 2003: 65). The episode has thus the character of a
digressive insertion, tangential to the main story.

A different example of how the rise of literary self-consciousness affects
metamorphosis is Moschus’s epyllion Europa, which narrates the story of
the girl kidnapped by Zeus in bull form. This episode obviously parallels
and evokes Io’s destiny in various ways. In both cases we have Zeus’s
desire, a transformation into a bull, and an element of resistance or hostility.
The overt difference is that in Io’s case the central metamorphosis is hers,
however, and has the nature of a punishment. Moschus connects the two
myths through a typically Alexandrian expedient, the ecphrastic description



of a picture on an artefact. Europa’s flower-basket is decorated with three
images: Io crossing the sea to Egypt in the shape of a heifer, Zeus restoring
her human form by a touch, and the birth of the peacock from the blood of
the slain Argus. Io’s episode in particular, at 43–63, insists on terms that
have to do with craftsmanship and the art of depicting, exposing the
fictionality of the episode through explicit allusions to the medium. The
verb teuchomai, ‘I make/I build’, recurs several times for the fashioning of
different figures; references to the metals employed (silver, gold, brass) and
the combination of colours (blue, purple, golden) are made with precision;
the shape of the purse itself is described, its decoration with the blood of
Argos turning into the tail of a bird, and its being stretched to cover the lips
of the basket. So, in typical Hellenistic fashion, the text mixes mythological
elements with the materiality of the artefact and with the wider storyline—
Europa. This metamorphosis (or metamorphoses: of Io, of Argo’s blood, of
the materials that become figures, of Zeus) is indifferent to the human
subjectivities involved. It restricts itself entirely to the story and the visual
outcome: a frozen metamorphosis, so to speak, reduced to its external form,
a mere entertainment for the eye, but offered in the form of words.

Ovid
The Metamorphoses is a work of immense weight and influence on the
European literary, cultural, and artistic tradition. We can only make short
observations here; most of all we should highlight Ovid’s crucial role in
establishing a new pattern of metamorphosis, in line with the Hellenistic
taste for catalogues, but with much closer attention to the psychology of
transformation and to the paradox of a new nature into which a former
identity is inserted. This model will be a reference for the future tradition:
in many respects, Ovid’s text represents a watershed and the lenses through
which all subsequent literature (and art) on metamorphosis will read the
original myths.

First, we should notice how the ‘Alexandrinism’ of Ovid is evident not
only in the erudition shown by the variety of his material and through the
web of intertextual references to previous literary traditions that
characterize the poem, but especially in the internal organization of the text,
the artful way in which stories are connected to one another. We may go
back to Europa’s purse, and how the different mythological components



(and metamorphoses) were suggestively co-present and blended there. In a
similar fashion, Ovid associates the sequence of episodes following very
different criteria (as Conte (1990: 281) summarizes): geographical
contiguity, thematic analogy, or, on the contrary, opposition, genealogy,
similarity in the metamorphosis. The stories shade one into the other with
the same metamorphic fluidity displayed by the characters in play.

Take the Bacchic narrative in Book 3 and 4. At 3.509–733 Bacchus,
rejected by the sceptical Pentheus, warns him against his impiety by
offering a narrative of metamorphosis inserted within the main narrative:
the tale of the Tyrrhenian pirates who tried to imprison him, and were
transformed into dolphins (580–689). Pentheus is still unpersuaded, and
tries to resist the god nonetheless; he is then driven to madness and killed
on the mountain by a band of frenzied women. Here the metamorphosis is
not the main episode, but a digression; all the same, it is more than an
exemplary threat from the mortal against the man: it evokes the subtler,
deeper metamorphosis that Pentheus’s psyche has undergone without
visible signs—his madness—and highlights how he is much more severely
punished than the sailors have been.

The following Book 4 continues in the wake of this Dionysiac theme,
with the story of the daughters of Minyas transformed into bats as a
retribution for their rejection of Bacchus. The episode (4.1–415) recuperates
the expedient of the ‘exemplary narrative’: through an artful tale-within-a-
tale structure the daughters of Minyas exchange stories ‘to alleviate the
work of their hands’ (39–40), as they devote themselves to weaving, the art
of Minerva, while the rest of the city celebrates the rites of Bacchus. As in
the previous episode, the narrations of metamorphosis presented are
prophetic and allusive to the destruction to come, and to more important
changes, those of the Minyades themselves who will become bats
(described later, at 389–415), and the dressing up of the other women of the
city for the rites, which has already been described with visual details, at the
beginning (4–12: the animal skins, the wreaths in their hair, the thyrsus, and
the crucial casting aside of ‘baskets and loom’, 10). The sisters recount in
turn four myths of passionate love with deadly outcome: Pyramus and
Thisbe (55–188), Leucothoë (167–255), Clytie (256–73), and Salmacis and
Hermaphroditus (274–388), unwittingly evoking their own doom. As
winged bats, they are due to become a dark and nocturnal parody of the
maenads they refused to join, and of the conscientious maidens they longed



to be: ‘they hide in the smoke filled house’ (405), ‘seeking the shadows’
(407), and can only utter ‘faint shrieks’ (412), becoming vespertiliones,
‘creatures of the evening’ (415). The literary expedient of the tale mirroring
the fate of the teller (the Minyades) or of its audience (Pentheus) is itself a
sort of ‘metamorphosis’ of narratives. At the same time, tri-dimensional
depth is given to the psychology of the human victims: their unwittingness
and their preference for reclusive, private entertainment that is precisely the
opposite to Bacchus’s communal orgies; their contentedness in an exclusive
religiosity, that of Minerva; their unawareness until the end, as the darkness
prevented them from realizing ‘how they have lost their former shape’
(409–10).

In fact, in Ovid the permanence of the individual’s traits as s/he passes
into a new form is insisted upon, lingering on the paradoxes and deeper
inner continuities despite external reversal. This ‘permanence’ is given
philosophical legitimization at the end of the poem, where Ovid inserts a
speech by the philosopher Pythagoras. The relative lack of ‘serious’
engagement with this philosophical aspect is not important here; these
famous lines are interesting for us as they present the metensomatic model
of metamorphosis in an explicit way (see Gilhus, 2006: 86, 87, 88):

omnia mutantur, nihil interit: errat et illinc
huc venit, hinc illuc, et quoslibet occupat artus
spiritus eque feris humana in corpora transit
inque feras noster, nec tempore deperit ullo

All things are changed, nothing dies: the moving soul wanders, coming from that spot to
this, from this to that—and takes possession of whichever limbs it likes. It may pass from
beasts to human bodies, and again to those of beasts, but it will never die.

(Metamorphoses 15.165–8, tr. adapted from More)

This spiritus that ‘never dies’ is not only a philosophical entity, the ‘soul’
that survives physical change, but a narrative fact: the human character at
the centre, and its vicissitudes across different forms. Ovid brings to the
fore transformation into animal in its impact on, and explanation by the
psyche of, the individual, which takes centre stage.

This is explicit in the example of the impious Lycaon, changed by Zeus
into a wolf for killing a child and serving his flesh to eat (1.236–9). The
change inscribes on Lycaon’s visible body what his real nature always was:
‘his clothes turned into hair, his arms into legs; he becomes a wolf, and he
maintains (servat) the signs of his previous (veteris) appearances: he has the



same (eadem) grey locks, the same violent face, the same bright eyes, the
same ferocious looks’; the vocabulary of continuity sets the tone of the
narrative.

An even more eloquent case is that of Hecuba, a myth we have already
explored in the condensed Euripidean version; in the tragic passage the
development that leads to Hecuba being turned into a bitch is a quick one:
after the prophecy given by Polymestor (kuōn genēsē, ‘you will become a
bitch’; 1265) her morphēs metastasin is presented as the final result. No
process of transformation, whether physical or psychological, was even
mentioned. The contrast with the detailed emotional escalation of violence
in Ovid’s narrative of the same episode, at 13.399–575, is great. While in
the Greek example the change from human to animal appears instantaneous,
Ovid first constructs a climax, in which adjectives and cues for beastly fury
with reference to Hecuba are accumulated (535–75), to reach the final
transformation only later, at 567. Hecuba is equated to a lioness deprived of
her young (‘just as a lioness rages when plundered of her suckling cub and
follows on his trail the unseen foe’; 547–8). She is truculenta (‘truculent’;
558), as she scoops the man’s eyes out of their sockets with her bare fingers
(while in the Euripidean passage some instruments are used instead
(brooches, porpas; 1170): ‘she flew at him and drove her fingers deep in his
perfidious eyes; and tore them from his face—and plunged her hands into
the raw and bleeding sockets—passion made her strong—defiled with his
bad blood’). What follows is a slipping naturally from the fury of the attack
into the canine metamorphosis: as the Thracians pelt her with stones and
darts, she ‘with hoarse growling and snapping jaws sprang at the stones,
and, when she tried to speak, she barked like a fierce dog’. The bitch form
is only the final brush stroke to a psychological change that has already
taken place, and activates the Greek paradigm of women (especially
empowered women) as treacherous bitches (like Helen, or Pandora as
‘bitches’, on which see Helen King’s (1998: 24–5) masterful exploration;
cf. also Franco, 2003).

In Ovid, in conclusion, we have both a deeper attention to what remains
untouched in the psychology of the transformed character, of which the
form is almost a container, and a sophisticated play with the analogy
between fluidity of forms in metamorphosis and literary creation, as we
shall see in more detail below. This model will shape much of the
subsequent literary forms.



Novels and Metamorphoses
The last genre we should consider is the ancient novel, with the second-
century AD example of Apuleius’s Metamorphoses (and its Greek pseudo-
Lucianean parallel, Lucius or The Ass; it is now accepted by most that the
two texts depend on a common model: see Harrison, 2004: 210–11). Here,
metamorphosis responds strongly to the conventions of the genre: the
surviving novels foreground the vicissitudes of one or two protagonists, and
mostly privilege plots involving travel and a continuous shift of setting as
triggers for character development (on travel and geographical
displacement in the novel, see Romm, 2008). Even in Longus’s Daphne and
Chloe, an exception to this trend since its scenery is geographically
delimited to the island of Lesbos, we find metamorphosis (however not into
an animal) in an ecphrastic insertion, the story of the nymph Echo’s
transformation reported by Daphne to her lover Chloe (3.23). In this version
of the myth (partly different from what is reported by Ovid, Metamorphoses
3.339–509 and Pausanias, Periegesis 9.31.7–8, where it is the nymph’s
unreturned love for Narcissus that triggers her metamorphosis), the nymph
Echo is proud of her beautiful singing and content to reject the sexual
attentions of males; the god Pan, both challenged by her musical rivalry and
offended by her sexual refusal, drives the shepherds and cowherds to
madness. They kill her, tear her into pieces, and scatter them around while
she is still singing, hence the phenomenon of ‘echo’. This story works as an
allegory of mistaken erotic passion expressed through two negative models,
that of aggressive pursuit (the violent and destructive advances of the men)
and that of excessive rejection (the nymph’s insistence on preserving her
virginity). This allegory has significance within the larger narrative of the
novel, the evolution of the two protagonists towards a mature and complete
love. At the time of the novel more generally, in the early centuries of the
Christian era, the metamorphosis theme seems to acquire, in a definite and
irreversible way, this kind of allegorical quality. Metamorphosis of man into
animal illustrates this most evidently. The grey area between animal and
human, on which so much of Homeric or tragic imagery is played, is
replaced by the more clear-cut opposition of two natures, whereby the
animal (or non-human) element is placed as an allegory of human vices or
downfalls, and easily deciphered as such.



In Apuleius’s Metamorphoses this opposition is overt: it is in fact more
appropriate to speak of metensomatosis, the migration of one’s soul, or the
transference of one’s identity from a body into another, rather than
metamorphosis, a change undergone at different degrees by one’s body. The
protagonist of Apuleius’s novel goes through a bodily change, however a
‘mistaken’ one: he is urged by his curiositas to try and experiment with the
magic ointment of the sorceress Pamphila, but instead of turning into an
owl becomes an ass. Through his transformation, described at 3.24–5, he
retains his sensum…humanum (3.25). This recalls the Odyssean episode of
Circe and the men turned into pigs, who retained their nous after the spells
of the goddess. In earlier examples, however, some degree of mental affect
is mostly implied by the bodily transformation, or it is actually prior to it
and engenders it, at least in part (e.g., Hecuba). These two different models
(retention of one’s wits, and metamorphosis having an impact on one’s
mental state) imply different views of the opposition between mind and
body: a separation of the two is clear-cut in such examples of
metensomatosis, as opposed to prior instances of ‘hybrid’ transformations.

The preference for this metensomatic model in the novel has
philosophical precedents. First, there is the obvious influence of Platonic
and Pythagorean theories of reincarnation (see Gilhus, 2006: 88). Secondly,
from Hellenistic times onwards philosophy had taken a strong turn towards
denying reason to animals (on this post-Stoic phase, see Sorabji (1993) and
Gilhus (2006) from the point of view of philosophy and religious practices
respectively). These two sets of ideas (the possibility of metensomatosis
and the assumption of the irrationality of animals) are symmetrical for their
judgment on the actual (dis)similarity of animals and man (which does not
concern us here); they are however consonant with the narrative expedient
of the novels under discussion: human souls, inhabiting the totally alien,
inferior involucres of animal ‘carcasses’. With this dualism, a sense of
grotesque and comic is obviously part of the game. We cannot find these
lighter ingredients brought in by the paradox of human–animal
reincarnation in tragic metamorphoses, nor would we expect to. Also, these
reincarnations are of an entirely different kind from the Aristophanic
metamorphoses, with their fluidity between character and animal mask, the
merging of verbal play and representation, and the contamination of
disparate categories of the existing world.



The obvious precedent for this evolution towards metensomatosis in
literary fiction is of course Ovid. In the Metamorphoses the exploration of
human identity despite the transformation into animal is central; this
triggers disturbing observations on what a ‘person’ is, an ultimate
interruption of communication with the world outside, and a sense that
being an animal is, ultimately, a ‘being in a foreign place’ (Gilhus, 2006:
81).

We have seen how in Ovid’s Pythagorean speech metamorphosis is
presented as a ‘passing of the soul’ into a new form. Such a view is
naturally more suitable for allegorical narratives, tales of reformation, and
ideas of moral advancement and will have a great influence, characterizing
human metamorphosis into animal in much of the following European
tradition. Collodi’s nineteenth-century fable Pinocchio reworks the theme
of human change into animal (a child turns into an ass) exploiting exactly
this quality. On his way to the fabulous città dei balocchi, ‘toy-city’, having
turned his back on school and obedience, Pinocchio hears the donkey that is
carrying him and foresees his future punishment, his own transformation
into a donkey in turn:

Tienlo a mente, grullerello! I ragazzi che smettono di studiare e voltano le spalle ai libri,
alle scuole e ai maestri, per darsi interamente ai balocchi e ai divertimenti, non possono far
altro che una fine disgraziata! …Io lo so per prova! … e te lo posso dire! Verrà un giorno
che piangerai anche tu, come oggi piango io … ma allora sarà tardi! …
‘Bear it in mind, you silly boy! Children who stop studying and turn their backs on books,
schools, and schoolmasters to devote themselves to games and fun will only meet a
miserable end! I know it for sure! And I can say it to you! A day will come, when you will
also cry, like I cry today…but then it will be too late…!’

(Chapter 31)

The donkey was once a boy, then reduced to animal—rather, imprisoned in
an animal’s body—for his refusal to learn and obey his parents; the same
destiny awaits Pinocchio. The allegorical opposition between body and
soul, animal and man (and right and wrong) is clear.

Ovid’s model is also important for its attention to the actual process of
transformation. In Apuleius Lucius too goes through a progression, which
has a precise ethical value. In Ovid the wolf’s corporeal form realized the
defiled character of Lycaon, ‘revealing’ him; the transformation into an ass
is the assumption of an external involucre out of which Lucius will have to
grow, after undergoing various toils and through the initiation into the
rituals of Isis. The narrative evolves as a picaresque sequence of adventures,



filtered through the often comic lenses of the animal-shaped protagonist, to
become an itinerary of spiritual evolution in the last book, as Lucius is
initiated to the cult of the Egyptian goddess and regains his human form. In
Apuleius animal elements are altogether pervasive: Gilhus (2006: 84)
explores how ‘not only is a human soul trapped within an ass, but many of
the human protagonists in the book clearly reveal animal traits. These traits
contribute to revealing the underlying conceptual metaphors and the
conception of animals that these metaphors are based on. Shumate (1996:
107–8) has especially pointed out how terms for animal activities are
employed to denote human activity, so that humans are characterized as
animals in all but form: ‘in contrast to all those humans with animal traits
who appear in the novel, its hero, Lucius, has the form of an ass but is a
man’. The choice between a serious, or a lighter quality of the Apuleian text
is not of interest here (see Harrison (2004: 210), for whom ‘entertainment
and cultural display’ is the agenda). The point is that metamorphosis into an
animal, through Hellenistic time and in its Roman reception has definitely
acquired an allegorical quality. The animal form is openly presented as a
container for human identity, only temporarily suspended in Lucius’s story,
while permanently mutated in Ovid. The open hybridism of the tragic
examples and their unsettling implications is very great; we find here
disguises ‘worn’, for various reasons and through various vicissitudes, by
human spiritus who otherwise retain their identity.

In addition, the clear-cut separation of former and latter identity in these
later literary instances allows the author to linger on detailed descriptions in
the transformation scenes. In the passage of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 1.236–9
we mentioned above, Lycaon undergoes a full transformation into a wolf:
hair, limbs, eyes are mentioned one by one. In Apuleius 3.24–5 (compare
also Lucius 11.13) a full asinine body is also acquired by the human subject:
hair (pili), skin (cutis), hands, and feet (palmulae, digiti, ungula), tail
(cauda), face (os, nares, labiae), ears (aures) and, to his consolation, sexual
attributes (natura). Contrast the economical ‘tokens’ of metamorphosis in
the tragic narratives of Io, a hybridism of body and soul, expressed with
scarcity of physical details. It is not surprising that Ovid and Apuleius can
indulge in the physicality of the process, in the individual components of
the new body acquired—precisely because the continuity of mind is
preserved intact. Such details would have had a much more obscene and
subversive effect in the Io episodes, where it was the mind of the woman,



and her entire existence, that was deeply upset. This new ‘allegorical’
metamorphosis is in line with a now established view of humanity as
completely incommensurable with animality, whereby animals can finally
become ‘images’, mere signifiers of the human.

Metamorphosis as fiction
We have almost completed this journey through some of the crucial
transformations of metamorphosis in Greek and Latin literature. From the
Hellenistic era onwards, there is an analogy between metamorphosis and
literary creation that becomes more and more explicit. This analogy goes
back further in time, actually: even though it is exploited openly by later
poets, it is arguably implicit in metamorphosis from the start. When
Aristophanes, in his Clouds, describes the nephelai as being able to
resemble ‘a centaur, a leopard, a wolf or a bull’ (346), and ultimately to
‘take any form they like’ (panth’hoti bouleuontai; 349), he speaks of the
infinite power of theatrical representation, where the clouds are the raw
material of artistic inventiveness (or intellectual Sophistic game); and his
audience could catch the association immediately. Metamorphosis as
cognitive, theatrical, or creative experience, therefore, is not an invention of
post-Hellenistic poetry, although it is then that the analogy is exploited to a
maximum.

With Ovid, metamorphosis into animal as deformation and revelation of
the human is developed to its full potential, and the change of nature in the
characters described reflects self-consciously the process of distortion that
is at the basis of all poetic narrations (Kaufhold (1997: 66–7) gives an
introduction to the relationship between metamorphosis and narrative in
Ovid; see also Feldherr (2002, esp. 2010: ch. 1) on Ovid’s ‘fictionality’ as
reflected in his own text. Zgoll (2004: 282, 314–5) offers an analysis of
metamorphosis as metaphor for change in Augustan poetry.) This is evident
from the opening lines:

in nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas
corpora; di, coeptis (nam vos mutastis et illas)
adspirate meis primaque ab origine mundi
ad mea perpetuum deducite tempora carmen!

My soul is wrought to sing of forms transformed to bodies new and strange! Oh Gods,
inspire me to this enterprise, for you have changed both yourselves and all things, and lead
my song, immortal, from the first origin of the world to this time!



(Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.1–4, tr. adapted from More)

As Feldherr (2002: 164) remarks, ‘the text itself, like the bodies it
announces as its subject matter, has been transformed…the kind of changes
the poem exhibits on a larger scale include shifts in tone, subject matter, and
even generic affiliation, among the 250 or so narratives of metamorphosis it
contains’. Metamorphosis becomes a creation: intertextuality, generic
contamination, self-indulgent play with allusions and forms, the re-
elaboration of the epic genre in the light of the Callimachean criticism. This
new use of metamorphosis, I propose, does not only reflect a new artistic
awareness on the part of the poets and a more sophisticated view of literary
creation, but also a view of animals increasingly allegorized and
fictionalized.

Later in the poem, metamorphosis is even more tightly bound to the idea
of artefact:

utque novis facilis signatur cera figuris
nec manet ut fuerat nec formam servat eandem,
sed tamen ipsa eadem est, animam sic semper eandem
esse, sed in varias doceo migrare figuras.

As pliant wax is moulded to new forms and does not stay as it has been nor keep the self-
same form yet is the self-same wax, be well assured the soul is always the same spirit,
though it passes into different forms.

(Metamorphoses 15.169–72, tr. adapted from More)

Metamorphosis is a moulding of forms, a fiction etymologically intended.
This suggestion, metamorphosis as image for artistic creation and
disfiguration of the human finds echoes in other texts after Ovid—
Petronius’s Satyricon, for example, in Rimell’s reading, blurs the
distinctions between body and text, human and animal, and at the same time
engages intertextually with the Ovidian seminal text of metamorphosis
(Rimell 2002; see 85 on the cena Trimalchionis, 16, 30 on the Ovidian
‘philosophy of metamorphosis’ at work in Petronius’s text, 49, 54 on textual
‘hybridism’). Animals, with their peculiar status in human imagination, are
ultimately revealed as a creation through which a dehumanizing drive
emerges (for a ‘posthuman’ perspective, see Payne’s (2010) commentary on
a variety of ancient and modern texts and Clarke (2008) on post-Darwinian
metamorphosis and development in narrative technologies).



After Ovid this most ancient of mythological themes will remain strongly
intertwined with the idea of change as fabrication, or product of the
observer’s perception: in the wanderings of Apuleius’s ass and in his
process of inner change, as much as in the animal–human shifts in the fluid
identities of the Satyricon analysed by Rimell, metamorphosis is moved
from the plane of ontology to that of representation. This move appears
irreversible, and will shape all subsequent literatures of metamorphosis in
the Western tradition. Over twelve centuries later, in his Inferno, Dante
contemplates the miserable punishment of the liars in Canto XV. As he is
about to describe their astonishing fate Dante spares a word for his Latin
model:

Taccia di Cadmo e d’Aretusa Ovidio;
ché se quello in serpente e quella in fonte
converte poetando, io non lo ’nvidio;
ché due nature mai a fronte a fronte
non trasmutò sí ch’amendue le forme
a cambiar lor matera fosser pronte.
Be silent Ovid, of Cadmus and Arethusa;
For if him to a snake, her to fountain,
Converts he fabling, that I grudge him not;
Because two natures never front to front
Has he transmuted, so that both the forms
To interchange their matter ready were.

No-one can speak of metamorphosis after Ovid without being, at the
same time, speaking of the Ovidian text too, and operating a metamorphosis
of the literary form as much as the corporeal one taking place on his
characters. Metamorphosis is ultimately not only about changing human
into animal forms: in its being necessarily spectacularized (the episode of
Dante’s Commedia also places a monstrum on show, a moral exemplum for
the readers) it is also about the forms, the ways themselves of the change
that undergo transformation, the ‘metamorphoses of metamorphosis’ that I
have tried to explore. In this way the history of metamorphosis runs parallel
to the history of literature, of the subject, of figurative codes, of
characterization, and of humans and animals themselves.



SUGGESTED READING

Recent treatments of metamorphosis in ancient myth and literature deal
with the theme as a whole, not restricting it to metamorphosis into animals.
There are essentially three monographs available: Forbes Irving (1990),
Frontisi-Ducroux (2003), and Buxton (2009). The first is the most complete
of the three as a work of reference, with exhaustive listings and an analytic
index, and encyclopedic breadth. Frontisi-Ducroux’s is an exciting
exploration of hybridism and metamorphosis with a less even focus, with
long treatments of individual myths and devoting central attention to visual
sources (not excluding literature, however). Buxton’s monograph focuses
firmly on the distinction between different forms and literatures of
metamorphosis, and offers an updated discussion organized by genre and
themes. See also Alexandridis (2009 and forthcoming, chapters 2–6) for
visual sources and theoretical discussions, with a commitment to a
historical narrative.
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CHAPTER 24

WONDROUS ANIMALS IN CLASSICAL
ANTIQUITY

MARY BEAGON

INTRODUCTION
WONDER in classical antiquity, as in later eras, was a deep-seated and
powerful response to the apparently unlimited inventiveness of nature,
whose perennial creativity produces ‘playthings for herself and marvels for
us’ (Pliny, Natural History 7.32). These words close one of the most
popular and influential passages in ancient literature: the Elder Pliny’s
account of the monstrous races that inhabit the earth’s edges (Natural
History 7.9–32). Then, as later, wonder elicited varying responses. Aristotle
considered it a valuable stimulus to intellectual activity (Metaphysics
1.2.982b 12–3); others distrusted this intrusion of emotion into the realm of
reason, depicting it as stultifying and ultimately degrading the mind
(Strabo, 1.3.16). nil admirari (Horace, Epistles 1.6.1) was often regarded as
the safest option for the philosopher who wished to retain his mental
faculties in a calm and unperturbed state. Some, such as Seneca, advocated
an intellectual journey that advanced from the effervescent and evanescent
variety of terrestrial nature to the unchanging, regular stability of the
celestial regions, home of the immortal soul (Ad Helviam. 20.2). At the
other end of the scale were those castigated by Plutarch for gaping at the
deformed creatures on sale in the local monster market (Moralia 520C),
some of whom were perhaps advertised as examples of Pliny’s monsters.

If wonder itself is susceptible of some basic parameters of definition, the
objects of wonder are intrinsically more subjective, being dependent upon
the experiences and predisposition of the individual. The true connoisseur



of nature might find wonder in all things, a tactic Pliny deploys to enhance
the significance of his subject-matter: the minute intricacies of the
frequently scorned and overlooked insect are as amazing as the might of the
elephant or the rapacity of the tiger (Natural History 11.4; Beagon, 2011:
83). For present purposes, however, a wondrous creature will be defined as
something that fell outside the common experience of the majority of the
inhabitants of the Mediterranean centre. Their provenance was normally
towards or just beyond the edges of the known world. If seen, they were
seen rarely, perhaps in public shows or in the possession of privileged
individuals. Many, however, remained beyond the reach of physical
apprehension, their status between fact and fantasy never definitively
determined.

Fascination with natural wonders manifested itself in both elite and
popular culture. Descriptions and discussions of amazing animals and
plants feature, to varying degrees and with varying purpose, in much extant
literature from Homer and Herodotus to Augustine and Isidore. Novelty and
exoticism lay at the heart of mass entertainment at Rome: the first
appearances of beasts imported from the edges of the empire were recorded
in the sources, while anything particularly rare or unusual could be put on
public display. Then, as later, such displays were also reflective of imperial
power, just as the possession of natural rarities enhanced the power and
standing of elite individuals (see ‘Relocating the Exotic’ below).

However, as Pliny’s description of the monstrous races, with its one-eyed
Arimaspi, its monopods, its mouthless men, its people with eyes in their
chests, or with dogs’ heads suggests, the concept of the wondrous creature
went well beyond anything that was physically apprehended and put on
public display. Pleasure and entertainment were clearly one element in their
literary deployment. Yet military and political expansion, whether
Alexander’s campaigns in the East, an area particularly associated with
mirabilia (see ‘Wonders of the East’ below), or the later rise of Rome, did
nothing to dampen belief in such oddities. In Pliny’s words, once again, ‘my
observation of nature leads me to consider no statement about her
incredible’ (11.6). Exciting new discoveries only whetted appetites for
further, more thrilling ones. Wonder is a hungry passion, as Rome’s games-
givers, always on the look-out for newer, bigger, more exciting exhibits to
put before their voracious audiences, knew.



Furthermore, the power of tradition in antiquity enhanced the longevity
of the old stories. Not only was it difficult for new ideas to overthrow the
authority of the old; so powerful was the influence that the old authors
exerted that those seeing and interpreting new discoveries often did so in
the light of what they had read or heard about. They saw what they had
been conditioned to see, rather than what was actually there. This cultural
preconditioning was to affect the interpretation of new discoveries for
centuries to come (see ‘Tradition and Expansion: Conclusions and a
Postscript’ below).

However, wonder-tales did not embed themselves into the cultural mind-
set of antiquity by virtue of visceral appeal and literary authority alone. For
those interested in natural science, instances of natural oddities contributed
to the overall understanding of nature. Prolific and teratological births
featured in the Hippocratic corpus and were studied by Democritus and
Aristotle (Generation of Animals 769b10–71a15). Later, the polymath
encyclopedist Pliny commented, in the context of the diversity of animal
and human life, that nature cannot be comprehended as a whole without
knowledge of all her diverse parts (7.6).

LOCATING THE EXOTIC
The location of wondrous and exotic creatures was determined largely by
ancient concepts of climatic conditions in different regions of the earth,
which affected the nature, range, and abundance of its natural products.
Whereas central areas around the Mediterranean tended to exhibit a
harmonious blending of the basic elements, leading to a well-balanced
normality of climate and natural products, more distant habitats towards the
world’s margins were conceived of as suffering from a lack of balance
between the vital elements and a consequent abnormality of natural
resources. To the north were colder, and thus less fertile and productive,
regions; Herodotus commented on how the cold climate of Scythia stunted
growth (Histories 4.29). Beyond the Pillars of Hercules (Straits of
Gibraltar) in the far west, ‘nature actually begins to fail’ (Pliny, Natural
History 27.3). Conversely, a superabundance of growth-enhancing heat and
moisture in the southern and eastern extremities led to a hyperfertility and
exuberance of nature, characterized in every way by excess: in numbers,
size, variety, and shape. Here, above all, was the home of the exotic and



marvellous. The volatility of both fire and water were noted by Pliny, who
commented (6.187) that intense heat produced many animal and human
monstrosities, unchecked as it was by a sufficient presence of other
elements to stabilize and normalize its creativity.

Also prominent in ancient thought was the notion that the outermost
perimeter of the earth was formed by Ocean, a paradoxically boundless and
formless boundary circling the world with inlets into the inhabited land-
masses. The fertility of its aquatic nature combined with its inherent
instability to produce bizarre and monstrous life-forms, as the seeds of life
were jostled around chaotically in the eddying waters (Pliny, Natural
History 9.2). Other large bodies of water away from the Mediterranean
centre were also thought to produce large and monstrous creatures:
Pausanias (4.34.1–2) names the Indus, Phasis, Euphrates, Rhine, Danube,
and Nile. The latter, while hardly on the remote edges, was often perceived
of as a wonder in itself and linked, sometimes literally, to the exotic East
(see ‘Wonders of the East’ below). The seas of the fertile, exuberant East
were naturally the most prolific in terms of sea monsters (Pliny, Natural
History 9.4–8).

The chaotic nature of Ocean was also connected with its status as the
oldest element, at once primeval and divine (cf. Homer, Iliad 14.201,
14.245–6). This led to a complex interplay between remoteness of time and
remoteness of space in the ancient discourse of wonder and exoticism. The
life-forms of Ocean and the remote lands bordering Ocean might in some
sense be classified as primitive. The seeds of life generating in Ocean might
themselves be of both primeval and spatially distant origin: Pliny suggests
that seeds falling from the constellations were responsible for the
generation of monsters, especially in the Ocean (2.7); others attributed their
generation to the moon (Lactantius Placitus, Commentary on Statius’
Thebaid 2.58). The constellations themselves were regarded as originating
in primitive mythological creatures (Beagon, 2007: 24, 34). Remoteness in
time might also evoke images of uncivilized savagery and/or a Golden Age
of blessed innocence. Werewolves, said Pausanias in the second century
AD, belonged to a remote past when the immortal and the divine still
intermingled (8.2.3–7). Later still, this discourse allowed St. Augustine to
make a theological point: if a long-lived race is believed to exist today in a
remote and unknown region, as Pliny suggests, why should we not believe



in the extreme longevity attributed to people in the remote biblical past?
(City of God 15.9).

The actual chronology of distant lands, however, tended to remain vague.
Rather than antiquity, the extraordinary exuberance of flora and fauna in
India might presuppose a comparatively youthful land in the bloom of her
creative productivity. Such a view would be in keeping with the
degenerative biological theories of Epicurus, in which earth’s fertility
declined after her initial creative burst of activity (cf. Lucretius, On the
Nature of the Universe 5.826–36). It would also accord with notions of the
cyclical degeneration and regeneration of the cosmos in Stoic thought. Pliny
lists Indian kings, the first of whom, Dionysus, was regarded by the Greeks
as one of their more recent gods (6.59). Yet the overwhelming impression
gained of this and other remote lands in ancient thought is one of
timelessness, in keeping with the remarkable consistency and unchanging
tradition of the exotic creatures throughout the Classical period and into the
middle ages. The most influential promulgator of the tradition in the latter
period, the Travels of Sir John Mandeville, articulates the difference in
terms of astrological lore: the eastern extremes, being under the influence of
slow-moving Saturn, exhibit a static constancy, unlike the mobile and
transient historicity of the European centre (ch.18, p.120 Moseley).

Resisting definitive placement, either spatially or chronologically, the
lands of wonder were also lands of awe and fear. Approaching too close
might lead to your own displacement. When Curtius Rufus relates the revolt
against Alexander at the Hyphasis, the soldiers are said to complain that he
was leading them into another world (History of Alexander 9.3.8, 9.4.18).
The image is chosen to enhance Alexander’s heroic status as much as to
encapsulate the fear of the soldiers. Later, however, Claudius’s troops were
reluctant to board ship for Britain, fearing that they would be sailing off the
edge of the world (Dio, 60.19.2–3).

DEFINING THE WONDROUS
The apparently endless creativity of nature led some ancient commentators
to declare that all its parts were, in one way or another, marvellous. Pliny’s
comments on nature’s variety have already been noted, and are reinforced
by his comment that the intricacies of insects are a reminder that even her
smallest creatures are worthy of wonder (11.4). The culture of anticipation



fuelled by the opening up of the world under successive acts of expansion
in the Hellenistic and Roman eras has already been mentioned. In Pliny’s
words, again, the manifestation of one wonder leads to expectation of more
just around the corner: ‘Who believed in the Ethiopians before seeing them?
What is not regarded as marvellous when it first gains public attention?’
(7.6). Put together, experience of variety and perennial expectation of
novelty resulted in an actual/fantastic continuum, rather than a clear-cut
division between the real and the make-believe. The undoubtedly real might
possess marvellous features, as with the elephant’s large size, or have
attributed to it characteristics now known to be fantasy; for example, the
hyena’s bisexuality and magical ability to strike other animals immobile
with its gaze (8.105–6). The ostrich commences Pliny’s account of birds
(10.1–2), being the largest avian, and is given a largely accurate description
(they were, by now, well-known in the Roman arena). However, its size and
flightlessness lead him to class it as ‘almost an animal’ (paene bestiarum
generis). It is followed in his account by the phoenix. Although he admits
this bird might be fabulous, he accords it a description twice as long as that
of the ostrich (10.3–5).

The phoenix might be a byword for rarity and the one displayed in Rome
by the emperor Claudius was a fake according to Pliny, but few would have
dismissed its theoretical existence out of hand. The bizarre martichore (see
‘Wonders of the East’ below) is mentioned, albeit rather sceptically, even in
Aristotle (History of Animals 501a25), but natural science did not offer a
clear method of distinguishing the factual from the fantastic creature.
Attempts had been made: Aristotle had dismissed some of the more
extravagant claims for hybridization, including human–animal
combinations, while allowing for the possibility in creatures of similar type,
size, and gestatory period (History of Animals 606b20; Generation of
Animals 746a37). Overall, however, ancient thinkers’ attitudes towards
nature’s marvels tended towards inclusivity. The Lyceum’s collecting and
cataloguing of facts in every department of knowledge, including that of
living things, suggested a disposition towards Pliny’s later dictum that
nothing in nature should be considered superfluous (11.4); and it was in the
intensely scholarly milieu of the Alexandrian library that paradoxography, a
literature devoted exclusively to the collecting of marvels, was born (see
‘Wonders of the East’ below).



Finally, the challenge of describing the unfamiliar could produce bizarre
results. Both in antiquity and for centuries after, writers frequently had
recourse to a system of comparison with the known, by which the
unfamiliar creature was reduced to a composite of parts, each of which was
individually compared to that of a better-known animal. Pliny’s description
of the chameleon is particularly illuminating. A native of Africa and
especially of India, the geographical epicentre of natural wonders, it is the
shape and size of a lizard but with longer legs, its flanks and stomach are
joined like a fish, its snout is like a pig’s, its tail like a viper and its rough
skin like a crocodile’s. Its huge eyes are never shut and move all of a piece;
its mouth gapes open permanently, allowing it to feed on air alone. More
remarkable still (mirabilior) is its ability to change colour to match the
object closest to it. Three important points emerge from this attempt at
describing the unfamiliar. First, while those who have seen a chameleon can
see where Pliny is coming from, anyone who had not, and who tried to
visualize it on the basis of this description alone, might arrive at an image
far removed from the reality. Second, the colour-changing ability,
recognized today as a fact, is labelled ‘even more wonderful’ than its
apparent ability to live on air, recognized today as a fiction that perhaps
arose from the swiftness with which it could catch insects with its flickering
tongue. The latter, though remarkable, was not believed to be impossible; it
was also a characteristic of one of the iconic monstrous races which
peopled the east (see ‘Wonders of the East’ below). The relative levels of
probability assigned to the ‘facts’ of the chameleon’s remarkable habits
make it easier to understand ancient accommodation of notions that reside
firmly in today’s category of fiction, such as the fiery breath or the
petrifying glance of the basilisk. Finally, repetition of such descriptions and
the authority given to the ancient textual tradition could gradually obscure
and distort the original version. Pliny’s description derives largely from a
more detailed account in Aristotle, History of Animals 2.11. While the latter
makes part-by-part comparisons with other creatures, these are often more
nuanced and the monstrous jigsaw effect is diluted by the inclusion of more
technical anatomical detail about the creature’s skin, membranes, and blood
vessels; all of which suggest that Aristotle had dissected a dead specimen—
or even a live one, given the detail he includes about continuing internal
movement around the creature’s heart even after it has been cut open
completely. The abbreviations and omissions of Pliny’s second-hand



account illustrate well how even a ‘real’ animal could gradually disappear
under layers of text over time and be submerged in the category of the fable
(de Renzi, 2000: 158).

Wonder, Descartes’ sudden surprise of the soul (Passions 70), trod a fine
line between stunning and stimulating the intellectual faculties. Centuries
later, the utter newness of some of the creatures, especially the marsupials,
discovered in the Americas and Australasia, provided a challenge of
comprehension to their observers. Frequently using the ancient technique of
composite comparisons, they struggled to describe them in such a way as to
embed them in the world of reality rather than fantasy (see ‘Tradition and
Expansion: Conclusions and a Postscript’ below).

WONDERS OF THE EAST

Conceptualizing the East
As we have noted, nature’s hyper-productivity was most evident in the
southern and eastern extremities, which enjoyed the warmest climate. The
parameters of this land of wonders remained appropriately ill-defined.
India, Ethiopia, Libya, and Egypt are all named in this context by various
sources. Libya could refer to anywhere from the area west of Egypt to the
whole of north Africa, or Africa in general. Ethiopia, too, was an elastic
term, denoting lands to the south of Egypt, including Pliny’s area of fiery
heat and monsters, or occasionally stretching as far as from Mauretania in
the west to Egypt and even India in the east. According to others, India and
Africa were joined together, their great rivers were interconnected, and the
Nile flowed into the Indus ((Polybius, 3.38.1; Arrian, Anabasis 6.1.2), an
idea encouraged by the similarity of fauna (crocodiles and hippopotamuses,
Pausanias 2.19; Arrian, Anabasis 6.1.2). Insofar as they were differentiated,
the following characteristics are highlighted in our sources. The Nile, due to
its distinctive behaviour and the mystery surrounding its source, was a
marvel in its own right (Seneca, Natural Questions 4A21–30; Lucan,
Pharsalia 10.172–333) and Egypt, though a well-defined political entity,
was in a sense an extremity by virtue of its border position between Africa
and Asia. Its assignation to one or the other was a matter of dispute
according to Herodotus, who famously portrayed it as a land of cultural as
well as geographical paradox (Histories 2.15–17). Although its relative



paucity of animal species in comparison to India and Ethiopia was
remarked upon, its fertility was legendary and second only to India
according to Aristotle (Strabo, 15.1.22–3). The Nile in particular was famed
for this quality (Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 2.15) and the country was noted
for its prolific birth-rate, often manifested in multiple births (Aristotle,
History of Animals 584b6ff; Generation of Animals 770a35–6). The latter
heightened the incidence of deformed births from the overcrowded womb,
but the nurturing climate allowed these to survive and flourish to a greater
extent than would have been possible elsewhere (Pliny, Natural History
7.39, 11.272).

As for Ethiopia, both Aristotle and Pliny repeated the saying that Africa
was always producing something new (History of Animals 606b20; Natural
History 8.42). In addition to the theory of climatic hyper-fertility produced
by heat (Natural History 6.187; Diodorus, 2.51.2–4), Aristotle had
suggested that the combination of the heat and a limited water supply led
animals to congregate in close proximity at watering-holes, leading to
multifarious hybridizations among comparable and compatible species
(Generation of Animals 346b7–13; Pliny, Natural History 8.42).

India’s superabundance included an emphasis on the size of her produce.
Her super-sized animals (Herodotus, Histories 3.106; Aelian,
Characteristics of Animals 16.11, 16.12, 17.26; Pliny, Natural History 8.32)
flourished in a landscape of unrestrained growth, including huge trees and
other plants (Diodorus, 17.90.5; Arrian, Indica 11.7 from Nearchos; Curtius
Rufus, 9.1.10; Pliny, Natural History 7.21, cf. Virgil, Georgics 2.122–5).

Sources for the Wonders of the East
Knowledge of the components of the ancient wonder tradition has come
down to us from sources as diverse as ancient travelogues, histories, poetry,
novels, scientific treatises, encyclopedic works, and collections devoted
wholly to the compilation of snippets of wonder law. This in itself reflects
the variety and complexity of the Greek and Roman intellectual response to
the widening knowledge of the world around them through conquest, trade,
and travel.

The human desire for wonders, and the expectation that this craving
would be fulfilled by remote lands, ensured that even the earliest works
dealing with the latter included some wonders. Thus, for example, the



fragments of Scylax of Caryanda, described by Herodotus (Histories 4.44)
as the first Greek to visit India, in the early fifth century BC, nonetheless
already include monstrous races such as the Monophthalmi (one-eyed men)
and the Skiapods, who shaded themselves with a single large foot. He and
other early writers, such as the geographer Hecataeus of Miletus, were used
by Herodotus when writing his history in the middle of the fifth century. At
the end of the fifth century, Ctesias of Cnidos, working as a doctor at the
Persian court, included even more wonders, often with detailed accounts. A
complex of authenticating devices grew up, designed at one and the same
time to enhance the cachet of the writer and the story that he is trying to sell
to the reader. Autopsy is stressed where possible. Thus, Ctesias claims to
have seen a number of Indian wonders brought to the court, including the
fabulous martichore (see below). Failing that, the reliability of sources is
stressed. The accumulation of multiple authorities by the paradoxographers
enhanced their scholarly aura. Later writers illustrated the importance of
authority and tradition in classical antiquity by quoting earlier authors;
compare Strabo on the tigers seen by Megasthenes (15.1.37), who had been
sent as an ambassador to Persia at the end of the fourth century. Arrian
(Indica 15.4) claims that skins of the Indian gold-guarding ants had been
seen in the Macedonian camp by Nearchos, Alexander’s admiral. Much
later, in the sixth century AD, Cosmas Indicopleustes hoped to enhance his
authority by autopsy of both a real and a stuffed rhinoceros and temporary
possession of a hippopotamus tooth, which he then sold. Less hopefully,
perhaps, he mentions a unicorn seen in Ethiopia—but it was only a statue
(Christian Topography 11.1–2).

The great expedition of Alexander might have been expected to enhance
scepticism towards the travellers’ tales found in Scylax, Herodotus, and
Ctesias and replace their wonders with some genuine discoveries. Although
Alexander’s expedition was primarily military, he did take with him a staff
of scholars, including natural scientists, geographers, and historians.
However, the upshot was the expansion and apparent confirmation of the
traditional wonder canon, rather than its discrediting. Megasthenes, who
was an ambassador at the court of Chandragupta at the end of the fourth
century BC, wrote the fullest account yet of Indian history and, while
regarded as more reliable than Ctesias, it too was replete with marvels.
What did emerge in the wake of Alexander’s campaign was an increased
awareness of natural marvels at various levels of society. The collecting and



systematizing activities of the Lyceum have been mentioned. The story that
Alexander aided Aristotle’s researches by placing at his disposal any
information on animals that could be supplied by any of his subjects (Pliny,
Natural History 8.44) has been doubted (Romm, 1989: 566–75), but it does
suggest at the very least a link in the popular imagination between the
expanding world of Alexander and that of nature, a link more explicitly
connected to the Indian campaigns by the inclusion in the Alexander
Romance of a purported letter from Alexander to Aristotle offering to assist
his studies with an account of the natural wonders he has encountered.
Sending back descriptions or actual specimens of marvels (see below)
enhanced the prestige of a conqueror who expanded his empire beyond the
boundaries of the civilized known. It symbolized the magnitude of a victory
over the remotest parts of nature, and represented the subjugation and
imposition of order on the untamed chaos beyond. The Romance has a
complex history, accumulated and modified in various recensions over
several centuries, but it is now generally agreed that some, at least, dates to
the third century BC, soon after Alexander’s death. The emotional pull of
the wonder tale also encouraged its inclusion as an ingredient of drama,
exoticism, and escapism in the developing late Hellenistic novel.
Paradoxography, which concentrated on the accumulation of wonders for
their own sake, was the product of an era that extended from the conquests
of Alexander to the further opening of the world by Rome’s empire.
Although frequently dismissed by modern authorities as ‘popular and
escapist’ (Gabba, 1981: 50–62), its origins lay, as already mentioned, in the
Lyceum and Museum, and its liberal quotation of authorities owed as much
to a complex discourse of authentication as it did to an unsophisticated
attempt to coat its trivia with a veneer of scholarship. Indeed, its purpose
and audience is by no means certain. One function of such works may have
been as handbooks of strange and interesting facts for insertion into other
kinds of literature. They may also have played a role that, if not strictly
scholarly, encouraged the embedding of the marvel discourse at the heart of
elite culture, allowing the upper classes to sprinkle their conversation with
engaging stories. Philostratus describes Apollonius conversing in prison on
natural history as a light and safe alternative to politics when an informer is
listening (Life of Apollonius 7.27) and entrancing the emperor Vespasian
with his tales of India and its rivers and animals (Life of Apollonius 5.40).
Sophisticated members of the Roman elite, including Cicero, thought it



worthwhile to compose works on mirabilia (Pliny, Natural History 31.12;
now lost); and such a work is probably to be ascribed to Vespasian’s right-
hand man, Licinius Mucianus, from whom Pliny takes a number of natural
wonders. The Historia Augusta records the emperor Hadrian’s predilection
for wonder tales (Hadrian 18), which may explain his association with a
later wonder work, the Letter of Pharasmenes (or Fermes), addressed to
him (or sometimes to his predecessor, Trajan). Now lost, it is thought to
have been the ancestor of the medieval Wonders of the East (Gibb, 1977:
16–8).

Martichores and Basilisks: Celebrated Animal
Wonders of the East
It has already been noted that there was no easy, clear-cut division in
antiquity between the unfamiliar and the impossible. However, many
creatures that fell into the former category did, over a period of time,
become better known, often through their importation to the Mediterranean
centre as objects of display and entertainment (see ‘Relocating the Exotic’
below). The Great Hunt mosaic of the Villa Casale near Piazza Armerina in
Sicily (early fourth century AD) offers a composite portrayal of the
gathering and shipping process from the various exotic environments that
could be identified as ‘the East’. In the following section, we will
concentrate on some of the more celebrated creatures described repeatedly
in a textual and pictorial tradition from which, however, they never escaped
into reality: the iconic marvels of the East.

Extraordinary portraits of these wonders were enhanced in various ways
by the sources. Cases of taxonomical aporia frequently led to composition
by means of an assemblage of assorted parts from known animals, as
described above. This was matched by the instability and vagueness of their
geographical location within the nebulous ‘East’. The phoenix, for example,
was variously placed in Arabia or India (Pliny, Natural History 10.3;
Isidore of Seville, Etymologies 12.7.22; Lucian, Peregrinus 5.2.51). Pliny
(8.66–79) shifts between ‘Indian’ and ‘Ethiopian’ creatures in a list of
mainly fabulous animals. Such lists were themselves part of the apparatus
of writing the extraordinary, since at one and the same time they highlighted
individual marvels while allowing the swift momentum of the list’s
narrative to carry the reader over or past any cognitive boundary of



credulity which might arise (see ‘Relocating the Exotic’ below). Writers can
combine the techniques of individual highlighting with universalizing
comments on the extraordinariness of the general wonder environment; the
monsters of the Alexander Romance are portrayed against a backdrop so
teeming with bizarre creatures that linguistic categorization fails; there are
not enough names for them all (Letter of Alexander to Aristotle on India
p.2). Alexander is portrayed as wishing to assist Aristotle in his study of the
‘new’, but the fact that the East was an apparently inexhaustible fount of
novelty suggests that his mission, like the creatures he has to describe, is an
impossibility, a paradox. In various recensions of the Romance, the reason
that characterizes the general’s Persian campaigns gives way to instinct in
the face of the inconceivable and unexpected creatures that are now his
potential enemies. Rationality is wrong-footed by the wondrous.

Pliny’s list of the exotic animals of Ethiopia and India exhibits the
slippage from the unfamiliar to the fantastic that characterizes many wonder
sources, ‘Ethiopia produces lynxes in great numbers, sphinxes with dark
hair and a pair of breasts, and many other monster-like creatures…’ (8.72).
His description of the sphinx evokes a vaguely anthropoid appearance and
the name is that of a mythical monster. Other sources (Diodorus, 3.35.4;
Solinus, 27.59) suggest that this was a type of monkey, a species
particularly prone to monstrous interpretation, through a crossing of the
perceived human–animal borderline (see ‘Relocating the Exotic’ below).
The next animals on the list, winged horses with horns, are now classifiable
not only as unnatural but also as imaginary, but the following animal, the
hyena, possessed of extraordinary features and unnatural powers in ancient
thought (see above) was situated firmly, then as now, in the realm of reality.
In the present context Pliny lists as marvellous only its prodigious powers
of digestion. The ‘Indian ox’ with one or two horns may be the rhinoceros
(see below). The leucrocata is another bizarre composite (the size of a
donkey, with a stag’s haunches, badger’s head, cloven hooves, and a lion’s
neck, tail, and breast). This might elevate it to fantastic status, though the
detail that its teeth are a ridge of bone and it imitates human speech may
identify it as a subspecies or hybrid of the wondrous hyena, whose uncanny
imitations are described in detail in an earlier passage (above; cf. Solinus,
52.34). It has obvious similarities to the corocotta (8.107), which is said to
be a cross between a hyena and a lioness and has the same gift for human
mimicry and oddity of dentition (cf. Solinus, 27.26).



Two perennial favourites of the Eastern wonder tradition follow (8.73–6):
the yale and the martichore (or mantichore). Pliny’s description of the
former is the first extant. The beast survived through the medieval bestiaries
to become a heraldic animal. It is described in the ‘composite’ manner as
being the size of a hippopotamus with an elephant’s tail and the head of a
boar. Its most distinctive characteristic is its pair of long, mobile horns,
which allow of some artful double swordsmanship in fights (cf. Solinus,
52.35). In common with numerous other authors (e.g., Aristotle, History of
Animals 501a24–b1; Pausanias, 9.21.4; Philostratus, Life of Apollonius
3.45; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 4.21), Pliny’s description of the
martichore is taken from Ctesias. Aelian’s version is particularly detailed:
the main focus of fascination seems to be the combination of a human face
with man-eating propensities. The face was literally a façade: the mouth
contained a triple row of deadly teeth and it was particularly fond of, and
prone to seek out, human flesh. Its Indian name apparently meant ‘man-
eater’. Aristotle, as we saw, mentions it cautiously a propos of its triple set
of teeth, which, ‘if it exists’, would put it in a category of its own in the
animal world. Pausanias may be right when he tries to rationalize it into a
tiger. However, the monster of Aelian’s description continued to thrive into
the medieval period, frequently taking its place alongside the monstrous
races, many of whose representations transgressed in some way the human–
animal divide.

Expanding knowledge by no means diminished the category of natural
wonders in antiquity. In some cases, a wonder that failed to be uncovered in
its traditional habitat might be preserved in the canon by being relocated to
more distant and as yet unexplored regions (see ‘The Savage North’ below).
Wonders tended to multiply rather than diminish as amazing new realities
were added to a traditional canon of wonders that many were loath to
discard. In other cases, the meeting of traditional texts and new discoveries
could result in the fragmentation of both elements. Pliny’s next exotic
creature, the monoceros, brings us to the most notorious example of the
latter. In the history of the ‘creatures with one horn’, monoceri or unicorni,
we can trace through the textual tradition a complex intertwining and
separation of fact and fiction, alternately conflating and distinguishing at
least two creatures, only one of which was grounded in fact.

Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 4.52, an account derived from
Ctesias, Indica fr. 45.45) reports a wild ass in India, as big as a horse, white



except for a purplish head. It has a long crimson and black horn. Prominent
Indians make these into drinking vessels that are proof against epilepsy and
all poisons. They are extremely swift, strong, and fierce and adults are more
or less impossible to capture. Aelian also reports (16.20) a creature in the
heart of India that he calls the cartazonus. It is the size of a horse with a
black spiral horn. It has feet like an elephant and a pig’s tail. It is swift,
quarrelsome with its own kind, becoming gentle with the female only at the
mating season; otherwise it is savage and solitary. It is amazingly strong
and its horn is invincible. The young are sometimes captured, the adults not.
Once again, this creature may go back to a description by Ctesias, though
Aelian does not name him. A similar description occurs in Pliny (Natural
History 8.76), where it follows on immediately from that of the martichore,
where Ctesias is named. Pliny says it is the fiercest animal of all. It has a
horse’s body, with a stag-like head, elephant’s feet, and a single four-foot
horn in the middle of its forehead. It is supposed to be impossible to take
alive.

However, by Pliny’s time, another one-horned Eastern beast had been
captured many times: Pliny says in Natural History 8.71 that ‘a rhinoceros
with one horn’ has often been seen in the Roman arena. (Perhaps
surprisingly, this suggests the Indian rather than African variety; but see
Jennison (1937 [2005]: 34–5) on the tougher, more adaptable constitution
of the former.) Like Pliny, Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 17.44) and
Solinus (30.21) also mention the ‘rhinoceros’ and record how it could fight
elephants. Aelian reiterates its relative familiarity: ‘a description of the
shape and appearance of this animal would be stale three times over, for
there are many Greeks and Romans who know it from having seen it’.
Instead, he concentrates on giving a vivid description of its combats with
the elephant. To cut an involved story short, Pliny’s monoceros and Aelian’s
cartazonus, with their pig’s tail, elephant feet, and fearsome but not
explicitly poison-proofing horn, are plausible versions of the rhinoceros, but
their describers have not associated the exotic creature roaming the Indian
heartlands with the animal that was by their day providing familiar
entertainment in the Roman arena. Note, however, that Pliny’s uncatchable
monoceros has a horse-like body (Aelian’s was merely the size of a horse)
and a very long horn like the wild ass in Ctesias and Aelian. Both features
have taken it far from its possible inspiration. By now, the Judaeo-Christian
tradition had further complicated the picture; the Old Testament had



included references to a one-horned beast of great strength, wildness, and
agility, with a precious horn (Numbers 23.22; Deuteronomy 33.16–7; Job
39.9–12; Psalms 29.5–6; 92.9–10), itself possibly influenced by the Greek
tradition. As early as the second century AD, Christian allegory was
moulding the one-horned animal into a symbol of aspects of Christ in the
work of Physiologus, which underwent multiple modifications and
translations over the next millennium. Different versions stress different
ideas but the unicorn of medieval bestiaries is emerging, with such details
as its capture only by a virgin and the strength and/or miraculous powers of
its horn appearing in various versions. In these Christianizing texts, at least,
the ‘real’ rhinoceros seems to have disappeared. However, the animals are
later conflated, or reconflated, early in the seventh century by Isidore of
Seville (Etymologies 12.2.12–3), who, starting from an etymological
viewpoint, said that the ‘rhinoceron is also the monoceron, that is, the
unicornus’. Isidore’s beast has the long horn of Pliny’s monoceros, but the
propensity of his real-life rhinoceros to fight elephants. It remains
impossible to capture by hunters alone, but will capitulate to a virgin.
Clearly, then, it is difficult, even for writers such as Pliny and Aelian, who
had seen real rhinoceroses, to ‘see’ in the distorted textual pictures of the
monoceros a possible duplication of the familiar animal. Once again, we
must ask whether ancient inquirers were really conditioned to doing away
with perfectly good exotic creatures. Nature admitted of apparently endless
variety and the mind capax naturae was perhaps more inclined to expand to
accommodate nature’s variety than to rush into declarations of scepticism
and risk an unjustifiable diminution of her grandeur.

Pliny’s list concludes with two creatures whose looks can kill. The
catoblepas (‘downward-looker’) is a nondescript, inactive beast, whose
heavy head droops to the ground. However, any human who sees its eyes
dies immediately. The heavy-headed gnu has been suggested as a possible
inspiration; at all events, the evident difficulty with which a creature with
this disability would have made eye-contact no doubt allowed such a story
to develop unchecked. Altogether more ferocious is the basilisk, a snake
whose touch and breath, as well as its glance, are deadly, burning bushes
and blasting rocks. Its poison can kill even by indirect contact: a specimen
speared by a horseman poisoned via the spear both rider and mount.
Ancient climatic theory sometimes associated extreme venom with harsh,
dry desert climates (the basilisk lives in empty deserts according to Isidore,



Etymologies 12.4.6; cf. Lucan, Pharsalia 9.726). The lower-key deadliness
of the catoblepas was perhaps more appropriate to the mitigating feature of
the spring Pliny places in its landscape. The two creatures seem to have
been conflated, in a slightly bizarre manner, by Alexander of Myndos who,
according to Athenaeus (Deipnosophists, 5.221B-F), described a sheep-like
‘gorgon’ of Libya that could kill by its breath and also by its eyes,
whenever it was able to shake its mane aside. Marius had brought home
skins of the creature from his war against Jugurtha in Africa, which he
dedicated in the temple of Hercules: ‘so extraordinary were they in
appearance that no one could guess to what creature they had belonged’.

The wondrous creature that most captured the imagination, both in
antiquity and later, was the phoenix, a spectacularly colourful and unique
bird. Isidore (Etymologies 12.7.22) derives its name either from phoeniceus,
red-purple, or from an Arabian word, phoenix, meaning singular. Its method
of regeneration, of and from itself, made it the ultimate rarity, but also a
potent symbol of regeneration that ensured its centrality in both pagan and
Christian ideology. From the numerous variants in its story, which were also
influenced by Eastern tales, some common features stand out. The cyclical
nature of the life-force and of time itself were embedded in its life-cycle:
sun, fire, and a fixed, regular life-span were normally involved. The old
bird’s death in a nest of aromatic woods and spices and the spontaneous
birth of the new bird from the remains (Herodotus, Histories 2.73—the first
extant account; Pliny Natural History 10.3–5; Solinus, 33.11–14) happened
every 500 or 540 years. Manilius, according to Pliny, said that its life-span
coincided with the Great Year, when the sun, moon, and planets complete
their circuits and return simultaneously to the positions from which they
had started. The parental remains or nest were then carried by the new bird
to the City of the Sun, usually situated in Egypt. Some versions had the old
bird immolated by fire ignited by the sun in its exotic nest (Philostratus,
Life of Apollonius 3.4; Isidore, Etymologies 12.7.22). Its plumage has
suggested that it was inspired by the golden pheasant, but the phoenix is an
excellent example of the way in which the symbolism attached to a wonder
renders speculation about its basis in any real creature irrelevant.

The precious Arabian spices with which the phoenix built its nest or pyre
are central to other tales of wondrous Eastern creatures. According to
Herodotus, the remotest parts of the world have the finest and rarest
products (Histories 3.106, 116). However, harvesting them often involves



difficult, dangerous, and bizarre methods, since various strange creatures
act as natural guardians, as the dragon did for the apples of the Hesperides.
Such creatures were balancing components in an ancient ecosystem.
Arabians attempting to gather frankincense must first smoke out the flying
snakes guarding the trees (Herodotus, Histories 3.107). Herodotus thought
he had seen piles of skeletons belonging to such snakes near the border of
Egypt (Histories 2.75). Gathering cassia involves wearing protective
clothing against pugnacious bats, while cinnamon is known only in the
form of sticks used to build their nests by large birds, who bring them from
a country still more remote. These cinnamolgi are lured with large joints of
meat which, when carried back to the nests, prove too heavy and break
them, providing a convenient shower of cinnamon sticks for the wily
hunters.

Gold, another prized but disputed commodity, especially plentiful on the
edges, introduces our final examples of wondrous animal guardians.
According to Herodotus, Ethiopia (Histories 3.114), India (3.106) and the
northernmost parts of Europe (3.115) are the richest areas for gold. In north
India, giant ants (‘bigger than foxes but smaller than dogs’) dig up gold-
enriched sand in the process of excavating their burrows. Elaborate gold-
gathering strategies are devised by the Indians to elude pursuit by the ultra-
swift ants. The sand is snatched while the ants take a siesta underground
during the heat of the day, and the getaway vehicles are camels, primarily
females, whose speed is enhanced by their desire to return to newborn
young at home. As with the phoenix, a real animal, in this case the
burrowing marmot, may lie behind the story (the Persian king, it will be
recalled, had specimens that Ctesias had seen at his court, and skins had
been brought to Alexander’s camp; see above). Once again, however, the
tale has taken on a life of its own, independent of any reality.

Northern Europe had a counterpart to the Indian ant in the form of the
griffin. This creature, according to Herodotus (Histories 3.116; cf. Pliny,
Natural History 7.10) was engaged in a perennial struggle to protect gold
from a one-eyed race, the Arimaspi. According to Pliny, this gold, like the
ants’ was displaced by the creatures’ burrows. Various parts of central Asia
were rich in gold, including the Altai, the Urals, and the Tarbagatai
mountains with their gold-bearing streams. The griffin’s cultural
background was complicated; it had antecedents in both Greek and oriental
culture. The Chaldaean griffin took the form of a winged lion, while the



Greek variety had a lion’s body with the head and wings of an eagle, often
with ears. It also appeared in Scythian art, which itself had Greek and
Eastern influences. Gold-digging monsters existed in central Asian myth
(Bolton, 1962: 85–93); while tales of a bird-headed griffin may have been
encouraged, if not inspired, by certain types of dinosaur skeletons found in
the foothills of the Altai and Tien Shan and the Gobi Desert (Mayor, 2000:
15–53). However, it is, not surprisingly, interchangeable with the Eastern
ants. Indeed, our earliest extant source, Ctesias, places them in northern
India (Indica 45.26; cf. How and Wells, 1912: 307; Bolton, 1962: 64–7) and
is followed by Aelian (Characteristics of Animals 4.27), who gives a more
detailed description of the creature and its feud with its rapacious
neighbours. Such struggles could epitomize the resourcefulness of primitive
peoples far from the (over-)civilized centre in the face of untamed nature; or
the remoteness of nature’s edges and the difficulty and potential danger of
penetrating their inhospitable and alien environments (see above). Aelian,
however, gave the griffins a more prosaic motivation for their aggression:
fear for their chicks rather than for the gold.

The griffins’ opponents introduce another important element of ancient
wonder culture. Unlike their Indian and Arabian counterparts, the Arimaspi
are not normal humans. With their single eye, they too, like the griffin and
the other wondrous animals we have met, are exotic and bizarre. In their
case, they belong to the tradition of the monstrous races, who, broadly
speaking, exhibited some human physical and mental characteristics,
although frequently deviating quite considerably from the human norm. The
longevity and vitality of the monstrous race tradition through antiquity into
the middle ages and in some cases beyond was due in part to their
propensity to erode the boundary between animal and human and for this
reason they will be treated here.

PLINY AND THE MONSTROUS RACES
Although a wide variety of strange and exotic creatures are described in
numerous ancient authors, it was Pliny’s extensive catalogue in Book 7 of
his Natural History (20–32) that became the definitive account for most
later writers into the middle ages. Numerous sources are cited, including
Herodotus, writers on India, and the expedition of Alexander, including
Ctesias, Nearchos, Megasthenes, and Onesicritus, and various



paradoxographers, including Isigonus and Agatharchides. While Eastern
influences were apparent, the tradition was predominantly Graeco-Roman,
as is reflected in the names of many of the peoples described: Cynocephali
(Dog-Heads), Monophthalmi (One-Eyed), Astomi (Mouthless), etc. Their
anomalies often involved the misplacement, duplication, absence, or
disproportion of the normal human body parts or the distortion or breaking
of the parameters of the human life-cycle, including sexual activity,
reproduction, ageing, and longevity. In addition, some creatures disrupted
the human–animal divide by their exhibition of animal body parts or
characteristics, most famously the Cynocephali, or dog-headed men (see
below).

These physical anomalies were a gift to medieval illustrators, but the
pictorial tradition goes well back into antiquity (Wittcower, 1942: 171–3).
St. Augustine mentions the mosaics of the maritime parade at Carthage, on
which were depicted Sciapods (Shadow-Feet, whose large single foot acted
as a sun-shade when they lay down), Blemmyae (headless men with eyes in
their chests), and many other staples taken from the books of curiosities
(City of God 16.8).

But were they men? Pliny implicitly grants them human status by
including them in Natural History 7, which is devoted to humans. However,
the human being is also an animal, albeit ‘the animal destined to rule all
others’ (animal ceteris imperaturum; 7.3), and a paradoxical one at that,
whose unique rational kinship with the divine mind of nature is
counterbalanced by physical inferiority to many other animals. To Christian
writers, for whom the question of human status was critical to the discourse
of salvation, the question had particular significance. If they were men,
according to Augustine, then they were ultimately descended from Adam
(City of God 16.8). But he is not sure that all the races mentioned by Pliny
and others actually exist, or, if they do, that they are all human. He classes
the cynocephali as animals because they lack human speech but bark like
dogs. Anomalies in form are not in themselves a problem: we may not
understand them but they can be accounted part of God’s overall creative
plan, like those individual deformities whose parents are known to be
human. However, similarities between men and known animals illustrate
his real concern; writers could pass off descriptions of apes and monkeys as
human oddities if we did not know that monkeys are not humans. In fact,
possible descriptions of monkeys do cause confusion in accounts of the



monstrous races. Pliny’s ‘satyrs’ in the east Indian mountains, described as
being of human appearance, but swift-footed and sometimes running on all
four legs are a case in point (Natural History 7.24). Elsewhere in the
Natural History, outside of the catalogue of monstrous races, a satyr is a
type of monkey (8.215–6, cf. also 5.46; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals
16.21; Diodorus Siculus, 1.18.4; Solinus, 27.60). The satyr’s status as a
figure of myth possessing both human and animal features further confused
the picture (a woman raped by satyrs on an island: Pausanias, 1.23.7; a
daemonic satyr: Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 6.27; the satyr that spoke to
St. Antony in the desert, noted by Isidore, Etymologies, 11.3.21 and other
Christian writers). The names of some other mythical, semi-human
monsters, such as sphinxes, were also appropriated for monkeys (Diodorus
Siculus, 3.35.4; Solinus, 27.59; Pliny, Natural History 8.215–6). In
addition, some writers did claim that actual human–animal hybrids could be
produced in remote regions. Pliny says that Duris claimed that some Indians
copulated with animals, producing hybrids (7.30). Human–animal
intercourse was also sometimes blamed for the individual monstrosities
born closer to home (cf. Plutarch, Moralia 149e: the famous story of
Periander’s mare), though Aristotle as we have seen (‘Wonders of the East’
above) had said that productive couplings of this nature were biologically
impossible. Finally, Pliny (Natural History 5.45) specifically notes that the
African tribes on mount Atlas had, in certain respects at least, fallen to a
subhuman level, no longer calling each other by name and, unlike all other
humans, not dreaming when they sleep.

But by far the most fascinating of the more ‘taxonomically ambiguous’
(Romm, 1992: 79) races for ancient and later sources were the Cynocephali,
who were human in form, apart from a dog’s head and tail. They appear
first in extant Greek literature in the Hesiodic poems (fr. 150 Merkelbach-
West = 153 Most), though there may also have been central Asian and
Indian influences (White, 1991: 18; Romm, 1992: 87). The most detailed
account is by Ctesias (Indica fr. 45.37–43), whose description maintains a
tension between their sub-human characteristics, such as their lack of
speech, physical anomalies, and canine copulation, and their simple
nobility, which often made such primitives a foil to the over-sophisticated
vices of the cultured centre. Within these categories, further tensions were
played out; were beds of leaves, cave dwellings, and an inability to cook
food using fire (as opposed to broiling it in the sun) signs of simple living



or uncivilized barbarism? Human and animal characteristics are juxtaposed:
they bark, yet wear rudimentary clothes (Pliny, Natural History 7.23). Their
sexual position is animal, yet they feel a Greek sense of dishonour and
disgrace at the prospect of any other position (Ctesias, Indica fr. 45.43).
Their dog-heads might appear to signify an animal identity, but some
ancient theories located the seat of the mind in the chest (cf. Chrysippus,
Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta II.885–7; Pliny, Natural History 11.182: ibi
mens habitat). The picture was complicated by the use of the name
cynocephalus to denote the baboon, which was unambiguously an animal
(Herodotus, Histories 4.191; Aristotle, History of Animals 502a19; Strabo,
17.1.40; Pliny, Natural History 8.216; Aelian, Characteristics of Animals
4.46, 10.25). Not all contexts make it clear in which sense the term is being
used (cf. Aristophanes, Knights 416; Plato, Thaeatetus 161d), but Pliny
shows that the distinction was recognized: the Cynocephali of his catalogue
of monstrous races are ‘a tribe of men with dogs’ heads’ (genus hominum
capitibus caninis; 7.23), while a tribe called the Menismini (7.31) live on
the milk of ‘the animals we call dog-heads’ (animalium quae cynocephalus
vocamus). However, slippage was possible: in Natural History 6.194, it is
the tribe of Dog-Milkers (Cynomolgi) who have themselves acquired dogs’
heads.

THE SAVAGE NORTH
The impression left by the portrayal of the Cynocephali in Ctesias and those
who used his account is that of a race that is in a sense morally, if not
materially, civilized. However, their taxonomic ambiguity could be
manipulated to produce other images. The Cynocephali of Alexander’s
Letter to Aristotle (p.33) are already portrayed as aggressive and later,
Christian, sources use savage Cynocephali as symbols of the unconverted
(Friedman, 1981: 61–71); the cynocephalic saint, Christopher, exemplified
the triumph of conversion over even the most unpromising material.

Another development that befell the classical Cynocephalus was a
gradual shift in location from the exotic east to the frozen north as
geographical knowledge of the former grew. Such a shift doubtless
encouraged, and was encouraged by, a stress on their theoretical potential
for bestial savagery, which gained impetus from ancient climatic theories



linking cold, harsh climates with ferocity and savagery in their inhabitants
(cf. Herodotus, Histories 4.18; Pliny, Natural History 7.9; Strabo, 4.5.4).

The harshness of the climate also accounted for the perceived paucity of
animal life to the north in classical thought. Unlike the warm south, whose
heat generated a riotous excess of living creatures, both real and fantastic,
the chilly north was comparatively infertile. The far northern seas might be
portrayed as a grey and sluggish morass (Strabo, 2.4.1), though not
necessarily devoid of monsters, real or imagined (Tacitus, Annals 2.24). To
the less remote west, around Gaul and Spain, however, the sea’s monstrous
fertility was better attested. A Triton was reported to the emperor Tiberius;
it was ‘the usual shape’, according to Pliny, and had been playing on a shell.
Dead Nereids were spotted on the Gallic coast and ‘a man of the sea’,
human in shape, was reported to have climbed on board ships in the Gulf of
Cadiz. A huge creature, with 120 teeth measuring between 6 to 12 feet long,
was washed up on the shore there (Natural History 9.9–10). Some of these
were no doubt mis-identified seals and similar creatures; in the case of
others, it is clear that the same processes of imagination were at work as in
the case of the fabled East.

On land, the gloom could give a veneer of the uncanny and mysterious to
some of its creatures. Pliny mentions a bird in the Hercynian (Black) Forest
whose feathers shine at night (10.132). Otherwise, however, he notes that a
lack of vegetation in Scythia results in comparatively few animals, while
his brief account of Germany and Scandinavia reveals nothing more
startling than wild asses, bears, reindeer, and aurochs. This barren greyness,
however, is lifted momentarily by a memorable description in the otherwise
dry and factual Gallic Wars of Caesar. An excursus on the geography and
ethnography of Gaul includes a description of the alces (probably the elk)
of the Hercynian Forest. The passage describing the forest and three of its
animals (6.25–7) is low-key in tone, the only concession to the exoticism of
the wonder tradition being the emphasis on the unknown extent of the
forest; no German claims to have reached its eastern extremes or even to
have heard where it ends (6.25). Although it contains ‘many kinds’ of
animals, only three are said to be sufficiently different from those of other
lands to be worthy of description. The portrayals of the reindeer (6.26) and
the aurochs (6.27) are unexceptional, though the former is made more
exotic by being given a single, rather than a double antler. The pedestrian
tone is lifted, however, by the description of the elk’s allegedly jointless



legs, which prevent it from lying down or getting up if it falls. They must
sleep leaning against trees and wily huntsmen capture them by loosening
the roots or sawing partially through probable elk resting-posts. These then
give way when the unsuspecting animal composes itself for rest,
precipitating tree and sleeper to the ground and into the hands of the
hunters. By Pliny’s time, the picture has become more colourful and exotic
(8.39), but the animal with no joints is now the achlis, a creature that Pliny
specifically distinguishes from the alces, or elk; it is like the elk but
unknown at Rome, thus preserving the integrity of the marvellous lack of
joints. It has, significantly, also retreated to a northern island. In addition to
its idiosyncratic legs, it has also acquired an upper lip so huge that it has to
walk backwards while grazing so as not to trip over it. Yet, in spite of its
problematic anatomy, it possesses considerable speed, presumably when
standing unaided with its head off the ground. The similarity of the names
alces and achlis suggest the animals are in fact one and the same, so what is
going on here? It seems likely that, in the period between Caesar’s Gallic
expedition and the 70s AD, when Pliny wrote his description of the achlis,
the real alces had been exhibited at Rome. If so, the development of the
wondrous elk into the wondrous achlis that retains the idiosyncratic legs
and retires to a more isolated part of the globe (islands were particularly
useful for such purposes in the wonder tradition) is an excellent example of
the weight of tradition coming into collision with the expanding world of
the Roman empire, but resulting not in the elimination of a myth but in its
relocation further afield. The seventh Eclogue of Calpurnius Siculus, where
the alces is mentioned as an arena exhibit, may offer evidence, but its
Neronian date has been disputed. Later, in the second century AD,
Pausanias (9.21.3) mentions the elk that inhabits Celtic territory, with no
assertion of jointless legs. However, while his elk apparently inhabits the
territory of the real elk, it is more or less uncatchable, a factor that does
suggest that he had not seen one on the visit to Rome he describes earlier in
this passage; and indeed the evidence suggests that they remained rarities at
Roman shows. Pausanias’s elk exists in theory but has acquired the almost
magical quality of being impossible to find, invisible except when you are
not looking for it. Its status remains nicely ambiguous. Myth or reality,
alces or achlis, it has retreated, literally, into a cognitive hinterland.

RELOCATING THE EXOTIC



Living Wonders: Exotic Animals Imported to the
Centre
‘I am not concerned to give a precise account of all the other species of
animal which have recently been reaching Italy more frequently through
importation from all quarters’ (Natural History 8.38). Pliny’s statement
bears witness to the increasing transportation of animals, especially unusual
and exotic species, to the seat of empire by the mid-first century AD.
Caesar, when describing his elk, had said that this and the other creatures he
highlighted were worth mentioning because they differed greatly from
animals found elsewhere. From the late Republic, the Roman games and
shows had been an increasingly voracious consumer of exotica from the
edges of the empire. Strangeness, variety, and quantity were all used to
impress upon the public the power and beneficence of the political and
military leaders who footed the bill, as well as developing an appreciation
of the omnipotence of the capital itself.

However, the practice of asserting domination over nature by possession
of her rarest and most exotic treasures, including animals, predated Rome’s
empire by many centuries. Some, at least, of the Persian paradeisoi may
have included collections of rare trees and exotic animals (Tuplin, 1996:
80–131). It is not clear what happened to the creatures Ctesias reports as
having been sent to the Persian court (including the notorious martichore;
Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 4.21), but it is fair to assume that some,
at least, were kept as prestige objects of display. Clear evidence of active
collecting and accumulation as a prerogative and symbol of royal power is
apparent in Hellenistic Egypt. Ptolemy II Philadelphus’s Great Procession
celebrated the powerful and far-reaching trade links developed by the
dynasty, together with their association with Alexander and his far-flung
and exotic exploits. It combined variety, large numbers, and rarity in its
animal component, some animals being exhibited in large groups, while
others, such as the white bear (an albino, or one of the Thracian type
described by Pausanias (8.17.3); hardly a polar bear), rhinoceros, and
giraffe, were spotlighted by their isolation (Athenaeus, Deipnosophists
5.200d–201e). In Ptolemy’s case, the symbolism of power was enhanced by
a personal intellectual curiosity that included natural history and that,
according to Strabo (17.1.5), was developed in compensation for his
physical indispositions. Thus, in addition to the reception of royal prestige



gifts, hunters were actively commissioned to seek out and bring to him
remarkable animals ‘never before seen and objects of amazement’
(Diodorus Siculus, 3.35.4). A collection or zoo is indicated, though its
location is uncertain (Rice, 1983: 87).

Overall, however, the imagination of posterity has been most stimulated
by the games and shows of ancient Rome. Their expansion from the time of
the late Republic is well documented by Pliny’s references to successive
dynasts progressively outdoing each other in terms of novelty and numbers.
Sulla’s display of 100 lions in combat was outdone by Caesar (400) and
Pompey (600) (Natural History 8.53). Pompey was the first to show a
species of lynx (chama) and the cephi (a type of monkey), which had not
subsequently been seen in Rome according to Pliny (8.70). One of Caesar’s
‘firsts’ was the giraffe (8.69). The militaristic nature of Rome’s power and
domination was exhibited in the evident predilection for fierce animals—
africanae referred in particular to the big cats—and slaughter in the arena.
The populace apparently had high hopes of Caesar’s latest African import,
only to come to the realization that it was more remarkable for its looks
than its ferocity, and it was henceforth given the rather derisory nickname
of ‘wild sheep’. Not every show was expected to afford a contest, however,
and a number of exotic creatures were exhibited as attractions for
sightseers. Augustus exhibited rarities in various public venues (Suetonius,
Augustus 43.4). Pausanias saw ‘rarities’, including rhinoceroses, buffalo,
and camels, on display in the capital (9.21.2). Unusual birds, including
parrots (Varro, De re rustica 3.9.17) could also be seen, as well as human
oddities (Suetonius, Augustus 43.3; Columella, De re rustica 3.8.2;
Phlegon, Wonders 20).

Possession of wonders bestowed wonder status on cities and rulers, a
principle that extended itself, through the ownership of exotic pets, to
aspiring individuals among the elite. It was a manifestation of the
competitive nature of that society and perhaps allowed for an innocuous
display of independence and individuality as imperial rule exerted more
restrictions with regard to political ambitions. In addition to the usual dogs,
cats, and birds, monkeys and lynxes are attested (Martial, Epigrams 7.87).
So, too, are natural and human oddities, such as albino bears and deer
(Pausanias, 8.17.3–4), as well as dwarves, hunchbacks, and cretins (Seneca,
Letters 50.2; Martial, Epigrams 12.93; Pliny, Natural History 34.11). These
latter are a reminder that the wondrous was often the monstrous, the



deformed, the bizarre. Expressions of power could become expressions of
excess, which in turn reflected badly and often accurately on their owners’
image. Nero’s hermaphrodite mares (Pliny, Natural History 11.262) and
Elagabalus’s collection of deformed humans (SHA, Alexander Severus
34.2.4) epitomized the monstrous in the megalomaniac ruler. Excessive
prices (Claudius’s wife Messalina’s albino blackbird cost 600,000 sesterces
according to Pliny, Natural History 10.84) and bizarre usage (the unreliable
but entertaining Historia Augusta (SHA, Elagabalus 20.6; 21.2) depicted
Elagabalus as eating parrots and feeding them to lions) also suggested
imbalance on the part of the possessors. If an imbalance of natural elements
could produce extremes and monstrosities, this was reflected in the societies
and individuals whose possession was closer to perversion. Athenaeus
(Deipnosophists 518e) notes that the Sybarites, notorious for their luxurious
excess, had a predilection for dwarves and monkeys, ‘men yet not men’—a
phrase that places the pets and by extension their owners on a potentially
monstrous taxonomic borderline.

As we saw in the case of Ptolemy’s procession, the deployment and
exhibition of exotic animals frequently enhanced the wonder of their
audience by overwhelming their senses with the sheer numbers on show.
Alternatively, by displaying an individual novelty, such as a white bear, in
isolation, surprise was enhanced by the mind’s inability to contextualize the
exhibit (Greenblatt, 1991: 20). Much the same techniques were deployed in
some paradoxographical works, where brevity served to isolate and
highlight individual wonders to enhance their effect (Jacob, 1983: 121–40).
To the mental dislocation consequent on reading such decontextualized
material was added a sense of inundation as the quick-fire accumulation of
marvels in the catalogue threatened to overwhelm the already disoriented
mind (Romm, 1992: 105–6).

Exotic Memories: Relics of Wondrous Species
Transported to the Centre
Not all animal wonders displayed in the Mediterranean centre were still
alive. Preserved carcasses or partial relics—bones or hides—are also
frequently attested and could in some ways be even more evocative.
Pausanias frequently mentions bones, hides, tusks, eggs, and other natural
relics preserved with man-made curiosities in many temple complexes



throughout Greece. These frequently have a story attached, perhaps
authenticating a point of local myth or history. Fossilized bones, for
instance, evoked speculations about the ancient myths of giants (e.g.,
Pausanias, 8.32.5; 2.10.2) The sanctuary of Tegea had a hide and tusks
purporting to be those of the Calydonian boar, until the tusks were
appropriated for display at Rome by Augustus (Pausanias, 8.46.1–472).
Pausanias (9.21.1) also compared a ‘triton’ displayed at Rome with a
celebrated example on show in the temple of Dionysus at Tanagra (9.20.4),
which attracted the learned attentions of an expert according to Aelian
(Characteristics of Animals 13.21). At Rome, dead as well as living
wonders could, like the living exhibits described above, encapsulate the
prestige of their exhibitor or the power of the capital in which they were
displayed. The exhibition of marvels by the aedile M. Scaurus in 58 BC
included a skeletal sea-monster said to have been the one to which
Andromeda was exposed. It was 40 feet long and taller than an elephant
(Pliny, Natural History 9.11).

More relevant to the present theme are those relics that purported to have
come from far-off lands; creatures separated (primarily at least) by space
rather than time and perhaps eliciting hopes of a contemporary reality. We
saw (‘Defining the Wondrous’ above) that, even though he thought that the
phoenix exhibited by Claudius in AD 47 was clearly a fake, Pliny
nonetheless described the bird (Natural History 10.3). The general
possibility of existence remains; only the specific instance is rejected
(10.5). Phlegon of Tralles, whose book of wonders dates to Hadrian’s
principate, was still able to view in the imperial storehouses a hippocentaur
preserved in honey (Wonders 34–5; cf. Pliny, Natural History 7.35), another
exhibit from Claudius’s reign. It is perhaps significant that both phoenix
and hippocentaur originated in Arabia but (explicitly in the case of the
hippocentaur and implicitly in the case of the phoenix) died in Egypt before
they were dispatched to Rome. It is tempting to see Egypt, that land of
wonders, as a possible fabricator and exporter of dead as well as live
exotica. It was thence, not surprisingly, that the embalmed corpse of a child
allegedly born to a male homosexual originated according to Phlegon
(Wonders 26)—a plausible product of the excessive fertility of the Nilotic
waters and an example of local expertise in corpse preservation. Such
creatures as these and, perhaps, the ‘tritons’ were early examples of a
tradition that continued well into the nineteenth century, when sailors were



still buying mermaids fabricated from fish and monkeys, usually in Japan or
the East Indies (Bondeson, 1999: 61–2).

TRADITION AND EXPANSION:
CONCLUSIONS AND A POSTSCRIPT

Animal Wonders in the Ancient World
The evidence for antiquity suggests that nature’s theatre of wonders was a
source of constant fascination, boosted rather than curtailed by the increase
in geographical knowledge precipitated by military and economic
expansion. Even the civilized centre could harbour more mysterious areas,
often enclosed by, or centred upon, wild, mountainous terrain, such as
Arcadia in Greece or Mount Soracte near Rome, with its strange, fire-
walking people (Pliny, Natural History 7.19). Above all, however, it was at
the perceived edges, where space and time frequently coalesced, that the
most exciting creatures were positioned. Expanding knowledge, far from
exploding tales of fantastical inhabitants of exotic lands, if anything
encouraged and exacerbated belief in them: discovery of new wonders
heightened expectations of more to come, including the eventual
confirmation of creatures already hallowed by tradition. This tendency was
by no means confined to an unsophisticated stratum of society, the loiterers
in the local freak market described disapprovingly by Plutarch (Moralia
520c, see ‘Introduction’ above). It was driven, arguably to an even greater
extent, by those whose curiosity had an intellectual edge. A scholar such as
Pausanias could rationalize Ctesias’s martichore into a tiger, but he could
describe the tritons he had seen displayed at Rome in the same breath as the
rhinoceroses and recount a far-fetched story about the hunting of the elk. In
all cases, his motive for acceptance or rejection is rational deduction from
his broader knowledge of the variety of nature. Some creatures are peculiar
to one district; others will vary in detail such as colouring from one location
to another, ‘so no one should jump to conclusions and no one should
disbelieve in rarities: I, for one, believe in winged snakes which I have
never seen…’ (9.21.6). Scepticism was a symptom not of educated
sophistication but parochial ignorance and narrow-mindedness.

The animal wonders of antiquity thus achieved a lasting stability in the
collective consciousness by virtue of two apparently opposing but



complementary forces: the expectations aroused by the new and the respect
felt for the traditional. Traditional ideas, rather than being destroyed by new
discoveries, were frequently enhanced by them; while the new discoveries
were themselves shaped and interpreted by being viewed through the lens
of tradition. Just how long-lasting these effects were can be seen some
1,800 years after Alexander, when another explorer from the Mediterranean
centre thought he had rediscovered India and opened up a whole new world
of natural marvels.

Postscript: Ancient Wonders, New Worlds
‘Pay attention, you two wisest of elders, hear of the new discovery!’ The
words of Peter Martyr of Anghiera, humanist scholar, and chaplain,
historian, and diplomat at the court of Ferdinand and Isabella attest to the
excitement at the discoveries of his compatriot Christopher Columbus, who
had recently returned from his first expedition and claimed to have found
‘wondrous things’ (Opus Epistolarum 134, 13 September 1493). As with
Pausanias, it is the minds of the educated above all that are expected to
accommodate the wonder of the new. In addition to this address to two
Spanish dignitaries, Peter Martyr refers in a subsequent letter to the joy felt
by one of the leading intellectuals of his era, Pomponius Laetus, on
receiving a letter from his friend concerning the discoveries. Laetus, he
says, understands and appreciates the event in a manner appropriate to a
scholar of the greatest learning (Opus Epistolarum 153, 29 December
1494): this is food for lofty minds (cibus sublimibus…ingeniis). Later, he
attests to the excitement of Leo X and the papal court as they read his
accounts of the latest discoveries (Opus Epistolarum 557, December 1515;
De Orbe Novo 3.9.84). Like Pausanias, again, Martyr suggests that
excessive scepticism is the province of the narrow-minded (angusti animi
homines); he prefers to trust in the omnipotence of nature. Recounting
reports of singing fish in a black ocean, he refers to antiquity’s tales of a red
sea, of sirens and the song of the tritons (De Orbe Novo 5.9.25–7, cf.
5.2.45). These Classical references serve as a reminder that this physical
‘new world’ (the term appears first in Martyr’s Opus Epistolarum 139,
November 1493) had its corollary in the rediscovery during the same period
of many texts from Classical antiquity. Historical and cultural horizons thus
broadened at the same time as physical and geographical horizons, giving



renewed impetus to the strategies of Classical authors in deploying the
authority of older accounts as a departure point for the comprehension of
the new and exotic. However, this was not a simple tension between old and
new, in which the ancient texts preconditioned and to some extent retarded
the process of assimilating the new discoveries. The texts were themselves
new discoveries, and the world that they unveiled to the hungry minds of
Martyr and his contemporaries was as fresh and vibrant in its way as the
treasures, natural and man-made, of the Americas. Validation and
interpretation was therefore often a two-way process, the Americas
vouching for the content of the texts as much as the latter did for the content
of the Americas. The assimilation of time and space that was noted above in
connection with ancient concepts of the wonders of the edges remains
prominent in this later era. Primitive peoples are interpreted in the light of
the Golden Age societies of antiquity and rumours of giants and Amazons
initially add to the excitement of the discovery of cannibals. Validatory
discourse is frequently complex. Fernandez de Oviedo self-consciously
imitates Pliny in his magisterial Historia natural de las Indias, only to open
a temporal gap between them by asserting his superiority as an eye-witness
over his book-bound model. For Martyr, who never saw the New World, the
latter allows him virtually to live in his beloved textual antiquity (Gerbi,
1985: 62).

As befitted exotic lands originally believed to be India, emphasis is
placed by the early writers on the exuberance and endless variety of nature
there. Here, says Martyr, the womb of nature has not closed and continues
to bear new things (De Orbe Novo 3.5.1). Like the ancient edges, especially
the fabulous East, it confounds temporal notions of declining fertility and
remains ever-youthful and timeless (see ‘Locating the Exotic’ above).
Although it was sometimes noted that animal life, at least in respect of the
larger quadrupeds, was in fact limited in the new lands compared to the
known world, there was no hint as yet of the notion advocated by Buffon in
the nineteenth century, that this was a nature stunted in its immaturity or
senescence. Instead, the Aristotelian/Plinian image of natura creatrix
endlessly producing novelties prevails, as in Martyr’s description of the
wonderful variety of plumage in the parrots Columbus brought home (De
Orbe Novo 1.1.46–7), which also articulates his own excitement and
delight. In fact, more types are described here than Pliny gives in Natural
History 10.117. Martyr was appointed chronicler to the Council of the



Indies in 1520, but well before this his house had become a focal point (De
Orbe Novo 2.7.9) for all the latest reports, written or oral, of those who had
visited the New World in person. He became, in effect, a sort of textual
equivalent of the ancient city of Rome, to which so many marvels were
transported in antiquity. These were then presented, primarily in his account
of the discoveries, the Decades De Orbe Novo, to illustrious patrons,
including the Pope himself. Comparisons of themselves to Pliny or Aristotle
and of their patrons to Titus or Alexander became a commonplace in writers
engaged in recording the natural history of the Indies for the next two
centuries (Asua and French, 2005: 64, 97, 117–8, 221, 232). The strange
animals of the New World are not a particularly prominent feature of
Martyr’s chronicles, but examples include creatures made more monstrous
by the old technique of composite description. The wondrous artistry of
nature is revealed in a beast with a trunk like an elephant’s, a hide like a
bull’s, hooves like a horse’s, and ears like an elephant but smaller and
droopier, though larger than those of any other animal (De Orbe Novo
2.9.20–1). It was probably the tapir, a creature later featured, with the huge-
beaked toucan and incredible sloth, in Andre Thevet’s (1516?–92) account
of the animals of the New World, so many of whom, in his view, were
monstrous, deformed or outsized. Once again, the general characteristics of
the creatures of Classical antiquity’s India may be recalled.

Of the natural specimens transported back to the Old World, precious
metals and pearls tended to arouse the most interest. Living creatures could
not be guaranteed to survive the journey. Most memorable of these, in the
early days of exploration, was the dead monstrosum animal that Peter
Martyr and Cardinal Ludovico of Aragon examined together. It had the
muzzle of a fox, the tail of a monkey, the ears of a bat, hands like a man’s,
and feet like an ape’s. They handled it and wondered at its pouch, novum
naturae remedium for protecting the young (De Orbe Novo 1.9.30–2).
Martyr’s account here is an interesting blend of the ancient strategy of
composite description, which is then combined with and partially
normalized by empirical observation. Later in the passage, he further
demythologizes this marvellous creature by adding details of its behaviour
and habitat as actually observed by the explorers. The creature was the
opossum, the first marsupial to be seen by the Old World.

In time, the wondrous creatures of antiquity and the devices developed to
comprehend them ceased to provide templates and points of reference for



assessing the strange and new. Yet, even in the more empirical atmosphere
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they did not entirely fade from
memory. The natural history of a new Antipodes frequently left the
scientists of the day floundering in their attempts to comprehend the strange
creatures of Australasia, which seemed to raise once again the ancient
notion of inter-species breeding (see ‘Defining the Wondrous’ above). In
their bafflement, they sometimes groped towards understanding with the aid
of the ancient models. Helplessly viewing the duck-billed platypus, which
appeared to contravene all contemporary taxonomic rules, the German
naturalist Johann Blumenbach commenced his description of the creature he
called Ornithorhynchus Paradoxus by reference to the great seventeenth-
century critique of the paradoxical, Sir Thomas Browne. Browne describes
the composite griffin, with its eagle head and lion’s body as ‘so intolerable a
shape’ belonging among ‘poetical animals and things of no existence’
(Pseudodoxia Epidemica, 1646: 3.11). Yet the apparently composite
platypus, with its animal body and bird’s beak, was no poetic figment of the
imagination. Blumenbach was forced to move on, or, rather, back to Pliny,
for whom nothing should be deemed impossible with regard to nature
(Blumenbach, 1800: 41). His British contemporary George Shaw had had
considerable difficulty in persuading himself the creature was not a fake in
the tradition of Pliny’s phoenix or the later mermaids, and diligently
searched his specimen for a tell-tale join, at length declaring: ‘nor is it
without the most minute and rigid examination that we can persuade
ourselves of its being the real beak or snout of a quadruped’ (Shaw, 1800:
1.1, 229).

However, those not burdened with the conundrum of scientific
categorization were free to indulge in what was perhaps the oldest human
reaction to nature’s wonders. In 1819, the Reverend Sydney Smith, whose
knowledge of the new marvels was, like that of Martyr and Pliny before
him, largely indirect, captured the joyous delight of the impossible made
possible in the form of the kangaroo and other amazing animals of the
Botany Bay area. Rather heartlessly noting that the platypus had ‘puzzled
Dr Shaw…rendering the latter part of his life miserable, from his utter
inability to determine whether it was a bird or a beast’, he revels in its
absurdity: ‘In this remote corner of the earth, nature (having made horses,
oxen, ducks, geese, oaks, elms and all regular and useful productions for the
rest of the world) seems determined to have a bit of a play and amuse



herself as she pleases’ (Smith, 1819: 29). For Jose de Acosta, some three
centuries earlier, the bizarre sloth was designed to entertain (Natural and
Moral History of the Indies, 38). We thus return to the point at which we
started, the summing up by Pliny himself (7.32; see ‘Introduction’ above) of
the amazing creatures immortalized for centuries in his Natural History:
produced by ingenious nature as playthings for herself and marvels for us.



SUGGESTED READING

Romm (1992) and Campbell (2006) offer excellent accounts of many
aspects of the ancient wonder tradition and its creatures. For individual
(real) exotic animals, Jennison (1937 [2005]) and Toynbee (1973) are still
useful. More detailed discussion of Pliny’s monstrous races may be found
in Beagon (2007). Friedman (1981) and Wittcower (1942) offer classic and
accessible discussions of these races in later thought. Grafton (1992) offers
a good introduction to the interface between the ancient writers and the
discoveries of the New World, while Asua and French (2005) give a
detailed account of early modern European reception of the new fauna of
Spanish America.
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CHAPTER 25

ANIMALS IN EGYPT

ANGELA MCDONALD

Under your protection let him learn
whence comes the fruitful freedom of the marshy Nile,
why common animals are on a par with the great gods.
Statius, Invocation to Isis in Silvae, 3.2.107–8, 113

(Donaldson, 1999: 1)

INTRODUCTION
THE faunal ecology of the Nile Valley was not immune to change. In early
predynastic Egypt (c.5000–3000 BC), large game animals such as the
rhinoceros and the giraffe were supported by a wetter and more verdant
environment north of the First Cataract (Germond, 2001: 24). However, by
the end of that period, they had already begun to retreat ever further south
(Houlihan, 1995: 41; Brewer, 2002: 427–8) and from that point were
imports. At the opposite end of the historical spectrum, by Graeco-Roman
times, the ibis was sacrificed in large enough numbers to bring it to brink of
extinction despite extensive breeding programmes (Ray, 1976: 136; Brewer,
2002: 454; Ikram, 2005: 11; see Houlihan (1986: 30) for a different opinion),
and numbers of hippopotami were dwindling according to Ammianus
Marcellinus in his catalogue of Egyptian fauna in the fourth century AD,
presumably because of extensive hunting.

Certain imported animals, such as the leopard and the horse, were part of
the native fabric of life in New Kingdom Egypt: the former through the
wearing of its pelt during religious rituals, the latter as a status symbol
within military-elite circles. Later, the fortunes of the two animals parted
company. While the panther’s metaphorical significance in texts and art
gradually slipped into obsolescence (McDonald, 2009: 365–72), uses for the



horse increased in Egypt under the Greeks and Romans. For the Egyptians,
horses were typically draught animals for chariots and were not usually
ridden directly (Brewer, 2002: 448, but see Fig. 25.1b). It is, therefore,
startling to see from the Ptolemaic Period images of kings on horseback
(Fig. 25.1a).

FIGURE 25.1a Ptolemy IV mounted on horseback on the Raphia Decree from Cairo Museum (CG
31088).

From Kamal (1905) vol. 2, pl. 74.



FIGURE 25.1b An Egyptian archer during the Battle of Qadesh. Non-elites were occasionally shown
mounted on horseback in the New Kingdom.

After Rommelaere (1996) fig. 96.

Although animals’ participation in many areas of life remained constant
diachronically, significant synchronic changes took place, for example, with
the explosion of sacred animal cults and the intensive breeding of votive
animals in the Late Period (Taylor, 2001: 254–60). Graeco-Roman Egypt in
particular saw several important developments in the animal world, both in
the shape of newly arrived animals and in the innovative use of more
familiar creatures. Taking this late period of innovation in Egyptian history
as its focal point, this chapter discusses the changing contexts in which
animals feature from Ptolemaic to Roman times, and explores in turn the
three major parts they played as divine avatars, as commodities, and as
symbols.



ANIMALS AND THE DIVINE

Theriomorphic and ‘Mixed-Form’ Deities
Greek and Roman deities were often accompanied in art by a strong animal
element (Bevan, 1986: 11, 13). Representations of Dionysus in particular
habitually involved animal presences. Five statues on the Ptolemaic dromos
leading to the Serapeum at Saqqara depict him riding typically Dionysian
wild animals: a lion, a panther, two peacocks, and a Cerberus figure
(Myśliwiec, 2000: 186; Lauer and Picard, 1955: 15–16, 173ff, and pls. 19,
20, 23, 24). These early Ptolemaic statues possibly date to the reign of
Ptolemy II Philadelphus (Thompson, 1988: 116), whose interest in both the
animal-loving Dionysus and animals in general manifested itself grandly in
his Great Procession of 278 BC (Rice, 1983: 59, 86). However, only the
Egyptians gave their deities animal faces.

It is difficult to say which offended Classical sensibilities more heinously
—gods in full animal form such as the Apis Bull, or the ‘Mischgestalt’
typical of Egyptian deities, pairing animal heads with human bodies
(Hornung, 1982: 109–25; Fig. 25.2). The introduction of the reassuringly
anthropomorphic Sarapis was no doubt intended to put a more acceptable
face on Egyptian religion (Bowman, 1986: 175). However, an animalistic
appearance was not necessarily a hindrance to cultic worship: the demigod
Bes was a human–animal hybrid of sorts with a leonine face, mane, and tail
augmenting his essentially human body (Wilkinson, 2003: 102–4); his cult
lasted beyond Roman times into early Christian Egypt (Frankfurter, 1998:
21).



FIGURE 25.2 The varied faces of animal gods in ancient Egypt

a. Full anthropomorphic form: Amun at Karnak Temple, 19th Dynasty.
Photograph: A. McDonald.



FIGURE 25.2 b. Full theriomorphic form: Osiris the lion on a Ptolemaic Period stela from the Cairo
Museum (CG 22177).

From Kamal (1905) vol. 2, pl. 51.



FIGURE 25.2 c. ‘Mischgestalt’: Falcon-headed Horus at the Temple of Seti I, Abydos, 19th Dynasty.
Photograph: M. Wilson.

Juvenal’s sarcasm about ‘the monsters demented Egypt worships’ in the
Satires (15.1–2) may typify the Romans’ attitude (Versluys, 2002: 432), but
it contrasts strongly with that of the Greeks, who even before the Ptolemaic
colonization saw Egyptian animal worship in a more philosophical light,
interpreting essentially alien practices allegorically and forging connections
between Egyptian and Greek deities (Feder, 2006). The Ptolemies
themselves embraced Egyptian religion; Ptolemy II and Queen Berenice
were celebrated in the Canopus Decree for their generous patronage of
animal cults (Bagnall and Derow, 2004: 265). By contrast, Octavian
famously declined to visit the temple of the Apis since he said he was
‘accustomed to worshipping gods, not cattle’ (Thompson, 1988: 266). That
he is depicted showing homage to the Apis on stelae (Bowman, 1986: 170)
should perhaps be attributed to Egyptian convention.



However, such scorn did not hinder the cult of the Apis or any other
sacred animal in Roman Egypt or indeed their spread through the Roman
Empire in later times; the Apis cult flourished particularly under the
benevolent patronage of Titus Germanicus and Hadrian (Thompson, 1988:
273–4) until the general suppression of pagan cults under Theodosius’s edict
in AD 391. Roman deities even shared sacred space with Egyptian animal
gods: for example, a cult of Demeter was maintained within the temple of
the Egyptian crocodile god Soknopaios in the northern Faiyum in the second
century BC (Parca, 2007: 190).

Certain Egyptian deities even acquired new animal aspects in later Egypt;
for example, a stela in the Cairo Museum depicts a Ptolemaic king offering
to a recumbent lion captioned as ‘Osiris the Lion’ (Fig. 25.2b; cf. Leitz,
2002: II, 546). Lions became increasingly associated with the funerary
realm, often appearing as guardians on Graeco-Roman sarcophagi, possibly
through the connection with the similarly chthonic deity Dionysus, with
whom the lion had a close association (de Wit, 1980; von Lieven, 2006).

Sacred Versus Sacrificial Animals
Sacred bovine cults were arguably the most important in Egypt and the cults
of the Apis and Buchis bulls in particular flourished in Egypt’s late antiquity
(Dodson, 2005). Such singular manifestations of deities lived full and
pampered lives within temple precincts; some even became tourist
attractions, such as the sacred crocodiles of the Faiyum that the distinguished
Roman senator Lucius Memmius famously fed with titbits (Bagnall and
Derow, 2004: 118, no. 69). This contrasts sharply with the brief lives of the
sacred animals that were bred ultimately as votive offerings to the god with
whom they had an affinity (Bowman, 1986: 173).

While we know a great deal about the administration of certain cults,
especially that of ibis in Saqqara, which is detailed in the Archive of Hor
(Ray, 1976: 136–46), no evidence illuminates the underlying rationale for
the sacrifice of sacred animals. Manetho’s treatise on animal worship is
known but no longer extant (Stephens, 2003: 46). While the practice of
sacrificing animals may go back to predynastic times (Flores, 2003), the
intensification in the presentation of votive sacrifices is unique to the Late
Period. A correlation with Egypt’s steady decline as an empire seems logical
(e.g., Nicholson, 2005: 49); perhaps increasing insecurity led to a greater
need to feel a more tangible connection to a god. Bronze votive substitutes



for living animals were also produced in large numbers in this period
(Kozloff, 1981: 56).

In the Graeco-Roman world, sacrifice of animals such as bulls, heifers,
sheep, pigs, and goats to the gods was common (Toynbee, 1973: 16), but
there were many divergences from Egyptian practice. Herodotus (Histories
2.39) notes that Egyptians did not eat the heads of sacrificial animals, but
would willingly sell them to local Greek traders (Stephens, 2003: 23). Pigs
were also handled differently by the two cultures. They were sacrificed
annually to Dionysus-Osiris and Selene-Isis as part of the Demetria (Parca,
2007: 202–3), and to Artemis-Demeter in the Thesmophoria (Bevan, 1986:
68), but were never included within the fold of sacred animals by the
Egyptians.

The Cat
Grain ships supposedly introduced cats to Rome and Ostia from Egypt
(Donaldson, 1999: 8), and cats start to appear in Roman art from the fifth
and fourth centuries BC (Toynbee, 1973: 87). About this time in Egypt, their
popularity soared. The cat (Malek, 2006) was associated with many
leonine/feline deities but was especially sacred to the goddess Bastet. There
is no evidence for a singular sacred cat occupying a place of honour within
Bastet’s temple at Bubastis; rather multiple sacred cats were kept there.
Sacred cats were killed and presented as votive offerings in dizzying
numbers (Malek, 2006: 126–9) and yet the Egyptians, according to Classical
writers, were highly sensitive to any mistreatment of living cats.

Herodotus (Histories 2.66–7) recounts the frenzied attitudes Egyptians
held about cats, from shaving their eyebrows when a family cat died to
trying to prevent them from suicidally leaping into flames during house fires
(Donaldson, 1999: 7). Diodorus (Library, 1.88.3) also gives an account of
the bribing of sacred cats with bread soaked in milk and pieces of Nile-fish
to curry their favour (Donaldson, 1999: 2–3). In addition to receiving the
finest food, they also reputedly enjoyed warm baths, ointments, censing,
dressing, and decking out with jewellery (Donaldson, 1999: 7: see Diodorus,
Library, 1.84.5–6). It is also Diodorus (Library, 1.83.8–9) who tells the story
about the Roman who accidentally killed a cat and was in turn killed by the
Egyptians; Frankfurter (1998: 68) supplemented this story with another
involving the killing of a dog in an area of Thebes that was sacred to Anubis
that ends up sparking a rebellion against the Romans.



The Egyptians’ attachment to cats was supposedly used against them by
the Persian invader Cambyses, who supposedly shielded his advancing army
with cats in order to thwart the Egyptians’ attack (Donaldson, 1999: 11;
Kalof, 2007: 5). Cambyses was also infamously accused of killing a sacred
Apis bull (Brewer, 2002: 447), although there is considerable reason to
doubt this tale (Depuydt, 1995) and probably the other as well.

ANIMALS AS COMMODITIES

Animals in Use
Egyptian art attests to the importance of animals within agriculture
(Houlihan, 2002). They were fundamental to the agricultural cycle, and
facilitated the processes of growing and harvesting crops. Animals abound in
scenes connected with the growing and harvesting of crops, from the
draught-oxen that ploughed the land, to the sheep and goats that first
trampled in seeds and finally separated the grain from the chaff with their
hooves after harvest. Animals were also agricultural products themselves,
providing meat and milk, as well as goods derived from their hides such as
leather and pelts. Other animal-derived products are surprisingly absent from
the early archaeological record. It took a long time, for example, for the
Egyptians to make full use of wool; arguably, it was the Greeks and Romans
who revolutionized the wool industry in Egypt (Strauss-Seeber, 1986: 1285).

The Zenon Papyri (reign of Ptolemy II) discuss the breeding and transport
of animals, which fall into four groups sorted by purpose: draught animals,
beasts of burden, sacrificial and alimentary animals, and animals kept
specifically for wool-production (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 107–17). New breeds of
sheep were introduced in early Ptolemaic times to improve the poor quality
of native Egyptian wool (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 115; Thompson, 1988: 44); this
was done at both royal and non-royal levels. Special care was taken of sheep
for the sake of high-quality wool production. The official Apollonius
reportedly owned flocks of imported Milesian sheep whose fleeces were
protected by leather jackets while they grazed; their wool was so precious it
was not sheared but plucked by hand (Thompson, 1988: 52).

Differences again emerge between Egyptian and Classical priorities in
terms of animal husbandry. While the sheep was the herd animal par
excellence in Greece, for the Egyptians cattle occupied this position. One of



the Zenon Papyri (PSI 380.4–7) records a clash between local peasants who
wanted grazing land for their cattle that was being occupied by Apollonius’s
sheep (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 113; Thompson, 1988: 43, n. 50). Goats, which
could graze alongside sheep, had a wider range of purposes, providing milk,
hair, and hides for secular use as well as having a sacred purpose as
sacrificial animals in Greek festivals (Thompson, 1988: 43).

Changes are evident in the types of draught animals employed.
Traditionally, the Egyptians relied on donkeys for long journeys, oxen for
agricultural tasks, and horses for the drawing of chariots in battle and in elite
display. The black Bactrian two-humped camel was a newcomer in
Ptolemaic times, introduced according to Lucian by Ptolemy I (Toynbee,
1973: 137). In art, the camel is known securely only from the Graeco-Roman
Period (Houlihan, 2002: 107). Camels featured in Ptolemy II’s Great
Procession and this king has been credited with realizing the camel’s value
for facilitating commerce (Rice, 1983: 92) because in his reign camels and
elephants were used to transport spices along the trading route between
Coptos and the Red Sea coast (Thiers, 2001: 9). Ptolemy’s interest extended
also to new breeds of more familiar animals, such as sheep, again evidenced
by the huge numbers included in his Great Procession. A letter from the
Palestinian ruler Tubias suggests that Ptolemy was also interested in creating
new species: using animals supplied by Tubias, he was intending to cross-
breed horses and asses (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 114).

Further uses were also found for more familiar animals such as the
elephant, which experienced a new lease of life in Ptolemaic times.
Herodotus (erroneously) lists elephants as inhabitants of the Egyptian
western desert, although he never actually saw one (Scullard, 1974: 32).
They were imported into the country from Nubia and Syria, mainly as a
curiosity, although their ivory was also prized (Osborn and Osbornova,
1998: 125–30). Perhaps it was from his famous tutor Aristotle, who gives an
impressive account of elephants, that Alexander the Great first learned of the
animals’ usefulness (Scullard, 1974: 49). Alexander was the first to
incorporate elephants into the Egyptian arsenal. He reportedly relied on war-
elephants to defeat King Porus in 326 BC, which is possibly why the
wearing of an elephant skin seems to originate with him on coins (Cheshire,
2009: 22).

Alexander’s elephants were procured from India, although by the time of
Ptolemy II, it had become necessary to exploit Nubia as an alternative



source. This marked the beginning of elephant-hunting in Nubia, attested to
by graffiti at sites such as Abu Simbel (Thiers, 2001: 6). There has been
some debate about whether Meroitic peoples passed on their techniques for
domesticating elephants to the Ptolemies or vice versa (Rice, 1983: 92, n.
165; Thiers, 2001: 9). Whatever the case may be, importing elephants
brought about technological advances: specially constructed ships were
made to transport the animals (Thiers, 2001: 9). Ptolemy II and his successor
Ptolemy III continued to use elephants in battle, despite their dubious
efficacy. Possibly their capability to transport men and the wow-factor of
their initial appearance had a greater advantage than actually trying to ride
them against the enemy (Cheshire, 2009: 23–4, n. 145). Their unimpressive
performance in the battle of Raphia and against the revolt led by Ptolemy V
ended their military service in Egypt (Thiers, 2001: 11).

Hunting and Displaying Animals in Egypt
Outside the agricultural and martial spheres, animals were often depicted
accompanying humans in hunts, particularly dogs in desert hunts, and also
more unusually domesticated cats in fishing and fowling scenes and even
lions in royal contexts (Houlihan, 1995: 40–73; Fig. 25.3).



FIGURE 25.3 A so-called battle-lion at a Ptolemaic king’s feet, breathing fire on his enemies. Temple
of Kom Ombo, Graeco-Roman Period.

Photograph: A. McDonald.

As quarry, fierce and exotic animals were favoured, particularly among
kings. Ramses III chose to mirror his battle scenes on the north walls of his
mortuary temple at Medinet Habu with wild bull hunts on the south walls;
both acted as apotropaic representations of the king’s ability to impose order
over chaos. Non-royals were allowed modified versions of such ritualistic
statements, primarily in the form of fishing and fowling scenes in which they
were shown as calm, controlled figures taming a chaos of birds or river
creatures. Symbolism aside, the Egyptians obviously enjoyed hunting for its
own sake. Amenhotep III was particularly proud of his prowess in hunting
lions and wild bulls, which he recorded on monumental scarabs in the 18th
Dynasty (Clayton, 1996).



Art suggests that hunting grounds stocked with imported animals for
recreational purposes existed in dynastic times (Houlihan, 2002: 127),
although we learn this primarily through scenes of such exotic animals being
imported rather than from depictions of the grounds themselves. In Graeco-
Roman Egypt, hunting continued to be a prized activity, particularly in the
Delta (Bowman, 1986: 14). However, hunting and fishing now required a
special licence for which a fee was paid to the state (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 112).
Dogs were bred for hunting (Rice, 1983: 93; Brewer, 2011), but inevitably
continued to straddle the line between working animal and pet; a poignant
example of this is provided by Zenon’s lamented hunting dog Taurus, who
died saving his master from a wild boar and was rewarded by a specially
composed epitaph (Rostovtzeff, 1922: 112). Hunting dogs featured
prominently in Ptolemy II’s Great Procession (Rice, 1983: 93).

With the exception of deer and boar meat, which Roman soldiers ate after
the hunt, all other animals that were caught were likely to be intended for the
arena rather than the dining table (Epplett, 2001: 211). Ptolemy II offered
hunters rewards for the discovery of ‘unknown and extraordinary’ species
(Thiers, 2001: 10) and procured others through diplomatic channels (Rice,
1983: 86). The 45-foot-long snake captured in the marshes of the Delta was
a particularly prized addition to the royal menagerie (Toynbee, 1973: 223;
Thiers, 2001: 10). In the following century, a zoological exhibition was
permanently housed at Alexandria (Hubbell, 1935).

The Egyptians may have indulged in zoological displays long before the
famous exhibitions associated with Ptolemy II (Houlihan, 2002: 127;
Brewer, 2002: 454; Müller-Wollermann, 2006). Certainly the rhinoceros
depicted in the temple of Armant, dated either to the reign of Thutmosis III
(Osborn and Osbornova, 1998: 140, fig. 12.25) or to Ramses II (Houlihan,
2002: 130), complete with notations of its impressive size, seems likely to
have been displayed.

Export of Animals from Egypt
Many Egyptian animals were brought to Rome specifically for games or to
take part in zoological spectacles (Donaldson, 1999: 8), presumably at great
expense (Toynbee, 1973, 20), even if the Roman army was drafted into
service to capture wild animals for this purpose (Epplett, 2001). Some
animals did not survive their enforced travels, such as the crocodiles
imported for the Roman official Symmachus. One set of crocodiles that he



procured (he says in his letters that crocodiles are most in demand for
spectacles) refused to eat for fifty days and so had to be killed (Toynbee,
1973: 219).

The first giraffe was seen in Rome in Julius Caesar’s games of 46 BC
(Toynbee, 1973: 141). Varro described a giraffe that had arrived in Rome
from Alexandria (Rice, 1983: 98), to which it was probably imported via
Red Sea trading routes to Africa. There are other allusions to giraffes in
Classical authors, sometimes slightly confused (Toynbee, 1973: 142). From
the second century AD they are mentioned only in relation to spectacles.
Rice (1983: 97) suggested that since only one giraffe appears in Ptolemy II’s
Great Procession, the animal may have already been rare at that time. She
took as corroboration the odd appearance of the giraffe in the early
Ptolemaic period Painted Tomb at Marissa (Peters and Thiersch, 1905: pl. 8).

In Octavian’s games in Rome of 29 BC, a hippopotamus and a rhinoceros
were exhibited as a spectacle. A Greek epigram (Greek Anthology 7.626;
Toynbee, 1973: 17–18) records that Octavian had caused the capture of a
huge number of African animals for his show.

Before their induction into the arena, where they would fight each other or
against men in staged hunts (venationes), exotic animals would be paraded
through the streets. The earliest example of a dramatic hunt is recorded in
Livy (39.22); it was staged by Marcus Fulvius Nobilior in 186 BC and
included lions and leopards. Around twenty years later (169 BC), the curule
aediles put on another show in the Circus Maximus, which included sixty-
three large cats, forty bears, and some elephants. Pliny (Natural History
8.24, 40) described another show put on by the aedile Marcus Scaurus in 59
BC, which included 150 leopards as well as a hippopotamus and five
crocodiles displayed in a large tank (Toynbee, 1973: 129). There were also
more peaceful uses for exotic animals more akin to zoological displays:
Elagabalus apparently exhibited his collection of Egyptian animals in this
vein (Toynbee, 1973: 18–19).

Animals as Food
It is perhaps in their respective sensibilities about eating animals, governed
by religious taboos, that the Classical world set itself most widely apart from
the Egyptian. (For an overview of animals as food, compare Brewer, 2002
with Wilkins and Hill, 2006.) Whereas the Egyptians, particularly the
priestly classes—although we are relying on non-Egyptian sources such as



Herodotus and Plutarch for this (Thompson, 1988: 316)—were bound by
many restrictions, the Greeks and the Romans observed practically none
(Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 144), with the exception of distinct groups, some of
which cultivated early forms of vegetarianism (e.g., Garnsey, 1999: 85–6).

Taboos concerning animal meat varied in Egypt regionally (Danby, 2003:
127). Plutarch described a fierce dispute between the inhabitants of
Oxyrhynchus and Cynopolis over the former’s capture of a dog, which was
sacrificed and eaten in retaliation for the latter’s eating of an oxyrhynchus
fish (Frankfurter, 1998: 66–7). It seems that dog-meat was eaten in the
Classical world (Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 142–4). Similarly, a first-century-
AD papyrus records the oath of fourteen fishermen from the Faiyum who
swear not to catch particular types of sacred fish, which they call ‘images of
the gods’ (Bowman, 1986: 174). Despite the fact that many other fish were
eaten in Egypt, they were never included in the funerary feast either in art or
in texts. Similarly, fish were never offered up as sacrifices in the Graeco-
Roman world (Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 142), although various types were
imported from Egypt, particularly catfish (Bowman, 1986: 15).

There were other variations over time: predynastic Egyptians ate tortoise-
meat, but it was taboo by the Old Kingdom and continued to be (Kozloff,
1981: 56). Galen, however, extolled the benefits of eating tortoises, stating
that ‘all Greeks eat tortoises every day, though they have hard flesh and are
difficult to digest’ and even goes on to list a few recipes (Garnsey, 1999: 83).
Perhaps the animal’s Sethian connections would have been enough for the
Egyptians to consider eating its meat a sin even for outsiders, but,
unfortunately, no sources survive to confirm whether Greeks and Romans
ate tortoise meat in Egypt itself.

Even more so than the tortoise, the pig had Sethian associations from an
early age (te Velde, 1992) and was never mentioned in texts or depicted in
art as part of the diet in life or the afterlife in Egypt. Yet, like the Greeks and
the Romans, who consumed pork plentifully (Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 144),
the Egyptians must have eaten pork. Perhaps the taboo existed only for the
elite classes or even just for priests; plentiful archaeological evidence attests
to the raising of pigs, most notably in the workmen’s village at Amarna
(Kemp, 1987: 36–41), and the eating of their meat (Brewer, 2002: 440-3).

Certain Classical writers revelled in promoting the superior eating habits
that distinguished their civilized culture from barbarian practices. Galen, for
example, dismissed the eating of ‘wood-bugs’ and snakes as a distinctly



Egyptian, non-Greek practice (Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 145). Herodotus also
used the Egyptians’ peculiar appetites as another means of highlighting
Egypt’s strangeness (Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 23). However, Thompson’s
case study (1988: 324) of Greeks living alongside Egyptians within the
temple precincts of the Serapeum in early Ptolemaic Memphis concluded
that the two cultures did not differ greatly in what they ate, which serves as a
useful reminder that the everyday diet in Egypt was mostly vegetarian,
supplemented by fowl.

For the Egyptians, eating sometimes served an apotropaic purpose. Rituals
directed against Seth, which intensified in late Egypt, included in Busiris and
Letopolis the fashioning and eating of cakes stamped with his image in the
form of a bound ass, while in Edfu, crocodiles were also considered Sethian
creatures, and were hunted and eaten (Frankfurter, 1998: 54). The eating of
crocodile meat outside Egypt is not attested in any source, even though
creatures such as the camel do merit a (disparaging) mention in Galen
(Wilkins and Hill, 2006: 144). It is uncertain whether Egypt was the source
for Galen’s stories about the unseemly eating of equids cited above, although
a dream-interpretation papyrus from the New Kingdom does allude to the
eating of donkey-flesh (Szpakowska, 2003: 82). Unfortunately, no recipes
have survived from ancient Egypt, although medical texts imply that the
Egyptians were prepared to ingest parts from all sorts of animals (Nunn,
1996: 148–51).

ANIMAL SYMBOLISM

Animals in the Script and in Art
Houlihan (2002: 132) systematically listed all the animals identified in
Egyptian hieroglyphs and art of the dynastic period, but inevitably, animal
symbolism changed in the wake of developments in the Graeco-Roman
period. Possibly in response to their new foreign masters, the Egyptian
priesthood instituted extensive changes in the hieroglyphic script, which
progressed from comprising a few hundred regularly used signs to
possessing several thousand, the majority of which functioned
cryptographically (Wilson, 2003: 75–83). Animal hieroglyphs within this
new system played a particularly prominent role, as is evidenced by two
hymns from the Temple of Esna, one composed entirely with enigmatic



crocodile signs, the other with rams (Sauneron, 1982; Parkinson, 1999: 82,
fig. 36; Wilson, 2003: 79, fig. 13; and for a tentative translation, see Morenz,
2002).

While some newcomers such as the camel never featured in the script, an
elephant with a rider appears in the repertory of newly minted signs in the
Ptolemaic Period, reflecting one of its new uses (Grimal, Hallof, and van der
Plas, 2000: A256). Similarly, we see two variants of a horse being ridden
(Grimal, Hallof, and van der Plas, 2000: A249, A427). Foreshadowing its
symbolism in Roman mosaics, we also see in the script a hippopotamus sign
with water pouring out of its mouth, which as well as signifying ‘to spit out’
also is used to symbolize ‘inundation’ (Vaelske, 2006: 123–4).

Certain animal forms underwent a process of simplification in later times,
particularly mythical entities such as the so-called Seth animal. Originally a
composite creature jigsawed together to convey aggression, chaos, and
dominance (McDonald, 2000), it increasingly gave way in the Graeco-
Roman period to more recognizable animal forms such as the ass and even
the falcon, the symbol of Seth’s great divine rival Horus (te Velde, 1977: 68–
72; Kaper, 1997). The appearance of other composite animals (Vernus and
Yoyotte, 2005: 632–55) was similarly reimagined, for example the Devourer,
Ammut (Seeber, 1976: 163–84). Early New Kingdom depictions show a
tripartite form typically composed of the head of a crocodile, the body of a
lion or panther, and the hindquarters of a hippopotamus. On a Roman period
shroud (Seeber, 1976: 171, fig. 69), a more leonine Ammut is shown biting
down on a damned soul. Similarly, in a Roman period tomb in Akhmim,
Ammut stands before a cooking vessel, over which a little damned soul is
suspended (Seeber, 1976: 186, fig. 79). Innovative forms unattested earlier
are also known, for example, a lithe, wholly feline version of her from a
first-century-AD tomb at the Bahriya Oasis (Riggs, 2005: 146, fig. 67).
Other new composites were invented. Cairo Stela CG 27575 shows a
creature with a hawk’s head and crocodilian body whose tail terminates in a
rearing cobra. The creature stands on a coiled serpent, which Edgar (1904:
59, pl. 28) suggested was a symbolic representation of the Labyrinth of the
Faiyum.

The Romans, like the Greeks, incorporated Egyptian symbolism into their
art, particularly Nilotic scenes featuring animals such as the crocodile,
hippopotamus, and ibis, at first with a great deal of accuracy but then
increasingly appearing as stereotypical versions of themselves (Versluys,



2002: 265–9). The ichneumon, cobra, and ostrich were also common in
Roman mosaics (Mielsch, 2005: 66). Julius Caesar used an elephant to
symbolize Africa (Cheshire, 2009: 26). A tethered crocodile was embossed
on coins as a symbol of Augustus’s capture of Egypt (Toynbee, 1973: 220;
Bagnall and Rathbone, 2004: 16, fig. 1.1.4; Fig. 25.4).



FIGURE 25.4 Minted in Italy in 28 BC, this silver denarius commemorates Augustus’s domination of
Egypt, symbolized by the captured crocodile.

Courtesy of Hunterian Museum and Art Gallery, University of Glasgow, GLAHM 18654.

On coins, Alexander is sometimes shown wearing an elephant skin with a
ram’s horn protruding from the side. Cheshire (2009: 23, 26) convincingly
argued that the ram (sacred to Amun, whose oracle Alexander famously



consulted in Siwa) symbolized the western limits of the empire, while the
elephant skin symbolized victory over the eastern realms whence the animal
came, with an underlying connotation of military prowess. This geographical
symbolism is evident in female personifications of the city of Alexandria or
the provinces of Africa or Egypt wearing the same elephant-hide headdress
(Cheshire, 2009: 140 and n. 970).

Numerous examples of Egyptianizing symbolism executed on a more
sophisticated level emanated from Alexandria in which motifs were not
simply replicated, but were adapted meaningfully; for example, the clothing
of the jackal-headed Anubis in a Roman centurion’s armour (Venit, 2002:
271–2), or the particularly nuanced image of the falcon-headed god Horus,
dressed in a breastplate and cape, impaling a crocodile, shown mounted on
an untypically Egyptian forward-facing horse (Frankfurter, 1998: 3).

A more subtle adaption is the addition of snakes wound around Isis’s arms
to Roman representations of the goddess (Toynbee, 1973: 223), perhaps to
increase her ‘Egyptianness’. The association takes hold, because Isaic snake
bracelets become a common feature on Roman women’s coffins (e.g., Riggs,
2005: 107). We might see the addition of an Egyptian-style beard to uraei in
Greek art in the same light (Boardman, 1999: 151).

Frogs, symbolizing the fertility goddess Heket, were common on Roman
terracotta lamps (Toynbee, 1973: 217). Numbers of jackals, traditionally
associated with the funerary realm in Egypt, increase dramatically on
Graeco-Roman monuments, in a variety of adapted forms, including seated
and walking with tails raised (examples in Riggs, 2005: 192, fig. 92; 228,
fig. 113), and adorned with keys around their necks (Morenz, 1975; Kaplan,
1999: 73; Fig. 25.5a). Additionally, from the Ptolemaic Period, recumbent or
seated jackals representing Anubis are found on Greek funerary sculpture,
facing forwards instead of being shown in profile according to Egyptian
custom (Fig. 25.5b).



FIGURE 25.5a A seated Anubis jackal wearing keys on his collar; from a Roman Period shroud from
the late second century AD, Turin Museum 2265.

(after Grimm (1974), pl. 139.2)



FIGURE 25.5b A forward-facing Anubis-jackal perches above Herakleides on his funerary stela.
Roman Period, Kom Abu Billo (Terenuthis).

Photograph © 2014 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Similarly, the ‘prancing Apis bull’ is a Roman aesthetic twist on the
Egyptian prototype, which was always shown in a static standing pose. This
more dynamic variant was found all over the Roman Empire with the



notable exception of Egypt itself (Kozloff, 1981: 74). The furthest that
native Egyptian representations went was in Hellenistic times, when the
bull’s head could be turned slightly. The key element is the ‘lively touch’
(Kozloff, 1976: 184), manifesting in the turning of an animal’s head or a
change in its orientation, imparting an air of dynamism from which the
Egyptians shied away.

Animals as Characters in Myths and Stories
Animals’ presence in Egyptian texts seems to intensify in later periods (for
surveys, see Brunner-Traut, 1968; Teeter, 2002). Teeter (2002: 252)
identified animals’ perceived purity of character as the basis for this
pervasiveness in both literary and religious texts. Serving as allegories for
human qualities and behaviours in moralistic texts, they both help and hinder
human protagonists in tales. Humans may transform into them either literally
or metaphorically (Grapow, 1924: 69–99).

Greek and Roman writers told slightly different stories about Egyptian
animals, which we might call ‘myths’ to varying degrees. Hyginus’s Poetic
Astronomy included a story about the Greek gods fleeing from Typhon and
taking animal form in Egypt. Artemis takes the form of a cat (echoing her
connection with Bastet, known as early as Herodotus: Donaldson, 1999: 5–6,
22). In the Alexander Romance, animals are used to create an ‘Egyptian’
atmosphere. The tale casts Alexander as the son of the last native pharaoh of
Egypt, Nectanebo, whose seduction of Olympias involves her visitation by a
god in various forms, including a serpent and ‘horned Ammon’ (Stephens,
2003: 8, 64, 71). The Dialogue of the Dogs by Eudoxus of Cnidus,
mentioned by Diogenes Laertius, is no longer extant, but possibly centred on
Egyptian canine gods (Stephens, 2003: 31; although for a different reading
of the title see Griffiths, 1965: 75–8).

More along the lines of an (apocryphal?) story is Pliny’s account of the
natives of Dendera who swam with crocodiles, even sitting on their backs
(Mielsch, 2005: 70), which, however, finds some verification in other
sources such as Strabo, who noted that men from this region accompanied
crocodiles brought from Egypt for a spectacle since they showed expertise in
handling the animals (Toynbee, 1973: 219). Similarly, Aelian’s description
of baboons who were taught to read, dance, and play instruments for
payment, which they collected in little bags, sounds rather fanciful
(Characteristics of Animals 6.10; see Toynbee, 1973: 57), although baboons



(and other animals) playing musical instruments is a common theme on
ostraca (Brunner-Traut, 1968: 9–11).

Texts and art acknowledge that animals were the constant companions of
humans, sometimes helping and providing, sometimes challenging or even
threatening. Gods wore animal faces or manifested themselves in animal
bodies. Metaphors were constructed around animals, as comparisons of
human strengths and weaknesses were inevitably made with them. Animals
permeated the spheres of ancient Egyptian experience and became not only
an irrevocable part of the world view of pharaonic times but also a mirror
reflecting the essence of Egypt to those who tried to tame her.



SUGGESTED READING

For surveys of the animals known to the Egyptians, Houlihan (1995) and
Osborn and Osbornova (1998) are the best general, illustrated sources, in
addition to Houlihan (1986) for birds. There are no dedicated studies of
animals specifically in Graeco-Roman Egypt, but much information can be
gleaned from general works such as Thompson (1988) and Brewer (2002)
for animals in mundane life and Taylor (2001) for the treatment of animals
after their death. For general discussions of Egypt under the Greeks and
Romans, see especially Myśliwiec (2000) and Frankfurter (1998).
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CHAPTER 26

SPECTACLES OF ANIMAL ABUSE

JO-ANN SHELTON

INTRODUCTION
THE focus of this chapter is community-sanctioned spectacles in the ancient
world that featured the domination and/or destruction of animals as an
entertainment. Such spectacles are generally less appealing to modern
societies, in large part because we rarely feel threatened by animals. In our
urbanized environments, we have little awareness of how they might
endanger our lives by competing with us for food or attacking us. It is not,
moreover, simply our physical separation from these animals that has made
us unmindful of their potential to harm us. Our activities have brought to
the brink of extinction many species by which our ancestors felt imperilled.
We have now, ironically, become the conservators of species whose
populations may not survive without the protection of humans. We no
longer view these creatures as menaces to our survival, but as residents of a
natural world that we are now able to cherish because we have obliterated
much of it.

For our ancestors, however, the natural world was a frightening space,
filled with animals who harmed them by attacking them or preying on their
crops or livestock. The ancient Greeks and Romans constructed a narrative
in which humans triumphed over the unpredictability of Nature by
exploiting a few animal species for food, labour, and clothing, and by
eliminating those species that threatened their survival. Enshrined in ancient
mythology were tales of heroes who made the world safer and life easier for
humans by subduing monstrous beasts. Hercules, for example, killed a lion
that was terrorizing Greece, and then used its skin for clothing. Jason forced
fire-breathing oxen to submit to a yoke, and plough a field. For ordinary



mortals, hostile Nature could be defied if men formed societies and
supported one another’s efforts to protect resources. The domestication of
some animals and the destruction of others had both practical and symbolic
implications. The ability to subjugate (Latin subjugare = ‘put under a
yoke’) or to exterminate animals was a testimony to the evolution of
civilization, and a proof that humans were unique in their possession of
reason and their capacity to restrain bestial impulses within themselves.
Spectacles that displayed the torment or killing of animals confirmed the
superiority of humans over the natural world.

CRETE
Cattle were a domesticated species, and the castrated males (oxen) were a
primary source of draught power. So important were they in this capacity
that the process of yoking oxen to a plough was a milestone of human
culture. It was necessary, however, for breeding purposes, to leave some of
the males uncastrated. These intact males (bulls) were not trained for
labour, and were allowed to roam free like wild animals. Occasionally some
were selected as gifts to the gods in community sacrifices. Confrontations
with ferocious bulls, which needed to be captured relatively unharmed for
sacrifices, threatened human life and limb. In turn, the ability to control
bulls became an indicator of courage and ingenuity, and men developed
exhibitions of their prowess in dominating bulls.

Such exhibitions occurred among the Minoans of Bronze Age Crete,
whose best known palace compound was at Cnossos. Although scholars
have not been able to decipher the written documents left by the Minoans,
we can gain information about their culture from their art work, which has
been discovered not only on Crete, but elsewhere in the eastern
Mediterranean world, including mainland Greece. In one activity depicted
by Minoan artists, young men vaulted on and off the backs of bulls.
Because most of our evidence for bull-leaping has been found in the area of
Cnossos, it may have been a spectacle that was peculiar to the residents of
that palace compound. We are not able to determine with certainty from the
artistic depictions the sequence of the leapers’ movements. They may have
faced a charging bull and leapt, from the ground or from an assistant’s
shoulders, onto its back, and then vaulted or somersaulted off its
hindquarters. Another participant may have grabbed one of the bull’s horns



from the side, like a modern rodeo steer wrestler, in an effort to control its
movements (Evans, 1963; Ward, 1968; Younger, 1976, 1995; Willetts,
1977; Pinsent, 1983; Marinatos, 1989, 1994; Scanlon, 1999; Loughlin,
2004; Kyle, 2007).

The spectacles in the palace compound may have evolved from activities
in rural areas of the island, even as modern steer wrestling evolved from
ranch work. Capturing a bull that had free-ranged in rugged terrain, and
moving it to an altar for sacrifice, was a process fraught with danger.
Artistic images depict cattle being wrestled with, driven into nets, and
trussed with ropes (Davis, 1977: 256–7; Younger, 1995: pl. LX).
Competitions among the Minoan ‘cowboys’, to display their fearlessness
and skill, may have contributed to the development of spectacles at the
palace compound.

The artists who recorded the palace events did not provide information
about the cultural context. We do not know if the events were produced as
religious rites, athletic competitions, or blood sports. Nor can we, from the
highly conventionalized art work, identify the social status or even the
gender of the leapers. They may have been slaves, war captives,
professional performers, or perhaps young aristocrats undergoing a rite of
initiation. Following the performances of ‘leaping’, the bulls were
presumably killed in sacrifice (Ward, 1968: 117–22; Younger, 1995: 518–
21).

One artefact juxtaposes scenes of bull-leaping with scenes of pairs of
humans engaged in boxing and wrestling contests (Marinatos and Hirmer,
1960: pls. 182–5). This context suggests that bull-leaping was a competition
in which humans contended for the title of ‘best leaper’. However the
presence of the bull sets the activity apart from human-against-human
contests. The bull was not simply a ‘stage prop’ on which the athletes
competed in gymnastic skills. It was their adversary. The goal of the event
was, like modern bullfights and rodeo events, to demonstrate the ability of
humans to prevail over the forces of savage Nature. Humans may compete
against one another to be the best matador, or steer wrestler, or bull-leaper,
but, in all these activities, the primary opponent is the non-human, the
‘other’, the bull.

Bulls were prominent in the myths that the Greeks told about the people
of Cnossos. One myth concerns King Minos and his wife, Pasiphaë, who
became sexually obsessed with a handsome white bull. She concealed



herself in a hollow statue of a cow so that the bull would mate with her
(Apollodorus, Library 3.1.3–4; Diodorus Siculus, 4.77.1). The offspring of
this unnatural union—a monster with the body of a human and the head of a
bull—was called the Minotaur (the bull—Greek tauros—of Minos). It was
imprisoned in a maze-like structure, known as the Labyrinth. Minos forced
the Athenians to atone for their murder of his son by sending to Crete, every
few years, fourteen young people who were placed in the Labyrinth to be
devoured by the Minotaur. One year, Theseus volunteered to be sent to
Crete. With the help of Minos’s daughter, Ariadne, Theseus entered the
Labyrinth, killed the Minotaur, and rescued the other Athenian youths
(Plutarch, Theseus 15, 19). Theseus later had another encounter with a
monstrous Cretan bull, one that Hercules had released on mainland Greece.
When the bull terrorized a region near Athens, Theseus yoked and then
killed it (Plutarch, Theseus 14).

The design of the real palace compound at Cnossos, which has many
narrow passageways, may have encouraged stories about a labyrinth. And
the myth of the man-killing bull-monster may have originated with an
actual occurrence, when a bull, being transported for sacrifice, got loose
and attacked people in the maze of streets. Or perhaps, as at modern
Pamplona, a bull was goaded to run so that residents could participate in the
torment of a symbol of savage Nature, and test their own skills at escaping
its horns.

Victory over a bull signified more, however, than just physical prowess.
The myth of the Minotaur was a cautionary tale. The tale of Pasiphaë’s lust
and the monstrous beast she bore is a warning that the inability to restrain
animal passions may return humans to a bestial existence and destroy the
achievements of human society. The bull symbolizes both the danger
without—an antagonistic Nature that obstructs human endeavours—and the
danger within the human soul—the potential to descend back into bestiality.
The spectacles of bull-leaping in Crete were repeated year after year as a
reminder that human culture and rationality could triumph over Nature.

GREECE
Bulls were regarded elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean world as fitting
adversaries for men who desired to test their strength. Amesinas, a wrestler
victorious in the Olympic Games of 460 BC, is reported to have trained by



wrestling a bull while he was tending cattle (Eusebius, Chronicle 203, 207;
Pausanias, 6.5.1–9). The Thessalians of northern Greece developed an event
in which men mounted on horses chased bulls across an arena until the bulls
were exhausted. A rider then jumped from his horse onto a bull, grabbed its
horns, and wrestled it to the ground. One report states that the rider killed
the bull by twisting its neck (Pliny, Natural History 8.70.182). This activity
seems close to the steer-wrestling practised in modern rodeo arenas,
although the object of the modern event is to subdue, not kill the animal. A
relief from Smyrna, a Greek city in Asia Minor, may depict a similar
activity (Vigneron, 1968: pl. 78b). Julius Caesar introduced the event to
Rome in 45 BC, and it remained popular in the imperial period (Suetonius,
Claudius 21.3; Dio Cassius, 61.9.1).

Chickens appear in modern metaphors as cowardly creatures, but male
chickens—roosters or cocks—are naturally aggressive animals who will
battle to the death to gain a dominant position in the flock. Greek men, like
those in many other cultures, found these barnyard combats so entertaining
that they began to stage them for their own amusement (Columella, De re
rustica 8.2.4–5). Clifford Geertz, in his work on the culture of Bali,
attributed the allure of such spectacles to antithetical sentiments. On the one
hand, the display of bestial savagery reminded spectators of how humans
would behave if not restrained by social conventions. It reassured them that
they were superior to beasts. On the other hand, spectators admired the
cocks’ dauntless determination and envied their freedom to indulge in ‘rage
untrammeled’ (Geertz, 1972: 10).

In ancient Athens, annual displays of cock-fighting were produced with
state funds, probably in the Theatre of Dionysus (Hoffmann, 1974; Dumont,
1988; Csapo, 1993; Barringer, 2001: 89–95). The origin of this institution
has been variously attributed. Miltiades believed that viewing a cock-fight
would stimulate his soldiers to bravery more than any words could (Philo,
Quod omnis probus liber sit 131–3). Themistocles ordered his soldiers to
observe that fighting cocks were willing to endure fatal injuries rather than
yield to defeat (Aelian, Varia historia 2.28). Solon stated that, by law, all
men of military age were required to assemble and watch cocks fight to the
limit of exhaustion (Lucian, Anacharsis 37). By viewing this spectacle, said
Solon, the souls of men acquire an enthusiasm for danger because they do
not wish to appear less courageous than cocks. The variations within these
stories suggest that they are aetia, stories created to explain the genesis of



an event whose true origin is unknown. All concur, however, that the
tenacity of the chickens served as a lesson in martial valour. The
philosopher Chrysippus commented on the utility of fighting cocks to instil
in soldiers an appetite for courage (Plutarch, Moralia 1049a).

The Greek word for ‘cock’, alektryon, may be cognate with the verb
alekzo, ‘to defend’ (Csapo, 1993: 10). The Greeks believed that the cock’s
crest resembled a military helmet and that the bronze spurs attached to the
legs of the fighting cock (to make it more lethal) resembled spears. Because
of their bellicose behaviour, cocks were associated with Ares, the god of
war (Lucian, Gallus 3). On some Attic vase-paintings, scenes of cock-fights
are juxtaposed with scenes of combats between heroes or humans, so as to
emphasize the fortitude of the latter (Hoffmann, 1974: 201–3). Fighting
cocks were also associated with Athena, the defender of Athens. An image
of a cock appeared on at least one of her statues, a reminder that the
goddess, too, was always ready for battle (Pausanias, 6.26.3). At the
Panathenaic Festival, victorious athletes received trophy vases that depicted
Athena flanked by two cocks (Bentz, 1998: 51–3). The images were an
artistic metaphor for the virtues required of athletes and soldiers.

Cocks were, however, also associated with Aphrodite, and were
characterized as hypersexual creatures (Aristotle, History of Animals
488b4). The Greeks observed, moreover, that the behaviour of cocks during
sexual arousal mirrored in several respects their behaviour during combat.
And the cock who was the victor in battle crowed over the body of his
vanquished opponent, as did the cock who was at the climax of copulation
(Pliny, Natural History 10.24.27; Cicero, De divinatione 1.34.74, 2.26.56).
Thus the successful cock could be viewed as possessing ‘the essential
characteristics of a “real man” in Greek society: an ideal hoplite and an
assiduous lover’ (Csapo, 1993: 22). In contrast, a cock that remained alive
after being defeated in combat never crowed again, and was forever after
submissive to its vanquisher. The phrase ‘like a beaten cock’ became a
metaphor for servile behaviour (Aristophanes, Birds 70, 71; Pliny, Natural
History 10.24.47). Philo quotes the tragedian Ion as saying that ‘battered in
body and blind in each eye, the fighting cock rallies his courage, for he
prefers death to slavery’ (Quod omnis 133). Spectators of a cock-fight
learned that defeat in battle might cause men both a loss of virility and a
reduction to slavery.



There were other spectacles of animal combats in the Greek world. At
Sparta, young men, divided into two teams, engaged in an event at which
boars were set against one another (Pausanias, 3.14.9–10, 3.20.2). The boar-
fights were held in conjunction with a sacrifice of puppies to Enyalius,
perhaps an epithet of Ares. The boar-fights occurred on the day before the
teams of young men fought one another in a no-holds-barred contest.
Perhaps the preliminary boar-fights were staged, like the cock-fights in
Athens, to inspire martial valour and provide an object lesson for the young
men who would, as Spartan soldiers, be expected to fight ferociously and
never to yield in battle.

Spectacles of fighting animals sometimes involved pitting animals of
different species against one another. A late sixth-century BC frieze, now in
the National Museum in Athens, seems to show the pitting of a dog and a
cat or a ferret (Rostovtzeff, 1928: pl. 64.4). Alexander the Great set dogs on
deer, bears, boars, and even lions and elephants (Pliny, Natural History
8.61.149–150).

During an annual festival at Patrae to Artemis, a large bonfire was
constructed around an altar (Pausanias, 7.18.11–13). Into it, people threw
live wild animals—birds, boars, stags, roe deer, wolf cubs, and bear cubs.
Any animal that managed to escape was dragged back to the flames.
Although the origin of the event was religious, people were undoubtedly
attracted to it because of the spectacle of seeing wild animals destroyed.

Not every display of animals resulted in death. Spectators were also
entertained by exhibitions of humans forcing wild animals to act ‘civilized’.
There were at Athens annual displays of lions trained to be gentle and of
bears taught to dance and wrestle (Isocrates, Antidosis 213).

THE ROMAN EMPIRE
The Romans developed public spectacles of animal abuse unparalleled in
scale (Jennison, 1937: 42–98; Auguet, 1972: 81–119; Toynbee, 1973:
passim; Ville, 1981: 51–6, 88–168; Wiedemann, 1992: 55–67; Kyle, 1998:
184–94; Bomgardner, 2000: 210–18; Kyle, 2007: 264–69). In AD 80, at the
dedication of the Flavian Amphitheatre (later the Colosseum), 9,000
animals, some indigenous, some as exotic as a rhinoceros, were killed over
a period of 100 days (Dio Cassius, 66.25; Suetonius, Titus 7.3). In AD 107,
the emperor Trajan celebrated his military victory in Dacia with 120 days of



spectacles during which 11,000 animals were killed (Dio Cassius, 68.15).
(The figures given in our ancient texts may be exaggerated, but there is no
question that the number of animals that perished during several centuries
of spectacles was enormous.) Like other ancient cultures, the Romans
considered civilization to be a triumph of human rationality over the chaos
of Nature. Displays of animals killing other animals gave evidence of the
violence, the ‘rage untrammeled’, of the brutish natural world. Exhibitions
of humans killing animals attested to the proficiency of humans in
constructing a secure environment for themselves. Both these
entertainments reminded spectators that they were fortunate to belong to the
human community. A third type of entertainment offered displays of
animals killing humans who had threatened the community—criminals and
prisoners of war, for example—and had therefore chosen to act like and be
treated like irrational beasts.

The spectacles played a major role in defining Roman culture and
influencing public affairs. As the Romans expanded their power in the
Mediterranean world, traffic in exotic animals demonstrated that the
Romans had won dominion both over people in very remote areas, and over
Nature at the ends of the world. At its greatest extent, Roman dominion
stretched from Britain to Syria and embraced people of many different
cultures. Exhibitions of animal abuse, sponsored by officials who were
advocates for the Roman state, promoted Roman values in even the farthest
regions of the empire. Even outside of Rome and other large cities,
aspirants to political authority sponsored displays of animal abuse, albeit on
a much smaller scale. For example, in AD 249, at Minturnae, a town south
of Rome, a four-day event included the killing of ten bears and four
herbivores (ILS 5062). In fourth-century AD Syria, animal spectacles were
so popular that people camped out on the streets at night in order to secure
seats (Libanius, Epistles 1399.2, 3).

The origins of the spectacles were located in activities in rural areas. In
order to protect their food supplies, people in agricultural communities
sought to eradicate animals that preyed on their livestock or devoured their
plants. At annual festivals, they celebrated their successes in food
production and appealed to the gods to assist them in this effort (Jennison,
1937: 42; Scullard, 1981: 102–3, 110–111). Two festivals in April included
spectacles at which pest species were tormented and killed. At the Cerealia,
honouring the grain goddess Ceres, torches were tied to the tails of foxes.



And at the Floralia, honoring the vegetation goddess Flora, wild goats and
rabbits were netted and slaughtered (Ovid, Fasti 4.681–2, 5.371–2). The
public spectacle of the destruction of these pest species offered reassurance
that humans were able to shape the environment to their own needs. The
festivals were also held in urban areas, where city-dwellers were less
familiar with the threats posed by animals, but nonetheless recognized that
the spectacles demonstrated the triumph of the rational human community
over an unpredictable and therefore dangerous Nature. Spectators gave no
moral consideration to the pain of the animals. The animals were enemies,
and their suffering was the penalty they paid for endangering human lives.
Even ‘man’s best friend’ was publicly punished for putting human lives in
jeopardy. At an annual event in Rome, dogs were tortured by being
suspended from gallows in a ritual that punished their species for failing to
warn the city of the approach of the Gauls up the Capitoline in 390 BC
(Pliny, Natural History 29.14. 57, 10.26.51).

The roots of urban spectacles of animal abuse can also be traced to the
sport hunting that upper-class men enjoyed at their rural villas. Sport
hunting was advocated on the grounds that it developed the stamina and
courage required of a leader (Polybius, 31.29; Pliny, Panegyric 81;
Anderson, 1985: 83–7, 101–2). It was also endorsed as a public service
because the eradication of dangerous or devouring animals increased the
security of the entire community and encouraged agricultural expansion.
Among town-dwellers, only the wealthy had the resources to travel to rural
areas and mount expensive hunting parties. In the Republican period,
therefore, politically ambitious men who were eager to gain the favour of
lower-class voters brought the hunting experience to town by producing
staged hunts. The Latin word venatio (plural: venationes), usually translated
as ‘hunt’, came to mean both a pursuit of animals in the countryside,
whether for subsistence or sport, and an urban show of killing animals that
the masses attended as spectators. The popularity of the urban venationes
was so great that, by the middle Republican period, or perhaps earlier, the
Senate included them among the forms of festival entertainment, or ludi,
receiving public financial support. In addition, ambitious politicians
sometimes sponsored venationes to celebrate—and publicize—a military
victory and thus draw attention to their fitness for public office. The costs of
these venationes were paid from the spoils of the war successfully waged.
And some of the displayed animals might have been transported, like



prisoners of war, from the captured territory. In the Imperial period,
venationes were often held on the same days as gladiatorial combats, or
munera, although the origins of the two activities were quite different
(Wiedemann, 1992: 1–54; Futrell, 1997: 9–24; Kyle, 1998: 43–7). In Rome,
sponsorship of ludi was appropriated by the imperial family, but in towns
throughout the empire, local benefactors and public officials continued to
gain credit for producing them, although imperial permission may have
been required (Symmachus, Epistles 4.12.2; 7.122.2).

Rural sport hunting and urban ‘hunts’ were similar in that their attraction
lay in the kill rather then the pursuit. A passage in Varro sheds light on the
parallels. He records that it was common for estate owners to have food put
out for wild animals in order to condition them to appear at the sound of a
horn. On one estate, the owner and his dinner guests watched as a servant
dressed as Orpheus blew a horn: ‘There flooded around so large an array of
stags, boars, and other animals that it seemed to be no less beautiful a sight
than when hunts take place in the Circus Maximus (but hunts without
African beasts)’ (De re rustica 3.13.3). (In Rome, large venationes were
held in the Circus Maximus and, after its opening in AD 80, at the Flavian
Amphitheatre). The purpose of conditioning the animals was apparently so
that they would be conveniently available when the estate-owner and his
guests wanted to kill them. Although the servant was dressed as Orpheus,
whose myth signifies that humans, with their cultural creation of music, are
able to live harmoniously with wild beasts, the animals on the estate were
conditioned to trust humans only so that they could be killed with little
effort. For upper-class Romans, most rural hunts were carefully staged
events, where the ‘hunters’ simply waited for the animals to be summoned
or herded towards them. The younger Pliny, for example, provides an
account of a hunting expedition during which he sat waiting by a net while
three wild boars were driven in for him to kill (Epistles 1.6; Dunbabin,
1978: pls. 21 and 32). Varro’s favourable comparison of the spectacle on the
estate to that at the Circus Maximus made sense to his readers. In both
locations, ‘beauty’ could be discerned in the fact that a large number of
animals of several species had been assembled through the ingenuity of
humans—and would be killed by humans. Both locations were stages on
which were presented spectacles that demonstrated that humans could
outwit Nature (Beagon, 1992: 153–6).



Of course, the spectators at a large public venatio, unlike those who
participated in a private rural hunt, did not enjoy the pleasure of killing the
animals, an activity that was reserved for venatores and bestiarii, men who,
though of the lowest class, were well-trained and highly skilled performers
(Ville, 1981: 227–67; Kyle, 1998: 79–80). On a few occasions, however, in
the Imperial period, the people in the stands may have been invited to come
down to the arena floor as participants. In AD 281, for example, the
emperor Probus sponsored a hunt in the Circus, which had been
transformed for the occasion into a forest by the introduction of live trees.
Into this lavish setting were introduced thousands of animals—ostriches,
stags, wild boars, deer (or gazelles), ibexes, wild sheep, and other
herbivores (SHA, Probus 19.2–4). Probus then allowed people to come in
and ‘each to grab whatever he wanted’ (cf. SHA, Three Gordians 3.7–8 for
a similar event). Those fortunate enough to kill one of the animals secured
an abundant supply of meat, a welcome addition to the lower-class diet,
which consisted largely of wheat. Even the flesh of bears found its way onto
the dinner plates of the poor (Apuleius, Metamorphoses 4.13–14).

Although hunting by spectators was probably rare, since it would be
chaotic and dangerous, the carcasses of the animals slaughtered in the urban
venationes were often given to the people in the stands, sometimes through
a distribution system of tokens, sometimes by a free-for-all scramble
(Suetonius, Domitian 4.5; Dio, 67.4.4; Martial, Epigrams 8.78.7–12; SHA,
Heliogabalus 8.3). Perhaps each token designated a specific animal, and the
lucky token-holder could watch with heightened pleasure as it was being
‘hunted’ (Kyle, 1998: 192). Although our sources, both artistic and literary,
emphasize the presence of exotic and fierce beasts at venationes in Rome,
cattle and pigs are the animals most often mentioned by Martial in his De
spectaculis (Kyle, 1998: 210, n. 89) and species such as bears and wild
herbivores were a mainstay of venationes in smaller towns. Nonetheless,
elephants, rhinoceroses, and large cats may have also been considered
acceptable as food by protein-deficient residents of Rome, who would also
use the hides and bones. The scanty faunal evidence near the Colosseum
suggests that the carcasses did not remain in the area (MacKinnon, 2006:
154–6). Distributing them to the crowd would certainly have solved the
problem of disposal, and at the same time elicited popular favour. By
providing both entertainment and food to the spectators, the sponsor gained
a reputation for generosity. Thus the animal victims of the arena, both when



alive and when dead, were ‘an imperial resource in economic and symbolic
terms’ (Kyle, 1998: 187).

The acquaintance of the Romans with exotic species began in the mid-
Republican period. In 275 BC, elephants, never before seen in Italy, were
captured from Pyrrhus in southern Italy and put on display in Rome. In 251
BC, elephants seized from the Carthaginians in Sicily were paraded in the
Circus Maximus, and then perhaps killed (Seneca, De Brevitate Vitae 13.3,
13.8; Pliny, Natural History 8.6.16–17; Polybius, 1.40.15; Diodorus
Siculus, 23.21; Eutropius, 2.14). In both situations, the display of these
exotic beasts served a purpose beyond the entertainment of the masses. The
elephants had been part of the equipment of foreign military invaders. By
tormenting and destroying them, the producers of the spectacles were, in a
sense, recreating the Roman victories over enemies once thought to be
formidable, and granting the Roman audience the opportunity to witness the
process of conquest (Shelton, 2006).

As soldiers, administrators, and businessmen extended Roman influence
over territory farther and farther away from Italy, they encountered a
growing number of exotic species and recognized the profitability of
sending them to Rome. In 186 BC, Marcus Fulvius Nobilior provided a
venatio with lions and leopards as one event at the ludi that celebrated his
military victory in Aetolia (Livy, 39.22.2). This is our first record of a
venatio with large cats, but they became a popular item. Not long
afterwards, the Senate voted to forbid the importation of African beasts into
Rome, perhaps thinking that the cost was too extravagant, or perhaps
concerned about public safety. However public outcry forced a revision of
the resolution so as to allow importation for use in events in the Circus
(Pliny, Natural History 8.24.64). In 169 BC, the curule aediles provided at
the Circus a venatio of forty bears, sixty-three African beasts, and an
unspecified number of elephants. In reference to this event, Livy
commented that the lavishness of the spectacles was increasing (44.18.8).

The carnage continued in the final century of the Republican period, with
ever larger numbers of exotic animals presented to the spectators. Shortly
after 100 BC, Sulla presented a venatio that included 100 lions that had
been supplied, along with the spearmen to kill them, by Bocchus, king of
Mauretania (Seneca, De Brevitate Vitae 13.6; Pliny, Natural History
8.20.53). Sulla thus gained credit with the Roman people for having even
foreign kings in his control (the availability of the spearmen perhaps



suggests that spectacles involving killing lions were well-established in
Africa: Ville, 1981: 53; Bomgardner, 2000: 35). In his aedileship of 58 BC,
Marcus Scaurus exhibited 150 large spotted cats and, for the first time in
Rome, five crocodiles and a hippopotamus (Pliny, Natural History 8.24.64,
8.40.9).

Ambitious politicians, realizing the political capital to be gained by
sponsoring venationes, scrambled to obtain animals whose appearance
would delight Roman crowds. The aediles, in particular, had a strong
interest in locating exotic animals, first, because they were the magistrates
responsible for organizing the state-financed entertainments in Rome, and,
second, because a crowd-pleasing spectacle would gain them votes when
they ran for higher offices. In 51 BC, Marcus Caelius Rufus, preparing for
his term as aedile, was anxious that the venationes he presented should
outdo those of his political rivals. He therefore wrote several letters to
Cicero, then governor of the province of Cilicia, pestering him to order
residents to capture leopards for his venationes in Rome. Cicero replied to
Caelius: ‘About the leopards: the matter is being handled with diligence by
men who are skilful hunters. But there is a remarkable scarcity of leopards.
And I am told that the few leopards left are complaining bitterly that they
are the only animals in my province for whom traps are set. And therefore
they have decided, or so the rumour goes, to leave Cilicia’ (Ad familiares
2.11.2; also Ad familiares 8.2.2, 8.4.5, 8.6.5, 8.8.10, 8.9.3; Ad Atticum
5.21.5, 6.1.21). The correspondence between Cicero and Caelius reveals
that politicians took advantage of every connection they had to acquire
crowd-pleasing animals for their shows. Caelius undoubtedly importuned
other friends, in other provinces, and Cicero probably received similar
requests from other acquaintances.

Venationes continued to be a key element of the spectacles with which
victorious military leaders celebrated their triumphs. In 55 BC, Pompey
sponsored venationes that included 600 lions, 410 large spotted cats, about
twenty elephants, a lynx, a rhinoceros (the first seen in Rome), and some
apes (Pliny, Natural History 8.20.21; 20.53; 24.64; 28.70; 29. 71; Dio,
39.38.2–4; Cicero, Ad familiares 7.1). And Julius Caesar, at his triumph in
46 BC, featured elephants, 400 lions, Thessalian bulls (see above), and a
giraffe (Pliny, Natural History 8.20.53, 8.70.182; Suetonius, Julius 37.2;
Dio, 43.22–23). The giraffe, the first of its species to be seen in Rome, may
have been a gift to Caesar from Cleopatra (Coleman, 1996: 62). Such



extravagant displays of exotic species reminded spectators that the generous
sponsor was a man who had expanded Roman control over foreign
territories and had the connections among foreign rulers to acquire—for
their entertainment—creatures as strange as a rhinoceros and a giraffe.

After Octavian/Augustus established the imperial state, sponsorship of
ludi in Rome was restricted to members of the imperial family. The scale of
the venationes increased, however. Augustus recorded that he presented
twenty-six venationes of African beasts at which about 3,500 animals were
slain (Res Gestae 22). The emperor Commodus was not content simply to
watch the slaughter on the arena floor. Fancying himself to be a second
Hercules, he is recorded as having killed in public bears, ostriches, lions,
leopards, hippopotamuses, elephants, domestic animals (some confined in
nets), and a rhinoceros, a tiger, and a giraffe (SHA, Commodus 8.5; Dio,
72.10, 72.18, 72.19; Herodian, 1.15.3–6; Ammianus Marcellinus, 31.10.19).
Septimius Severus once commissioned for the arena a contraption that
resembled a boat. Inside were several hundred animals, including bears,
lions, leopards, ostriches, wild asses, bison, and domestic animals. The
contraption was designed to fall apart, providing spectators with the
pleasure of watching the panicked animals attack one another and be killed
by ‘hunters’ (Dio, 76.1). Roman spectators enjoyed observing the agonized
final moments of dying animals, and were particularly delighted if
something out of the ordinary happened. For example, Martial records that,
at a spectacle in the Flavian Amphitheatre, when a pregnant wild sow was
stabbed with a spear, a piglet emerged from her lacerated womb and ran
away. ‘At one and the same time, the sow lost life and gave life…By her
fatal wound, she became a mother. O, how ingenious are sudden and
unexpected events’ (De spectaculis 13, 14).

Capturing and transporting animals throughout the empire required an
enormous amount of effort and money (Bertrandy, 1987). Unfortunately, we
have scant information about the various stages of this complex process.
Undoubtedly, local people worked as trackers and trappers, in the
manufacture of equipment and the sales of animals and provisions, and in
transportation. Supplying animals for arenas may thus have played an
important role in the economies of some parts of the empire. In the Imperial
period, many aspects of the animal spectacle ‘industry’ were brought under
imperial control, and Roman soldiers were sometimes assigned to the tasks
of capture and transport (Bomgardner, 2000: 212–3; Epplett, 2001). For



example, ‘specialist’ bear-hunters (ursarii) are recorded in military
inscriptions from several areas of the empire (Epplett, 2001: 214). They
helped satisfy the enormous demand for bears at arenas large and small
throughout the empire. The participation of soldiers in hunts could be
justified as a military task because their removal of animals freed residents
from concerns about predators and encouraged them to cultivate more
wilderness areas. Trappers were not troubled by the cruelty of their
methods, some of which are depicted in the mosaics from Piazza Armerina
(Gentili, 1964; Dunbabin, 1978: pls. 26 and 29). Undoubtedly, many
animals were killed in the attempt to capture one animal alive (MacKinnon,
2006: 147–8).

The chain of events that took an unfortunate animal from its native
habitat to a Roman arena may have included middlemen at several points
along the way. We do not know how or by whom the capture of animals
was commissioned. The correspondence between Cicero and Caelius
suggests that, in the Republican period at least, animals were captured as
specific requests were made. Cicero had relayed to a local trapping
company Caelius’s request for leopards. He provides no information,
however, about how or when payment for the animals would have been
made. As the popularity, number, and size of urban venationes increased,
producers of the spectacles would want assurance that supplies of animals
were dependable. It is possible that animals were transported from the
hinterlands to more inhabited areas and kept in stockyards, or vivaria,
where vendors could show them to purchasing agents. In the Imperial
period, the army may also have been involved in the maintenance of
stockyards (Epplett, 2001: 219).

After being transported overland in cages to a seaport, the animals were
loaded onto ships for the continuation of their journey to an arena.
Undoubtedly, many died along the way, from injury, stress, malnutrition,
thirst, heat, and disease (MacKinnon, 2006: 148–50). Shipwrecks also took
their toll (Symmachus, Epistles 9.117). The collapsible ship that Septimius
Severus commissioned for his spectacle may have been intended to
replicate a real shipwreck. Animals that survived the journey sometimes,
perhaps often, arrived at their destination in very poor condition. In AD
393, Symmachus ordered bears (and other species) for ludi that his son
would sponsor as quaestor. He makes reference in his letters to men who
specialized in providing bears: ursorum negotiatores (Epistles 5.62).



However when the bears arrived, he discovered that he had received only a
few cubs, who were wasting away because of starvation and stress (Epistles
2.76.2). In AD 401, concerned about being cheated again when he was
planning spectacles for his son’s praetorship, he asked his correspondent to
keep track of the large number of bears that were being transported for the
occasion from Dalmatia to Rome (Epistles 7.121). For these same
spectacles, he also purchased crocodiles, but they were wasting away
because they had refused to eat for fifty days (Epistles 6.43). At a spectacle
sponsored by the emperor Probus in the third century AD, 100 lions that
were brought into the arena disappointed spectators when (perhaps because
ill) they did not leap out of their cages as the doors were opened. Most were
therefore simply shot with arrows in or close to their cages (SHA, Probus
19.5–6).

The traffic in animals, especially exotic animals, was apparently
profitable, despite the risks that they might die before reaching their final
destination. In Diocletian’s edict on prices and wages of AD 301, the
ceiling price for a prime African lion was set at 150,000 denarii (SEG
14.386; Jones, 1964: 1017–8; Bomgardner, 2000: 211). This was at a time
when the wage for a mule driver or scribe was set at 25 denarii a day, and
the price of a libra (12 ounces) of pork at 12 denarii (CIL 3, pp. 805–9).
The cost of just one exotic animal was exorbitant, and yet hundreds of
thousands of them were trapped and transported to arenas for the
amusement of spectators. Even more astonishing is that these very
expensive animals were killed almost as soon as they arrived. In some
ancient cities, such as Alexandria, menageries had been assembled to allow
residents to admire animals foreign to them (Athenaeus, Deipnosophists
5.200c–201c; Hubbell, 1935; Coleman, 1996: 59, 62, 64). There was no zoo
in Rome. The Romans brought animals into their city to watch them being
killed. A third-century mosaic from North Africa records scenes of four
venatores killing four leopards with spears. It also records the name of the
sponsor (editor), Magerius, the price he paid for the leopards (double what
had been anticipated), and the appreciation of the community for his
generosity (Dunbabin, 1978: 67–70; Brown, 1992: 198–200). In fact the
most prominent place in the mosaic is occupied by a depiction of the bags
of coins that Magerius expended on the venatio. His costly gift to the
community was, however, ephemeral in nature (Bomgardner, 2000: 211).
At the end of the day, the expensive leopards were dead. In order to secure



the enduring recognition he desired, Magerius had to commission a mosaic
for his villa.

This mosaic provides the names of the venatores. They belonged to one
of the travelling troupes of venatores who performed in arenas in North
Africa (Bomgardner, 2000: 139). We do not know what sorts of
arrangements were made to pay them for their work. Similar troupes may
have existed elsewhere in the empire. Like other performers, such as actors,
chariot drivers, and gladiators, the venatores and bestiarii were often slaves
or former slaves, and they therefore occupied the lowest rank of the rigid
social hierarchy. However, they won the admiration of the spectators for
their bravery and skill. Certainly confronting wild animals was a very
hazardous activity, but we may presume that most venatores and bestiarii
survived these encounters. The intention of the event was, after all, to
demonstrate that humans were able to triumph over even the most ferocious
beast. In any case, the animals were sometimes too traumatized by the
stresses and injuries of capture and transport to put up much of a fight.

The enormous demand for animals to be killed in venationes throughout
the empire caused a substantial decline in the populations of many species
and thus a change in local environments (Bomgardner, 2000: 214–6). In his
reply to Caelius’s request for animals, Cicero commented that there was a
remarkable scarcity of leopards in the province of Cilicia. The decline in or
even disappearance of populations can be attributed both to the capture of
animals and to the destruction of their habitat. When large cats were
removed from an area, shepherds and farmers moved into wild lands.
Strabo, writing in the early Imperial period, remarked that the Roman
fondness for killing animals had encouraged the expansion of agriculture in
North Africa (2.5.33). A poem in the Greek Anthology (7.626) comments
on a similar situation in Libya: ‘The mountains that were once the habitat of
wild beasts are now pastures for the domesticated animals of men’ (as the
populations of animals nearer to coasts were decimated, it would have been
necessary to trap animals farther inland, and thus to subject them to more
arduous journeys to seaports).

The last record of a venatio at Rome can be dated to 1 January 523
(Cassiodorus, Variae 5.42). However there are indications that, by the third
century AD, it was becoming more difficult to procure animals. Excessive
trapping and habitat destruction were not the only reasons for the
diminishing size of Roman venationes. As the economy faltered, there was



less money available for public spectacles. After the capital of the empire
was moved to Constantinople, the burden of financing spectacles in Italy
fell more and more to wealthy noblemen (Jones, 1964: 1018; Coleman,
2011: 343). The tradition of venationes continued, however. In the late
fourth century AD, Symmachus expended an enormous amount of time and
money in his efforts to secure animals for the venationes to be produced by
his son in 393 and 401 (Balsdon, 1969: 312–3). His correspondence
documents his extensive efforts, as he appealed to friends to ship animals to
Rome, sent agents to collect animals, requested imperial permission to
purchase animals, and urged officials and friends to monitor the process
(Epistles, 2.46.3, 2.77, 4.12.2, 5.62, 6.35, 7.59, 7.98, 7.122, 9.15, 9.16, 9.27,
9.135, 9.141, 9.151). The fates of some of these animals—collected from
Italy, Africa, Egypt, the Balkan region, and Britain (large Irish hounds)—
have been mentioned above. We also know that, of sixteen chariot-
racehorses he was importing from Spain, five died on the journey to Rome
and several others died before the start of the events (Epistles 5.56).

Romans also enjoyed watching animals who had been trained to perform
stunts. Elephants, for example, were trained to kneel on command (Seneca,
Epistles 85.41), to walk tightropes (Dio, 61.17), and to carry torches
(Suetonius, Julius 37.2, Dio, 43.22.1). These stunts reinforced the
spectators’ conviction that humans could bend the natural world to their
will (Shelton, 2004: 380–2). Elephants were also taught tricks that made
them look both ridiculous (and therefore vulnerable) and ‘civilized’, such as
dancing in frilly costumes (Aelian, Characteristics of Animals 2.11) or
acting like dainty guests at a banquet (Pliny, Natural History 8.2.5).
Performing bears also were forced to amuse humans by, for example, taking
roles in a play (SHA, Carinus 19.2; cf. the dancing and wrestling bears at
Athens, mentioned above: Isocrates, Antidosis 213). At this same spectacle,
a human performer, called a wall-climber (toichobates, and therefore not a
venator), dazzled the crowd by running up a wall to elude a bear. Such
displays of human agility and cleverness, which nonetheless left the animal
alive, may have become more common as animals became more expensive
and more difficult to obtain (Bomgardner, 2000: 217–8). The sixth-century
historian Cassiodorus describes several contraptions that were used in these
spectacles (Variae 5.42). For example, men in baskets were lowered just to
within reach of the animals, whom they taunted. Or, men were placed in
hollow metal balls, fitted with holes from which they could prick the



animals. The frustrated animal could roll the ball around the arena, but not
reach the man inside. Modern rodeo clowns jump in and out of barrels to
attract the attention of bulls, but their purpose is to rescue a bull-rider, not to
torture the animal. The intention of the ancient performers, however, was
specifically to entertain the crowd by tormenting animals. Their antics, like
those of the wall-climber, were not, of course, without risk, and the crowd
also enjoyed the suspense of wondering whether the human would falter
and be mauled.

In one type of spectacle, animals were utilized for the deliberate purpose
of killing humans who had been condemned to a capital punishment
(Coleman, 1990). These people were not trained ‘hunters’, nor did they
have weapons or protective equipment. Like other death penalties, such as
crucifixion and burning alive, condemnatio ad bestias was a very painful
and public method of execution. Its purpose was not only to satisfy the
community’s demand for vengeance, but also to deter potential law-
breakers by the threat of a hideous death (Brilliant, 1999: 228). People
‘condemned to the beasts’ had flouted the laws that their community had
established to restrain bestial behaviour in humans. Because they had acted
like predatory animals, they had, in effect, willingly forfeited the protection
that human society provides to its members, and thus made themselves
vulnerable to the same treatment that was imposed on animals that
threatened society. Condemnatio ad bestias was an expensive form of
execution because of the costs related to the animals, but it seemed
particularly appropriate because it allowed the bestial criminal to be dealt
with by beasts. His gruesome death demonstrated the savagery of the
natural world in which he had chosen, by his lawlessness, to live. As he was
mauled by a ‘fellow’ animal, his mutilated body became unrecognizable as
human, and his voice was reduced to inarticulate, animal-like shrieks,
confirming for the spectators that he had been a beast all along. In the final
process of his reduction to the status of animal, the condemned person was
eaten and thus converted to bestial flesh. Spectators would watch his
torment with the same detachment and even amusement with which they
watched (other) animals being abused (Brilliant, 1999: 228; Coleman, 1999:
238–40, on degradation as an instrument of Roman public policy).

By the first century AD, executions were enhanced to provide novelty for
the audience. Martial describes an execution at which animals of several
species and a condemned man, who was costumed as Orpheus, were placed



in forest scenery (De spectaculis 21). The man was mauled to death by a
bear. The pleasurable experience of the spectators was amplified as they
watched not only the execution of someone who had menaced their society,
but also a novel inversion of a traditional myth. Unlike the mythical
Orpheus, who was able to live in harmony with wild animals, the arena
‘Orpheus’ was killed by them. The grim drama played out on the arena
floor reminded spectators that humans could not coexist with wild beasts.
Irrational creatures—beasts and criminals—did not belong in the moral
community, and it was correct to eliminate them.

The fact that Roman leaders were able to bring vast numbers of animals
to their city, from the far corners of their empire, and then simply destroy
them, was a verification that the Roman state was powerful and prosperous,
and that its leaders cared about the pleasures of their fellow-citizens. The
victimization of animals became a celebration not only of the victory over
Nature; the appearance of exotic animals was a reminder that the people
and regions from which they had been captured had been brought under
Roman control. Roman society was diverse and very stratified, but as the
spectators at these communal events focused their gaze on the creatures
below them, their collective identity as a community was reinforced.



ABBREVIATIONS

CIL Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum
ILS Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae
SEG Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum
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CHAPTER 27

HORSE RACING AND CHARIOT
RACING

SINCLAIR BELL AND CAROLYN WILLEKES

INTRODUCTION
THE horse has long played a part in human society. Equines first served as a
food source for prehistoric man, but through the process of domestication
they came to serve a variety of other functions. Indeed, from the time of their
domestication until the early twentieth century horses filled an intrinsic role
in the daily lives of cultures all over the world. Amongst the nomadic groups
of the Eurasian steppes horses were necessary for survival. In other regions
of the ancient world the horse fulfilled more specialized jobs.

GREECE
In the Greek world horses were a living status symbol owned by the elite,
who paraded them in processions, rode them in battle, and entered them in
athletic contests as ways to flaunt their wealth and prestige. Greece is—for
the most part—not particularly well suited to horse husbandry
(hippotrophia). Certainly, it was nothing like the plains of Anatolia or the
Central Asian steppe. In the Greek peninsula the horse was expensive to
breed, raise, and maintain, and so hippotrophia was the prerogative of the
elite, something the debt-ridden Strepsiades discovers starkly in
Aristophanes’ Clouds (Golden, 1997: 337; Griffith, 2006: 200–2).
Hippotrophia has never been a hobby for those with shallow pockets.
Despite their elite associations, horse sports and in particular horse racing
have been popular for thousands of years and in this regard the Greek world
is no exception.



The earliest written description of a horse race in the Greek world comes
from the Iliad (Homer, Iliad 23.566–611). The race is for the synōris (the
two-horse chariot), which is part of the funeral games for Patroclus and is
considered to be the most aristocratic event on the programme (Gardiner,
1910: 14). There are several features of note in this race. Only five teams are
entered, and it is not surprising to find that all belong to aristocrats. The
horses entered in the race include both mares and stallions. What is most
interesting is the fact that the drivers are not slaves or hired professionals but
the aristocrats themselves, something rarely seen in later equestrian
competitions. The logistics of the race are relatively straightforward. This is
a standard out-and-back race with a log as the turning post. The track is not a
purpose-built hippodrome but an open space with relatively good ground for
running the horses on. What differentiates this chariot race from those held
at later formal athletic festivals is the nature of the human and equine
competitors. These horses are not selectively bred racehorses, the chariots
are not lightly-built racing models and the drivers are not professional
charioteers. Horse, driver, and chariot are all more accustomed to the
battlefield than the racecourse. We should not view this chariot race in
relation to the races at the pan-Hellenic games and other festivals, then, but
as an extension of military training (see further Chapter 17 Animals and
Warfare). The speed, skill, and control required to navigate the racecourse
successfully were related to the expertise needed to wield a chariot on the
battlefield. For both combat and competition the horses had to be fit, brave,
obedient, and clever enough to manoeuvre themselves out of trouble if their
driver was unable to. The driver had to be secure and balanced in the chariot
and able to keep hold of his horses calmly in stressful, dangerous situations.

There is physical evidence for the appearance of chariot racing in the late
eighth century, but neither chariot nor horse racing were part of the early
Olympic games (Olivova, 1989: 74). The first equestrian event on those
programmes was the tethrippon (the four-horse chariot race) in 680. The
kelēs (the ridden horse race) became an Olympic event in 648. The synōris
was added in 408 (Hemingway, 2004: 116, 120). To these three races were
added age designations, with a division for adult horses and another for
youngsters (colts and fillies) in the early third century. Stephen Miller
suggests that these races for pōloi—the tethrippon pōlikon (284), synōris
pōlikon (264), and keles pōlikon (256)—were for two-year-olds. The kalpē
(a race for mares) was introduced at Olympia in 496 (Miller, 2004: 80). In



the kalpē riders were expected to jump off their mounts and run alongside
them for the last lap of the race (Pausanias, 5.9.2). The kalpē appears to have
been unique to the programme at Olympia and did not stay on the schedule
very long. It was dropped after the 84th Olympiad in 444 (Hemingway,
2004: 124), perhaps because it was not a spectator favourite: the kalpē
lacked some of the speed and danger associated with the other equestrian
events. The kalpē is nonetheless interesting because of its connection to the
use of the horse in warfare. It is not easy to leap off a moving horse and land
on one’s feet, but it was an important skill. It is easy to imagine a number of
situations in which it might be necessary for a cavalryman to perform an
‘emergency dismount’ while maintaining control of his horse. Similarly,
running on foot in concert with a horse is not as simple as it sounds. The
horse must be trained to stay next to its rider while holding a steady pace.
The military use of these skills can be seen with the hamippoi, light-armed
infantry who ran alongside the cavalry (Spence, 1995: 58–9).

By the third century BC, the programme of equestrian events at Olympia
had been finalized and included the tethrippon, tethrippon pōlikon, synōris,
synōris pōlikon, keles, and keles pōlikon. From this we can establish some
basic facts about the equestrian events at the other pan-Hellenic games too.
The races were open to horses of either sex: fillies/mares and colts/stallions,
presumably geldings could also be entered, though gelding does not appear
to have been a popular practice in Greek culture. Sex distinction was only
made in the short-lived kalpē, a race open only to female horses
(Hemingway, 2004: 120). Such practices are still standard today. In non-
racing equestrian sports mares, geldings, and stallions all compete against
each other on a regular basis. Mares do excel in competition, but they can be
more unpredictable and often require a certain type of rider to be successful.
It is a truism that you ‘tell a gelding, talk to a stallion, and discuss things
with a mare!’ Mares were often quite successful in the mixed-sex races of
the Greek festivals. There are numerous references to victorious female
equines in the literary record. The Athenian Cimon had great success with a
team of mares at Olympia (Herodotus, Histories 6.103).

Prior to the third century, races were open to horses of any age. In the
early third century we see the establishment of the pōlikon races. The
addition of these races has been compared to the established programme of
‘senior’ and ‘junior’ athletic events (Miller, 2004: 12). The appearance of
age categories in equestrian competition in the third century is perhaps



connected to the revival of the popularity of equestrian events in the
Hellenistic period (Hemingway, 2004: 130). The Hellenistic kingdoms,
particularly those of the Near East, had a long history of hippotrophia and
equestrian traditions (Longrigg, 1972: 10–12; Hyland, 2003: 18–32;
Gonzaga, 2004: 161–7). Even in Egypt the horse held a significant place in
the iconographic tradition and the Ptolemies in particular had a passion for
horse racing (Remijsen, 2010: 101–105; see also Chapter 25: Animals in
Egypt). The successor states of the Hellenistic period were founded by
Alexander’s generals who were, of course, Greek. Thus the Hellenistic
dynasts had the right to enter the pan-Hellenic games. Participation in the
games was a way to emphasize their ‘Greekness’ despite their residence
outside the traditional Greek world (Golden, 2008: 17). It would have been
unseemly for these royals to participate in the athletic contests, a point made
by Alexander himself when he refused to compete in the stade race unless he
could compete against other kings (Plutarch, Alexander 4.10–11). In this
way equestrian events provided an opportunity for the Hellenistic royal
families to participate in a wholly Greek festival in a manner that befitted
their station and to continue the long-established equestrian traditions of the
territories they ruled. The addition of the pōlikon races in the third century is
likewise connected to the establishment of the Hellenistic kingdoms and the
subsequent expansion of the ‘Greek’ world. With increased access to prime
equine breeding stock, the third century must have seen an increase in horse
trading across the Mediterranean world. This would have resulted in the
regular importation of new or foreign horse types to Greek territory. It is
possible that some of these horses were fast-maturing types—animals
physically developed enough to begin a racing career at a younger age
(McBane and McCarthy, 1991: 185).

Equestrian competition in ancient Greece was often used as a marker of
class distinction. There were those who competed in the athletic contests and
those who entered the horse races. Alcibiades felt only equestrian events
were appropriate to the upper classes; he disdained athletic competitions as
suitable only for commoners (Isocrates, On the Team of Horses 16.33–4).
The main point of contention with regard to the equestrian events and their
role in Greek sports and society is related to who actually earned the
accolades that came with victory. The owners of the horses rarely rode or
drove them in competition. The jockeys and drivers appear to have been
hired professionals or slaves.



There is no question that the jockeys who rode in the keles events were
young boys. This is a fact clearly supported by the iconography of the keles
race. The rationale behind the use of boy jockeys is straightforward enough.
In antiquity, as today, jockeys had to be small and lightweight. The logic
goes that the lighter the jockey, the faster the horse could run. The
diminutive size of the Greek jockeys was further necessitated by the size of
the Greek racehorses, animals decidedly smaller than the thoroughbreds we
see on the racecourse today. In many ways the keles race was similar to the
Nadaam races held in Mongolia, for in both the jockeys are children chosen
because of the small stature of the racehorses. Further, the actions of the
child jockeys were largely superfluous in the event, as their only job seems
to be to keep the horse going in the right direction. In all truth there is very
little a child could do to control a determined racehorse. The expression of
anxiety on the face of the Artemision jockey (Fig. 27.1) is probably a very
accurate reflection of the jockey’s demeanour (on this statue, see
Hemingway, 2004). If the rider fell in the course of the race but the horse
still crossed the finish line, the equine was not eliminated, but dropped down
a place because it did not finish with a full load. Pausanias (6.12.9) recounts
a keles race at Olympia that supports the overall impression that the jockey
was unimportant. The prizes thus went to the owner of the horse, as this was
the individual who had invested significant sums of money into the care and
conditioning of the animal. The owner’s glory might be further emphasized
through victory poems, in which the role of the jockey is downplayed or
excluded entirely (Nicholson, 2005: 25–118).



FIGURE 27.1 Statue of a boy jockey. Bronze, middle second century BC. From near the cape of
Artemision.

Athens, National Archaeological Museum (photo C. Willekes).

Like the keles jockey, the driver of a synōris or tethrippon was rarely the
owner of the team. As we saw above, a primary reason for the use of boy
jockeys in the keles race was their height and weight. The chariot races also
required a specific physique. The charioteer had to be physically strong
enough to control a team of two or four horses while remaining balanced and
upright in the chariot. Driving a team of horses is very different from riding.
The rider can use his entire body to control his mount; a charioteer only has
his hands and voice as a means to communicate with his horses. Thus, a
driver had to be strong but not too large and heavy. Any excess weight
would only serve to put extra strain on the horses and slow the team down.



An excellent example of the ideal charioteer physique is the bronze
charioteer from Delphi (see Adornato, 2008).

The charioteer’s job was a dangerous one; not only did he have to keep
control of his own team, he also had to worry about potentially catastrophic
interference from others. Menelaus’s displeasure with Antilochus during the
chariot race in the Iliad in part reflects this tension and anxiety (Homer, Iliad
23.417–28). The tethrippon is considered to have been the most dangerous
event at the ancient games (Kyle, 2007: 126). The all too real risk of serious
injury or death faced by the charioteer was probably a significant factor in
deterring an owner from stepping into the chariot himself. The account of
Orestes’ ‘death’ in Sophocles’ Electra (746–56) gives a vivid description of
the dangers of chariot racing. At major events such as the pan-Hellenic
games the competition must have been particularly cut-throat.

However, there were instances where the owners competed with their own
horses. Pindar praises Hieron of Syracuse, who drove his own team to
victory at Thebes (Pindar, Pythian Odes 2.1–9). Damonon the Spartan
records forty-seven victories in chariot races with teams he drove himself
(Kyle, 2007: 188; Golden, 2008: 12). Damonon attained all of his victories
at local Lacedaemonian and Messenian festivals. He never competed in, or
at least was never successful at, the pan-Hellenic games (Harris, 1972: 161).
To understand the difference between competing at the regional
(Lacedaemonian) level and the national/international level (pan-Hellenic
games) we can use the close parallel of modern equestrian competition. At
modern regional shows individuals competing usually own the horses they
ride. At this stage one sees riders with the financial means to purchase a
well-bred, trained horse with the ability to perform to the required level. The
situation becomes very different at international competitions such as the
modern Olympics. The riders who compete at this level rarely own the
horses they sit on, which instead belong to extremely wealthy individuals or
syndicates. The rider is chosen because of his or her skill and natural talent,
including the ability to get a horse to perform to its utmost ability. The riders
who succeed at this level do so because of their riding ability. The rider
receives a portion of the winner’s purse, but the majority of the rewards go
to the owner(s) who foot(s) the bills. In this regard, riders in modern
international competitions are much like pan-Hellenic charioteers. No owner
would waste time and money by pairing a talented horse or team with a
mediocre charioteer or rider. The debate over the purpose of horse sports and



their place in the modern Olympics is an ongoing one. It seems that
Alcibiades’ stereotypical distinction between those who are worthy of
entering equestrian competition and those who are not still stands today.

ITALY
In Roman Italy, as in the Greek world, equestrianism of all forms, due to the
expense involved, had aristocratic overtones. But in contrast to the Greeks’
equal passion for horse racing (mounted jockeys on single horses) and
chariot racing, Romans strongly favoured the latter (probably due to the
early influence of Etruscan practice: Humphrey, 1986: 16–17; Thuillier,
1996: 25–9, 95ff.). Indeed, chariot races were the oldest, most popular, and
longest-lived of all forms of mass entertainment or ‘spectacles’ (spectacula)
in the Roman world. The earliest chariot races are said to have taken place at
Rome’s founding in the context of religious ritual. The scale and appeal of
the races expanded over the course of the Republic (509–31 BC) and Empire
(31 BC–476 AD), so that they and their venues also evolved into vehicles of
political ideology and popular entertainment.

Chariot races were usually held in a circus, a monumental arena that took
the form of an elongated horseshoe (a canonical circus measured c.400–450
metres long and c.80 metres wide). Nearly sixty circuses are now known, the
majority being found in the provinces of North Africa and Spain, where
horse-breeding was well-established. The Circus Maximus in Rome was the
oldest, largest, and most famous of all the circus arenas (see Fig. 27.2). At its
most fully developed stage under Trajan, the Circus Maximus measured 600
metres long and 150 metres wide (with an arena or track 550 metres long
and 80 metres wide) and could accommodate around 150,000 spectators.



FIGURE 27.2 Funerary relief with a circus scene. Marble, Trajanic. Find-spot unknown.
Musei Vaticani, Museo Gregoriano Profano, inv. nr. 9556 (photo Forschungsarchiv für Antike Plastik,

Cologne; reproduced courtesy of the Vatican Museums).

At the start of a typical race, the teams of two-horse (bigae) or, more
often, four-horse (quadrigae) chariots sat ready inside the twelve starting
gates (carceres) at the short end of the track. Teams were assigned their
places by lot. After a signal, the gates unlocked (probably simultaneously by
a springing mechanism) and the teams exploded forwards. The first stage of
the race, which extended from the carceres to the white break line between
the three conical turning posts (metae) and the right-hand wall of the stadium
seating (cavea), allowed chariots to accelerate into position. In the second
stage, the course narrowed, and the chariots raced in parallel lanes from the
break line to the line before the judges’ tribunal. From this point onwards,
the teams were free to cross lanes.

Using lightweight chariots built for speed, the teams raced anticlockwise
and circled the central barrier (euripus) seven times (about 5 kilometres in
total) in a total time of about 8–9 minutes. Teams would have slowed to
around 25–30 kph around the dangerous turns of the metae and accelerated



to as much as 75 kph in the straights (Junkelmann, 2000: 100). The teams
veered as close as possible to the barrier to shorten their paths. They also
strategized how to gain or guarantee a lead by edging out close competitors,
sometimes by using devious tactics such as whipping another driver’s team.
The frequent appearance in visual representations of scenes of ‘shipwrecks’
(naufragia), which occurred especially near the turning posts, suggest that
they were not only common but highly anticipated by many race-goers.

The audience monitored the progress of the race by checking the lap-
counting devices (one of seven eggs, the other seven dolphins) installed at
either end of the euripus (see Fig. 2). The race concluded with the sound of a
trumpet as the victorious charioteer crossed the finish line, which was
located two-thirds of the way down the right side of the track and parallel to
the imperial box (pulvinar) (on the left) and the judges’ tribunal (on the
right). The victor ascended to the judges’ box to claim his prizes (palm
branch, wreath, and money) and performed a victory lap with his team of
horses in celebration, their headdresses festooned with garlands.

Because there were regularly twenty-four such races on a game day
(among other events) and some sixty-six days of games in a calendar year
(as recorded for fourth-century Rome), mounting the races required the
support of a complex infrastructure. The enormous burden of their cost and
organization fell upon the four racing teams (factiones) that served as
contractors. Factiones were business entities that were known by their
colours: Blues, Greens, Reds, Whites. Each faction had a large support staff
that was overseen by the faction manager (dominus factionis) and that
included several hundred coaches, grooms, veterinarians, and other
technicians.

The most highly-visible figures in the factions under the Empire, however,
were the charioteers and the horses (by contrast, honours are primarily
shared between the trainer and the horse in modern horse racing). Honorific
and funerary inscriptions provide us with detailed information about
charioteers’ changing faction allegiances; the number and categories of races
(for example, a pompa, the prestigious race directly after the opening
procession) and of victories (for example, ‘last-minute’); the value of their
prizes; and the names, origins, and numbers of the horses with which they
won. Charioteers were ranked according to experience: a chariot-driver who
raced a two-horse team was known as an auriga (or bigarius), while one
who achieved a win with a team of four horses was known as an agitator (or



quadrigarius) and was in the ‘premier league’. They wore padded helmets,
thick tunics with horizontal leather bands, and leggings for protection. In
contrast to Greek practice, they tied the heavy reins around their waists (see
Fig. 2), which increased their manoeuvrability as well as their risk of
dragging, injury, and death in the event of a crash (each had a knife to cut
himself free).

Although chariot racing was considered less shameful than stage
performances or gladiatorial fights, professional charioteers—like other
categories of Roman entertainer—were almost exclusively of low social
status. They were mostly slaves (whose participation in the games might
eventually win them their freedom), hired freedmen, or foreigners (Greeks
especially). By contrast, amateur riders of social standing competed in public
only under special circumstances, such as Greek contests, closed games
sponsored by the emperor, or private riding (Cameron, 1976: 204–5; Hyland,
1990: 240–7). A racing career could bring a charioteer fame and wealth on a
scale unthinkable to most Romans: the Spanish charioteer Gaius Appuleius
Diocles, for instance, competed variously for the Red, Green, and White
factions over the course of his 24-year career, running 4,257 races (an
average of 170 per year) and winning 1,462 (CIL 6.10048=ILS 5287). When
he retired at the age of 42, he had won more than 35 million sesterces (by
comparison, a standard legionary earned around 1,400 sesterces a year).

Racehorses also became popular idols and their breeding, training,
medical treatment, names, and personalities are well-documented by diverse
sources. A single day of games required in the order of 700–800 horses
(Junkelmann, 2000: 98) and this demand, combined with need to supply
horses to the Roman cavalry, contributed to the rise of a Mediterranean-wide
animal trade (Chapter 8: Value Economics: Animals, Wealth, and the
Market). Both wealthy private and imperial stud farms raised and trained
stock for the track in Spain, Sicily, Thessaly, Cappadocia, and North Africa
(Rossiter, 1992). Not all horses bred on an estate necessarily originated from
that region’s stock, however. Roman authors appear to document a general
preference for African (Libyan) bloodlines in the early Empire and Spanish
and Cappadocian in the late Empire (Hyland, 1990: 210–14; see also
Chapter 6: Domestication and Breeding of Livestock). The preference in the
early Empire for African horses, which are widely singled out for their speed
and endurance, is further suggested by charioteer inscriptions: in the mid-



second century Diocles explicitly states that he was the best driver of
African horses.

Racehorses were also selected according to age, sex and physique,
disposition, and stamina and dexterity. The majority of racehorses were
stallions, though the names of a few mares do exist. Skeletal evidence
suggests that the average horse was of stocky build and stood about 135–155
centimetres high (Junkelmann, 2000: 89; Johnstone, 2004). While this makes
them comparable to something like a large pony in modern terms (147
centimetres being the dividing line between pony and horse today), they
would have been considered large animals during this period. Pliny notes
that ‘a different build is required for the Circus, and consequently though
horses may be broken as two-year-olds to other service, racing in the Circus
does not claim them before five’ (Natural History 8.162). These horses
underwent thorough programmes of exercise and training, since—as Virgil
notes—‘racers and chargers are both a job to breed: for either it is youth,
mettle and pace that trainers first demand’ (Georgics 3.118–20; see further
Hyland, 1990: 214–17). This training took place first on the stud farms and
later at facilities near the tracks themselves (for example, the Trigarium in
the Campus Martius in Rome). The best horses might race until 20 years old
(Pelagonius, Ars Veterinaria 1).

Depending on its suitability, a horse bred for racing would assume one of
two positions within a chariot team: either harnessed on the inside (iugales)
or attached to the central pair by rein, not yoked (funales). The lead horse on
the left side of the chariot (equus funalis) is traditionally regarded as the
most important, since it guided the team around the sharp, treacherous turns
of the metae (we can assume that it is this inside trace horse that is the one
mentioned in charioteer inscriptions to the exclusion of any other). In
addition, horses’ stamina was tested by the length of the course (which at
around 5 kilometres was considerably greater than even the longest modern
American thoroughbred race, the Belmont Stakes, at 2.4 kilometres) and by
repeated races on the same day. In addition, certain types of race had a
higher degree of innate difficulty. In the diversium, for example, only two
teams participated: the winner switched teams with his beaten rival, tasking
each driver with gaining command over unfamiliar horses and getting them
to perform at their peak just after having raced.

Racehorses endured remarkable stress over their careers and literary
sources give insight into their ailments and care. The most important of these



is Pelagonius’s Ars Veterinaria, commentaries written in the fourth century
that were probably intended for wealthy Roman horse-owners or-breeders.
Some of the topics that he discusses include leg injuries such as concussions
sustained from the constant pounding on the hard-packed track; joint and
tendon stress in the legs and back and shoulder injuries resulting from
sudden, high-speed turns; and eye injuries such as blows or scarring from
whips or inflammation, probably from the sandy racecourse (see further
Hyland, 1990: 204–5, 224–7). Beyond the wealth of technical information
that these commentaries provide about medical practice, they exhibit a
genuine appreciation and sympathy for their equine subjects that is
consistent with the tone and approach of other veterinarian treatises (see
further Chapter 33: Veterinary Medicine).

The Romans’ devotion to horses can also be seen in their appellatives,
which evoke them as living personalities. Nearly 600 horses’ names survive
from disparate sources and these can be organized into six categories, ranked
in decreasing order of frequency: (1) skill, with sub-categories of speed
(Celer, swift), strength (Adamus, cast-iron), agility (Passerinus, sparrow),
etc.; (2) appearance, with emphasis on colour (Aureus, golden) or markings
(Maculosus, speckled), beauty (Elegans), size (Adauctus, bulky), movement,
or other physical traits (such as their manes); (3) origin, including divine
descent (Pegasus), owners’ names, sire, ethnic extraction (Aegyptus), etc.;
(4) expectations, such as victory (Victor) or good fortune (Felix); (5)
behaviour, ranging from docility (Volens, willing) to impetuousness
(Temerarius, hothead); and (6) expressions of affection (Adamatus, much-
beloved). As many of these names suggest and as the literary sources
confirm, Romans commonly attributed to horses extraordinary gifts, from
oracular powers (Hyland, 1990: 238–40) to human-like comprehension:
‘horses harnessed to chariots in the circus unquestionably show that they
understand the shouts of encouragement and applause’ (Pliny, Natural
History 8.159).

Unlike the harsh treatment that some animals endured in other spectacles
(see further Chapter 26: Spectacles of Animal Abuse), many horses became
beloved celebrities in their own right and were allowed a quiet retirement to
pasture after their careers ended. During their lives they might be celebrated
in the visual arts, from everyday clay lamps to sprawling domestic mosaics,
while in death some received their own funerary monuments (Herrlinger,
1930: 106f.; Dunbabin, 1978). The legendary Apulian stallion Hirpinus was



celebrated—some twenty years apart—by the poets Martial (Epigrams
3.63.11) and Juvenal (below; see further Bianco, 1977). Such hippomania
infected all levels of Roman society. The emperors Caligula and Lucius
Verus spoiled their favourite racehorses, Incitatus and Volucer, with lavish
stables, blankets, and foodstuffs (Suetonius, Caligula 55; SHA, Verus 6).
While some Romans claimed disinterest in the races (for example, Ovid,
Amores 3.2.1 who was more interested in the opportunities for picking up
girls), Lucian noted that many had succumbed: ‘the craze for horses is really
great, you know, and men with a name for earnestness have caught it in great
numbers’ (Nigrinus 29). For observers of the vulgar urban masses (plebs
urbanum), horse racing was seen as an all-consuming passion: ‘the favourite
among all amusements, from sunrise until evening, in sunshine and in rain,
they stand open-mouthed, examining minutely the good points or the defects
of charioteers and their horses’ (Ammianus Marcellinus 14.6.25). Fans were
knowledgeable of horses’ bloodlines, ethnic provenance, and much else, but
they were most interested in their wins (see, for example, Juvenal, Satires
8.57–63).

Superstition hung heavily over the races, and charioteers and spectators
alike employed strategies to ensure victory. Some enthusiasts smelled the
dung of their favourite horses to evaluate their health and forecast the
outcome of their races (Galen, De methodo medendi libri XIV [Kühn,
10.478]). Horses were decked out by their drivers with ornaments thought to
aid their performance, such as wolves’ teeth (Pliny, Natural History 28.257).
Crescent-shaped amulets (lunulae) and bronze bells (inscribed with the
names of the driver and the lead horse), together with the names of the
horses themselves (for example, Abascantus, ‘Evil Eye free’), were used to
counteract the supernatural forces of Envy and the Evil Eye (cf. Langner,
2001: nos. 1390–1404). Horses and charioteers were also subject to attack
by witchcraft, since some spectators attempted to influence the outcome of
the races by casting spells on horses and their drivers with curse tablets
(defixiones). These lead tablets were commonly buried at the starting gates
or the turning posts of the race track, which were seen as liminal spaces
because of the technical challenges they presented to the teams. Defixiones
were inscribed by magicians with malefic curses, sometimes accompanied
by visceral images, that summoned demons to disempower, maim and/or kill
competitors and their horses (see further Chapter 18: Animal Magic). While
some curses may have been motivated by financial gain through betting (see,



for example, Epictetus, 1.9.27), generally they attest to fans’ deep
psychological investment in their human and equine heroes.

Because of their passionate following, horse races became targets of the
Christian Church, which vilified circus arenas as houses of devil worship
(Lim, 2012). We should not underestimate the threat of the races as the
Church perceived it: for even in the fourth century, racehorses continued to
be named after pagan gods while one Early Church Father lamented that the
people of Rome were more knowledgeable about the star racehorses than the
apostles (John Chrysostom, Homilies 48). For many Romans, even those
living under the increasing influence of Christianity, chariot races were
tantamount to a religion, the Circus Maximus their ‘temple,’ and racehorses
—together with charioteers—their gods.
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(1997) and Kiley-Worthington (2004).

For the Greek world, on horse training, see Anderson (1961). On hippic
contests generally, see De Rossi (2011). On the aristocracy and hippic
competition, see Nicholson (2005). For Athens, see Camp (1998).

For the Roman world, on spectacles, see Futrell (2006). On circus arenas,
see Humphrey (1986) and Nelis-Clément (2008). On chariot racing, see
Junkelmann (2000), Thuillier (1996), and Meijer (2010). On charioteers,
see Horsmann (1998). On the factions, see Cameron (1976). On racehorses,
see Toynbee (1973), Hyland (1990), Junkelmann (1990), and (on names)
Darder Lissón (1996). On curse tablets, see Heintz (1998).



ABBREVIATIONS

CIL Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum
ILS Inscriptionum Latinarum Selectae
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CHAPTER 28

ANIMALS AND TRIUMPHS

IDA ÖSTENBERG

INTRODUCTION
THE Roman triumph was a highly spectacular event. Setting out from the
Campus Martius, the procession entered the city, filled the streets and
crossed theatres and circuses on its way to the Roman Forum and the final
climb up the Capitoline hill. Masses of people watched the show, some
crowded at porticoes and on roofs, others seated at the Circus or on
temporarily erected benches. The triumph was a huge feast that celebrated
Rome and her victories. It was an inclusive ritual that strengthened the sense
of community by bringing together the Romans who walked with laurel
crowns in the procession and the spectators, who, also wreathed with laurel,
participated by watching, reading, commenting, and discussing the people
and objects that paraded by (Östenberg, 2009).

The triumph was an influential spectacle and also a momentous political
event. To hold a triumph provided the successful general and his family with
great glory, and Rome’s leading men fought intensely not only on the foreign
battlefield but also on the senate floor to achieve a triumphus (Pelikan
Pittenger, 2008). Further, the Roman triumph was a religious celebration in
which the Roman community and her general paid homage to their gods in
gratitude for their support in war. As was customary for a religious feast in
antiquity, the triumph consisted of a procession, a sacrifice, and, later on,
victory games. All these parts involved a large number of animals. Wild
beast shows are discussed in Chapter 26 in this volume, and the following
analysis will focus on the triumphus proper, in particular on its procession.

The triumphal procession could in many ways be interpreted as role-
playing, in which the Roman participants and those conquered were clearly
distinguished from each other. In this way, spectators could easily read the



parade that passed by, recognizing whom to cheer as ‘us’ and whom to
understand as ‘them’. The animals too were either Roman or foreign. Roman
horses drew the chariot of the triumphator, Roman draught animals pulled
wagons with spoils and prisoners, and Roman bulls and oxen were led as
sacrificial animals. Foreign animals, on the other hand, horses and elephants
captured on the battlefield, were led as prisoners in the parade. Most
interesting are the elephants. They were introduced into Rome as captive
foreign beasts in the early third-century BC processions, but were later
tamed and taken up as representatives of the Roman side, even to be used as
escorts of the triumphator.

ROMAN ANIMALS
The triumphator rode in a car driven by four horses, a quadriga. This was a
distinct mark of honour, as is seen from the fact that the general awarded
with the smaller triumph, the ovatio, instead rode on horseback (Servius,
Commentary on Aeneid 4.543). Livy provides a telling example, as he
describes the celebration held for the Punic victories in 207 BC. Here, the
triumphator M. Livius Salinator, who had held the auspices on the day of
battle, entered the city in a quadriga, followed by C. Claudius Nero on
horseback, as he had won an ovatio for the same victory (Livy, 28.9.9–16;
cf. Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings, 4.1.9).

Several sources tell that in the early fourth century BC, Camillus
triumphed in a quadriga drawn by white horses (Livy, 5.23.5–6, 5.28.1;
Plutarch, Life of Camillus 7.1–2; Dognini, 2002). The white horses were
divine markers, and for his hubris, Camillus was fined or expelled (Diodorus
Siculus, Library of History 14.117.6; Dio Cassius, Roman History 52.13.3).
The historicity of the event has been questioned, however (Weinstock, 1971:
68–75). With the late Republic, we are on firmer ground. In 46 BC, the
senate allowed Caesar to triumph escorted by seventy-two lictors and drawn
by four white horses (Dio Cassius, Roman History 43.14.3), suggesting that
the white horses, as the mass of lictors, was at the time a display that was out
of the ordinary. In contrast, in Augustan times, the notion of white horses as
drawers of the triumphal chariot prevailed (Ovid, Art of Love 1.214, Letters
from Pontus 2.8.50, Fasti 6.723–4; Propertius, Elegies 4.1.32). For example,
Tibullus sings of how his patron, Messalla Corvinus, rides an ivory chariot,
drawn by four white horses (Elegies 1.7.7–8). Very probably, these poetic



descriptions reflect a triumphal procedure, in which white horses had now
become commonplace.

The horses were crowned with laurel, to mark them as Roman participants
who rejoice in victory (Ovid, Tristia 4.2.22). Ovid calls the horses
‘triumphing’ (Letters from Pontus 2.8.39–40) and contrasts them to the
representation of the conquered Germania, who is carried as a slave ahead.
Ovid also depicts the horses as stopping at times, frightened by the sounds of
cheering people (Ovid, Tristia 4.2.53–4), thus providing a glimpse of the
vivid event. Also, on many reliefs that show excerpts from Roman triumphs,
the horses bring life and motion into the scenes. Take, for example, the
famous triumphator relief from the passageway of the Arch of Titus (Fig.
28.1). Here, the four horses fill the central part of the scene (Pfanner, 1983:
47, tables 45, 46.1, 47.1). The stallions walk with coordinated movements,
their outer forelegs lifted in a parallel row. But the upper parts of the horses
are more individually depicted, and each head is portrayed with its own
characteristics and singularly rendered bridles (Pfanner, 1983: 48, Ill. 29).
The heads do not appear in a single line, but each horse strives forward at a
different position, providing the viewer with variation in angles and depth.
The overall impression is of a dynamic scene that includes both organized
and strong movement, a notion strengthened by the female personification,
who walks just in front of the quadriga. This is Roma, or Virtus, an
embodiment of the city. She holds the horses distinctly by their reins and,
while glancing back to control the stallions, she takes a resolute step
forwards to lead the triumphator into Rome.



FIGURE 28.1 Passage relief from Arch of Titus in Rome: Titus in the triumphal quadriga.
©Photo SCALA, Florence, 2011, courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali.

The liveliness of the horses appears in strong contrast to the triumphator,
who is depicted standing motionless in his chariot, elevated above the rest of
the pageant. In fact, I believe this to be an important visual function of the
stallions—to represent the movement of the procession while allowing for
the general to be shown in static dignity. He does not even drive the chariot,
as his hands are fully occupied with holding a sceptre in his left hand
(fragments can be seen) and what was very probably a branch of laurel in the
right. The relief shows the reins as running from the horses back to the
chariot. However, on the Arch of Titus, as on most other Imperial triumphal
representations, the triumphator does not hold the reins, which instead hang



on the ridge of the chariot, probably to be fastened on the inside. The relief
hence presents an illusion of a steering general in a vehicle that is actually
led by Roma, as here, or by a slave, as on one of the Boscoreale cups (Fig.
28.2). This phenomenon has a parallel in the written texts, which at several
times describe the triumphator as being led into Rome, in the passive sense
(invectus, invehitur). Hence, the horses, in representations as in the ancient
city space, filled a double role: a practical role, physically drawing the
general’s chariot, and a symbolic one, having him shown in statuesque lofty
majesty, clearly led while also sensed as conducting the parade.

FIGURE 28.2 Silver cup from Boscoreale. Triumph of Tiberius: a slave pulls the four horses
forwards. Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Photo from: Héron de Villefosse, ‘Le Trésor de Boscoreale’, Monuments Eugène Piot 5 (1899), plate
XXXIV.1.

Besides the horses drawing the chariot of the general, the triumph was
packed with Roman animals performing the less glamorous task of pulling
along carts with prisoners and spoils. Literary sources tell very little of these
draught beasts, but, as an exception, Plutarch writes that in Lucullus’s



triumph of 63 BC there were 107 mules who bore around 2,700,000 silver
coins, eight mules who carried golden couches and fifty-six who transported
silver ingots (Plutarch, Life of Lucullus 37.4). Here, the animals gave visual
effect to the mass of spoils that Lucullus brought into the city. Numbers were
important to quantify success, and the herd of mules marked Rome’s vast
richness and conquests on the streets of the city as in the later accounts.

Draught animals appear on some reliefs that depict triumphal processions.
As one example, an Imperial terracotta plaque (Fig. 28.3) shows two smaller
rather robust horses pulling a cart with two male bearded prisoners (La
Rocca and Tortorella, 2008: 129). A carter draws the horses forwards by
their reins, while a soldier and an equestrian official walk beside the wagon
and pull chains that are attached to the captives’ throats and feet
(Gabelmann, 1981: 455–7). The double holding of reins forms a visual
parallel: the carter who holds the horses at an even pace and the soldiers who
control the prisoners in their chained grip.



FIGURE 28.3 Terracotta (so-called Campana) plaque with triumphal scene. Two chained barbarian
prisoners seated on a cart drawn by two horses. British Museum; London.

Copyright the Trustees of the British Museum.

Roman animals were also employed as sacrificial victims. The triumph was
Rome’s most prestigious feast, and the animals presented were bulls and
oxen, intended for sacrifice to Jupiter on the Capitoline hill (Servius,
Commentary on Aeneid 4.543). The literary sources offer rather sparse
evidence about these animals, but some texts describe the oxen as being
white (Ovid, Tristia 4.2.5–6; Appian, Punic Wars 66). In describing
Aemilius Paullus’s triumph of 167 BC, Plutarch writes that there were 120
oxen present, suggesting that the number of sacrificial animals was an
important mark of piety and prestige (Plutarch, Life of Aemilius Paullus
33.2; Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 31.8.9). Plutarch tells that the
victims went just behind the trumpeters, at the head of the procession, and



also that their horns were gilded and that they were decked with garlands
and fillets.

The victims would have been bred specifically for the triumphal event.
Plutarch calls them stall-fed, and Horace describes them as untouched by the
yoke (Epodes 9.22). Horace surprisingly uses the female form (boves
intactae), which opens up the possibility that cows could have been included
among the cattle sacrificed (cf. Diodorus Siculus, who writes of boes leukai,
which could mean both cows and cattle in general, Library of History
31.8.9). All white and shimmering with gold, the victims must have made a
spectacular impression. As they walked at the front of the parade, they
would have marked the procession as an event dedicated to the gods and also
formed a visual prelude to the triumphator, who rode further back, he too
accompanied by white animals, the horses, and dressed in glimmering gold.
Plutarch states that young male attendants led the sacrificial oxen and that
boys followed with gold and silver vessels for libation. Reliefs also depict
each animal attended by a group of sacrificers, one person leading the
victim, others carrying vessels and the axe. The bulls (reliefs show mostly
bulls) are decked with garlanded fillets, and between their horns, they carry
the fastigium in imitation of a temple’s pediment. On the silver cup from
Boscoreale depicting Tiberius’s triumph, the bull preceding the triumphator
carries a fastigium that displays an image of an eagle seated on a globe (Fig.
28.4). The same image—eagle on globe—reappears on the temple’s gable
further to the right on the same relief, clearly connecting triumph, sacrifice,
and bull with Jupiter and his shrine (Fig. 28.5).



FIGURE 28.4 Silver cup from Boscoreale. Triumph of Tiberius: bull led to sacrifice. Musée du
Louvre, Paris.

Photo from: Héron de Villefosse, ‘Le Trésor de Boscoreale’, Monuments Eugène Piot 5 (1899), plate
XXXV.2.



FIGURE 28.5 Silver cup from Boscoreale. Triumph of Tiberius: sacrifice in front of temple of Jupiter.
Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Photo from: Héron de Villefosse, ‘Le Trésor de Boscoreale’, Monuments Eugène Piot 5 (1899), plate
XXXVI.2.

The Boscoreale cup includes a double representation of bulls, one led in
parade, one being sacrificed, which testifies to Tiberius’s fulfilling of his
vows. It is a curious fact that, in contrast to their rare mention in the literary
sources, sacrificial animals appear frequently on a number of reliefs
representing triumphal processions. This goes not least for the longer friezes
on the Arch of Titus (though fragmentary) and the Arch of Trajan in
Benevento (Pfanner, 1983: 82–90). By repeating the sacrificial group of
animals and attendants all around these monuments, the friezes underline the
religious character of the triumphal procession, which seems to move in an
endless never-interrupted file towards the gods on the Capitol. The friezes



signal the piety of the Roman people and their general, who with the
continuous support of their gods have conquered the world.

FOREIGN ANIMALS
According to the Augustan History (Historia Augusta), a late Roman
collection of biographies of Roman emperors, some grand processions
arranged in the third century AD included large numbers of exotic animals.
Gordian III prepared a Persian triumph with thirty-two elephants, ten elks,
ten tigers, sixty tame lions, thirty tame leopards, ten hyenas, six
hippopotamuses, one rhinoceros, ten wild lions, ten giraffes, twenty wild
asses, and forty wild horses (Augustan History, The Three Gordians 33.1–2).
Gordian died before the triumph was held, and Philip the Arab inherited the
animals and put them on stage in his secular games in AD 248. Some
twenty-five years later, the emperor Aurelian triumphed over Zenobia, and
the parade saw tigers, giraffes, and elks, together with twenty elephants, and
200 tamed beasts of all kinds from Libya and Palestine (Augustan History,
Aurelian 33.4).

Quite surprisingly, before the Augustan History, only one ancient text
suggests the presence of exotic animals in triumphal processions. Josephus
writes of Vespasian and Titus’s Jewish triumph held in AD 71: ‘Beasts of
many species were led along, all decked out with appropriate adornments.
The numerous attendants, who led each group, were dressed in garments of
purple and gold…’ (The Jewish War 7.136–7). Josephus’s text reveals that
the animals were of many kinds, and that they were grouped, probably
according to species. This is also how the Augustan History describes the
beasts. Here, the precise figures indicate that tigers, lion, elks, and giraffes
were displayed not in an unordered mass, but each kind separately. In fact,
when describing Aurelian’s triumph, the biographer specifically states that
the animals were shown in order, per ordinem. By leading foreign animals in
ordered files, the triumphs displayed the Roman control of the world’s faunal
life.

Josephus’s account does not suggest that the Jewish triumph would have
been unique in parading rows of exotic animals. Rather, it is likely that such
animal displays were common in Roman triumphs. Certainly, the Hellenistic
lavish royal processions included a variety of exotic animals (Rice, 1983:
83–99; Coleman, 1996: 58–68), and the Roman processions were not



unaffected by these spectacles. Also, from early times, Romans had taken
domestic cattle as captives and led them in triumphs. For example, Florus
states that before 275 BC, Roman victory processions had commonly
included sheep of the Vulsci (pecora Vulscorum) and greges Sabinorum,
Sabine flocks (Epitome of Roman History 1.13.27). Thus, long before
foreign beasts were introduced, Rome was used to witnessing files of
animals being led in her streets in triumph.

When did Rome start to lead exotic animals in her parades? When M.
Fulvius Nobilior arranged the first recorded game hunt in 186 BC, he
included lions and pantherae (possibly leopards; Livy, 39.22.1–3). Perhaps,
some of these beasts had also been led in his triumph. After all, triumphs and
ludi were closely linked, and in Fulvius Nobilior’s case we know that the
booty displayed in the triumph was also used to pay for the shows (Livy,
39.5.7–11). The problem is that we know only vaguely how much time
passed between the triumph and the ludi; Livy tells that Nobilior triumphed
in December 187 BC and that his games were held sometime during the next
year. To lead animals in the parade, the triumph and games would have had
to be very close in time, as the costs for feeding animals while awaiting the
ludi quickly reached high sums. For this reason, Rome always kept a short
time span between the beasts’ arrival and their participation at the games
(Kyle, 1998: 187). Hence, although Pompey might well have led exotic
animals in his triumph of 61 BC, it is not probable the they were the same
ones later used at the opening of his theatre complex in 55 BC (in which
elephants, lions, leopards, a Gallic lynx, a rhinoceros, and Ethiopian
monkeys are attested, e.g., Cicero, Letters to Friends 7.1.3; Pliny, Natural
History 8.7.20–2, 8.28.70–29.71).

In contrast, Caesar and Octavian’s triumphal celebrations were closely
followed by games with animal shows. In 46 BC, Caesar celebrated his
triumphs and the inauguration of his Forum and the temple of Venus with
spectacular games (Pliny, Natural History 8.7.22, 8.70.182; Plutarch, Life of
Caesar 55.2; Appian, Civil Wars 2.102; Suetonius, Life of Caesar 39; Dio
Cassius, Roman History 43.22.2–23.6). And, in 29 BC, Octavian held his
games, which also opened the aedes divi Iulii, on 18 August, only a few days
after his threefold triumph celebrated on 13–15 August (Dio Cassius, Roman
History 51.22.4–9). Both Caesar and Octavian used captives from the
triumphs in their games, and very probably, the beasts that appeared in the
games had also walked the processional line. After all, both celebrations



showed large Eastern displays from Alexandria, a city famed for its
zoological collections and rich in trade with exotic animals. It was probably
from Alexandria that Caesar had obtained the giraffe that Pliny and Dio
Cassius claim was seen for the first time in Rome at the games (Pliny,
Natural History 8.27.69; Dio Cassius, Roman History 43.23.1–2). Octavian
instead showed the hippopotamus and the rhinoceros, both rather novel
sights in Rome, at his games, and these too probably came from Alexandria.
Very probably, Caesar and Octavian had the exotic beasts led or carried in
their triumphal parades before taking them into the arena.

Many exotic animals shown in triumphs in Rome had been collected in
foreign conquered countries. Some had also been presented as gifts from
lands and kings who wished to express their loyalty. Exotic animals
constituted a traditional gift and tribute in the eastern Mediterranean
(Bodson, 1998: 71–5). The practice continued in Roman times, and
Augustus is known to have received tigers, elephants, and snakes as gifts
from Indian embassies (Strabo, 15.1.73; Florus, Epitome of Roman History
2.34.62–3; Dio Cassius, Roman History 54.9.8). By displaying beasts that
had been taken and presented as gifts, Roman triumphs could show off a
world of peoples and animals now both conquered and loyal.

FROM FOREIGN TO ROMAN: THE
ELEPHANT

Besides the early display of cattle and sheep, and the later exhibition of rows
of exotic animals, sources confirm the triumphal display of two kinds of
animals: horses (only mentioned by Livy, 36.40.11–12, and Diodorus
Siculus, Library of History 31.8.12) and elephants. Elephants are without
any comparison the species to have left the largest imprint in the Latin and
Greek texts, and the following discussion will focus on their processional
display.

Foreign Fearful Beasts
When King Pyrrhus landed on Italian soil in 280 BC, he brought with him a
force of 25,000 men and twenty elephants (Plutarch, Life of Pyrrhus 15.1).
Italy had never before seen such beasts, and the elephants aroused
substantial attention (Pliny, Natural History 8.6.16). The city of Tarentum



minted coins with images of Indian elephants (Scullard, 1974: 103 and pl.
XIVa) and cruder elephant depictions, probably referring to Pyrrhus’s beasts,
appear on issues of aes signatum from central Italy in the first half of the
third century BC (Fig. 28.6). Pyrrhus’s elephants caused the Roman army
much trouble, and it was only at the battle of Beneventum in 275 BC that the
consul M’. Curius Dentatus managed to turn things around, driving the
elephants back onto Pyrrhus’s own lines. Dentatus returned to Rome and
celebrated a triumph, of which Florus writes: ‘nothing that the Roman
people saw pleased them more than those beasts (beluae) whom they had
feared, carrying their towers and following the victorious horses with heads
bowed low not wholly unconscious that they were prisoners’ (Epitome of
Roman History 1.13.26–8).

FIGURE 28.6 Aes signatum from the first half of the third century BC depicting an elephant. British
Museum.

Copyright the Trustees of the British Museum.

Seneca and Pliny the Elder affirm that Dentatus’s triumph was the first to
show elephants in Rome (Seneca, On the Shortness of Life 13.3; Pliny,



Natural History 8.6.16). Pliny expressly states that ‘Italy saw elephants for
the first time in the war against king Pyrrhus and called them Lucanian oxen
because they were seen in Lucania in 280 BC; but Rome first saw them in a
triumph five years later’. At another place in the Natural History (7.139),
Pliny credits L. Caecilius Metellus with having introduced elephants in a
triumph in 250 BC, probably meaning that he was the first to do so during
the first Punic war (ex primo Punico bello). In fact, in the later Roman
tradition, Dentatus and Metellus were both famed for their early elephant
displays: Dentatus for having been the first to show the beasts in Rome,
Metellus for having paraded such a large number. According to Seneca,
Metellus led as many as 120 captured elephants in his triumph (On the
Shortness of Life 13.8), and the beasts quite clearly made a spectacular
impression. Varro even places a historical event ‘in the year that Metellus
showed a great number of elephants in his triumph’ (Pliny, Natural History
18.4.17). The tradition of Metellus’s deed was also much promoted by his
family, who from the middle of the second century BC to the end of the
Republic issued coins that carried the image of an elephant to commemorate
the great achievement of their ancestor (Scullard, 1974: 152, pl. XXIV, a–c,
n. 90).

In particular, Metellus received much praise for shipping the herd on huge
rafts filled with earth and bushes across the strait of Messina. Zonaras
(Extracts of History 8.14) points out that the enterprise was so smooth that
the elephants never sensed that they were crossing the sea. Metellus and his
extraordinary retinue must have attracted quite some attention all along their
route. In fact, it seems that this spectacle itself, the very transfer of elephants
to Rome, and their subsequent appearance in the triumph, was the sole
reason for transporting the beasts at all. Once the triumph was over, Rome
did not know what to do with the elephants. It was decided that the beasts
should not be kept nor be presented as gifts to foreign kings, and as a result,
they ended up in the Circus (Pliny, Natural History 8.6.17). According to
Pliny, there were two different later traditions, according to which the
elephants were either killed by javelins or simply driven around the Circus in
order to increase the contempt for them.

The abundant descriptions in the ancient literature of the triumphs of
Dentatus and Metellus and the elephant depictions on coins testify to the
emotional first imprint that these animals made on the Roman spectators.
Certainly, the feelings were caused by the awe that the earliest military



confrontations induced on the Roman side. Florus stresses that the elephants
shown by Dentatus had been much feared even by the inhabitants of Rome
(Epitome of Roman History 1.13.28), who before the triumph had never seen
the animals, but merely heard frightening stories about them. Polybius also
describes the joy and relief that Metellus’s capturing of the fearful Punic
beasts caused in Rome (Histories 1.40.15–41.2; cf. 1.39.12–13).

To the Roman soldiers in the field, the elephants were no less than
attacking fortresses, carrying towers and warriors on their backs and having
tusks that were at times armed with sharp iron or even with spears. Florus
maintains that Dentatus paraded the elephants ‘with their turrets’, cum
turribus suis. Thus they appeared in Rome as in battle. But the elephants
were much more than inanimate war machines. To the Romans, still not used
to their looks and behaviour, they appeared as wild and forceful monsters
(ferae, beluae, monstra). Florus describes how the Roman horses were
terrified by their massive ugliness, their smell, and their trumpeting (Epitome
of Roman History 1.13.8). In fact, to strike terror into enemy soldiers and
horses was one of the main functions of war elephants; they often carried
war paint, and they were occasionally even intoxicated with rations of wine
before battle to increase their fury.

By capturing the elephants and leading them as prisoners in her triumphs,
Rome manifestly displayed that she had tamed the ferocious beasts. Florus
writes that the elephants in Dentatus’s triumph walked with their heads
bowed, a pose that not only signalled lost powers and captivity to the
spectators but also marked that the beasts themselves were conscious of and
accepted their submission to Rome. In fact, to lower one’s head was also a
fitting gesture for the human prisoners who were forced to walk in the
Roman triumphs; in this way they bowed physically as well as symbolically
to the power of Rome.

After Dentatus and Metellus, elephants next appear in the smaller triumph
(ovatio) held by Marcellus in 211 BC after his conquest of Syracuse. Livy
describes the military spoils, art, and rich goods from the conquered Greek
city, and adds: Punicae quoque victoriae signum octo ducti elephanti, ‘as a
mark that the Carthaginians had been defeated as well, eight elephants were
led in the procession’ (Livy, 26.21.7–10).

Ten years later, Scipio Africanus concluded the Second Punic War by his
victory at Zama. In the triumph that followed, elephants walked in the
procession (Appian, Punic Wars 66). After Scipio’s triumph, we hear of no



more captured elephants led as prisoners in any triumph until the third
century AD, when they appear as one of many kinds of exotic animals.
Elephants ceased to be used on the battlefield at around the time of Caesar,
and the beasts exhibited in the late Roman processions had not been captured
in battle, but had probably been collected at the end of the war or presented
as gifts. Rather than denoting a particularly fierce enemy defeated in combat,
the elephants here, together with the other species, transmitted an image of
the worldwide fauna now embraced by the Roman Empire.

Although, up to the time of Caesar, elephants continued to be captured
from enemy forces on the battlefield, after 201 BC, no sources describe them
being led as prisoners in a triumph. On some occasions, their display might
simply not have left any traces in our texts, but at others, it seems clear that
Rome chose not to parade the captured beasts. For example, elephants
formed an important part of Antiochus’s army against the Roman forces both
in Aetolia and above all at Magnesia in 190 BC, where the Roman general
Scipio Asiaticus managed to capture fifteen beasts (Livy, 37.44.1; Appian,
Syrian Wars 36). In the treaty of Apamea that followed, Antiochus was
forced to hand over his remaining elephants and to promise not to possess
any in the future (Polybius, Histories 21.42.12–13; Livy, 38.38.8). Still,
there are no traces of elephants in Scipio’s triumph after Magnesia, nor in
Manlius Vulso’s procession that followed the treaty of Apamea. Scipio
instead paraded 1,231 ivory tusks (Livy, 37.59.3–6), and Vulso chose to
present Antiochus’s elephants as a gift to King Eumenes of Pergamon (Livy,
38.39.5).

There were probably a number of motives involved in the choice made by
these generals not to display elephants in their triumphs. From the beginning
of the second century BC, the Romans themselves occasionally employed
elephants in war, a circumstance that might have lessened the desire to
present them as captive foreign beasts in their processions. Also, to ship
large beasts to Rome did involve considerable logistical undertakings and
expense. It might simply not have seemed worth the effort to transport the
beasts all the way to Rome just to show them to an audience who were by
now rather used to elephant displays. Instead, by parading a large number of
ivory tusks, Scipio could exhibit new and extraordinary riches while also
alluding to his defeat of Antiochus’s elephants without having to go through
the trouble of shipping the beasts back home. Further, Scipio Asiaticus and
Manlius Vulso were both victorious in the East, and it might be that



elephants at this time had become symbolically linked to Rome’s Punic
victories. Livy writes that Marcellus showed elephants as ‘a mark that the
Carthaginians had been defeated’. In fact, Roman warfare in the first and
second Punic wars had been much focused on how to fight the unfamiliar
beasts. The battle at Zama meant the breaking of their spell; Scipio managed
to control their behaviour in battle and the beasts were handed over to Rome.
After Zama, the texts reveal quite little concern with encountering elephants
on the battlefield. The animals were no longer ferae; their powers were
mastered and they were ready to fight for Rome as well. The spectators, who
had earlier waited with eagerness to see foreign elephants walk humbled in
the triumphs, now had other expectations and other fears. Very probably,
then, the triumph of Scipio Africanus in 201 BC, by staging complete
mastery over the elephants also put an end to their display as feared beasts.

Turning Roman
Elephants again appear in two late Republican triumphal performances:
Pompey’s first triumph, held over Africa sometime between 81 and 79 BC,
and Caesar’s fourfold triumph in 46 BC celebrating his victories in Gaul,
Egypt, Pontus, and Africa. On these occasions, the role of the elephants had
changed: they were no longer led as captives but accompanied the Roman
victor.

In Pompey’s triumph, the elephants form part of a well-known and rather
amusing story. Not yet a senator and performing his first triumph, Pompey
tried to enter Rome in a chariot drawn by four elephants (Pliny, Natural
History 8.2.4; Plutarch, Life of Pompey 14.4–5; Hölscher, 2005). However,
the porta triumphalis was too narrow for this grand entry, and although
Pompey tried twice, he finally gave up and changed to the traditional horses.
Some thirty-five years later, in 46 BC, elephants appeared in Caesar’s
processions. There are two versions of the role they played in these
spectacles. According to Suetonius, forty elephants carrying torches flanked
Caesar as he climbed the Capitol in his Gallic triumph (Suetonius, Life of
Caesar 37.2). Dio Cassius also includes elephants carrying torches, but in
this version, they conducted Caesar home together with all the people after
the dinner held on the last day’s triumph (Dio Cassius, Roman History
43.22.1–2).

Pompey’s elephants appeared in his triumph over Africa. If we are to trust
Dio Cassius, Caesar’s elephants showed up on the last day of the four



triumphs held in 46 BC when, also, the victory in Africa was celebrated. In
consequence, scholars have stressed the symbolic meaning of the elephants
as denoting the conquest of Africa (Matz, 1952: 30; Voisin, 1983: 32–3).
However, in the case of Caesar, Suetonius, in contrast to Dio, claims that the
elephants appeared in the Gallic parade. And, even if Dio is correct, it is far
from certain that the elephants were meant to evoke the African celebration
in particular. In many ways, Caesar combined his four triumphs of 46 BC
into one manifestation rather than four separate celebrations (Östenberg,
2009: 287), and the dinner in question could well have concluded the entire
fourfold performance rather than the specific African parade. More
importantly, in contrast to the beasts displayed by Dentatus, Metellus,
Marcellus, and Scipio Africanus, the elephants described as taking part in
Pompey and Caesar’s triumphs were not captives, but employed to escort the
triumphator himself. They were not staged as submissive prisoners of Rome
drawn in triumph, but they now, as it seemed willingly, rendered service to
the victorious Roman leader.

In fact, Roman generals had used elephants as escorts and symbols of
victory for quite some time. In 120 BC, Cn. Domitius Ahenobarbus
celebrated his success by riding through Gaul on an elephant’s back
followed by his soldiers in a kind of victory procession (Suetonius, Nero
2.1–2; Florus, Epitome of Roman History 1.37.5). Rome’s Gallic enemies
had used no elephants in this war, and Africa had not been involved. The
animal in question must have fought on the Roman side, after which it was
taken up as a victory escort by Ahenobarbus.

Thus, although there might well have been a certain symbolic link
between the elephants and the African triumphs of Pompey and Caesar, it
seems more reasonable to stress the function of these animals as escorts of
the triumphing generals. Such an interpretation is further strengthened by the
obvious references in Pompey and Caesar’s triumphs to both Alexander and
to Dionysus and his triumphant return from India on an elephant’s back.
Describing Pompey’s African triumph, Pliny writes, ‘At Rome they [the
elephants] were first used in harness to draw the chariot of Pompey the Great
in his African triumph, as they are recorded to have been used before when
Father Liber went in triumph after his conquest of India’ (Pliny, Natural
History 8.2.4). The idea of the triumphant Dionysus developed in the
Hellenistic age, and was inspired by Alexander’s campaign in India.
Alexander collected a substantial herd of elephants, which accompanied him



on his way back from the East in celebration of his Indian tour. In the grand
procession that Ptolemy Philadelphus held in Alexandria sometime around
275 BC, Dionysus and Alexander were represented riding on and drawn by
elephants respectively (Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 5.200d, 5.202a–b).

The idea of the elephants as escorts and symbols of victorious gods and
semi-divine rulers was taken up and developed in Rome, and it is in this
context that the animals at Pompey and Caesar’s triumphs should be read.
Already in 125 BC, a coin of one Caecilius Metellus showed Jupiter in an
elephant biga (Crawford, 1974: 292–3, no. 269.1), and Augustus was
depicted in triumphal dress on coins issued in 17 BC, standing in a chariot
drawn by two elephants (Fig. 28.7). In commemoration of his successful
achievements during the civil wars, L. Cornificius, a friend of Octavian,
even used to ride about on an elephant whenever he dined out (Dio Cassius,
Roman History 49.7.6). From early Imperial times, elephants were
customarily employed to draw the images of deceased emperors and their
family members in the Circus processions (Scullard, 1974: 255–7). This use
of elephants reveals that they were linked to earthly victories, and also to
life, light, and the victory over death (Matz, 1952). Dionysus’s triumphant
return from India on an elephant’s back was a frequent motif on Roman
sarcophagi, and elephants were often used for candelabra in Roman art
(Matz, 1952: 33–6). Caesar’s use of the elephants as torch-bearers in his
triumph might be seen in this context, and he was clearly also inspired by
Eastern precedents. Antiochus VI is known to have employed torch-bearing
elephants emphasizing his divine nature as a victorious ruler (Matz, 1952:
34; Toynbee, 1973: 47).



FIGURE 28.7 Reverse of aureus, minted in Spain in 17 BC. Augustus in elephant biga on a triumphal
arch. British Museum.

Copyright the Trustees of the British Museum.

The elephants that appeared at Pompey and Caesar’s triumphs were very far
from being the monstra, ferae, and beluae of the triumphs of Dentatus and
Metellus. To be able to carry torches in a procession they had to be well



trained, and Caesar’s animals may have been raised and drilled in Italy
rather than captured in Africa. In fact, during his stay in Africa, Caesar
actually sent for elephants from Italy (Dio Cassius, Roman History 43.4.1).
Elephants were now trained for ceremonies rather than for war, a change
nicely reflected in an epigram by Philip of Thessaloniki:

No longer does the mighty-tusked elephant, with tower on back and ready to fight
phalanxes, charge unchecked into battle; but in fear he has yielded his thick neck to the
yoke, and draws the chariot of divine Caesar. The wild beast knows the delight of peace;
throwing off the gear of war, he conducts instead the father of good order.

(Anthologia Palatina 9.285, translation based on Scullard, 1974: 257)

In these verses, Philip depicts an elephant biga that carried the image of
the Divine Augustus at a Circus procession organized by Tiberius or
Caligula. Certainly, they also fit perfectly to describe the changing role of
the beasts in the triumphal procession, from captured fearful monsters of
foreign armies to tamed escorts of the Roman victor.



SUGGESTED READING

A classic discussion (although somewhat dated) of the triumph and its
origins is by Versnel (1970). In more recent years, scholars have written
anew about the triumph, focusing less on origins and more on contemporary
functions and meanings. For critical discussions of the sources, see
Itgenshorst (2005) and Beard (2007). For Augustus and the triumph, consult
the articles collected in Krasser, Pausch, and Petrovic (2008). The
exhibition catalogue edited by La Rocca and Tortorella (2008) includes
some pieces of general interest, and also many useful illustrations. Captured
animals displayed in triumphs are discussed in some depth by Östenberg
(2009: 168–84). The classic book on elephants in the ancient world is
Scullard (1974). No particular work focuses on the Roman animals shown
in triumphs, but discussions of horses, draught animals, and sacrificial oxen
can be found in publications of reliefs that include such representations
(e.g., Pfanner, 1983; Kuttner, 1995). For Pompey’s elephants, see
particularly the stimulating article by Hölscher (2005) on the late
Republican use of the animals as part of a politics of provocation.
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CHAPTER 29

Being the One and Becoming the Other
Animals in Ancient Philosophical Schools

STEPHEN T. NEWMYER

INTRODUCTION
IT is a common observation among scholars of Greek intellectual history
that, from the earliest stages of their philosophical speculation and long
before the establishment among them of formal philosophical schools, the
Greeks tended to describe the world and its inhabitants in terms of various
pairs of opposites. In his study of this phenomenon in early Greek
speculative thought, G.E.R. Lloyd noted among the Greeks a type of
argumentation that made frequent appeal to categories that he aptly termed
polarity and analogy (Lloyd, 1966: 7–8). In her more recent analysis, Maria
Michela Sassi judged this peculiarity of Greek thought to be a
preoccupation with the question of what constitutes ‘differentness’. For the
Greeks, she argued, the adult male Greek citizen functioned as the ‘centre’,
while certain other classes of males, as well as women, barbarians, and non-
human animals formed the ‘other’ (Sassi, 2001: xi). It is no exaggeration to
state that, from their earliest philosophical musings on other species, the
Greeks were preoccupied with determining whether the relationship
between human and non-human animals involves more analogy than
polarity and more sameness than differentness, and on what grounds such a
determination is to be made. While Greek philosophers prior to Aristotle
tended to regard humans and non-human species as beings analogous in
fundamental physical, psychic, and intellectual categories, in post-
Aristotelian thought, the emphasis on aspects of sameness receded
increasingly into the background, as differences, in particular those relating



to the intellectual properties of non-human species, came to the forefront of
the debate, and Greek philosophers eventually began to attribute moral
weight to differences in intellect. This development would have devastating
consequences for non-human animals in post-Classical thought that last into
the present day, as Aristotelian and post-Aristotelian, in particular Stoic,
arguments that non-human animals were ‘different’ from humans, in
consequence of which humans have no obligations to take into account any
interests that non-human animals may have, won acceptance in the
Christian church (Gilhus, 2006: 36–63).

PRE-PHILOSOPHICAL MUSINGS
Animals figure prominently in even the earliest extant literary documents of
the Greeks, the epic poems attributed to Homer (eighth century BC?),
works whose attitudes towards relations between the species precede the
earliest manifestations of the notion that human and non-human animals
differ in important respects. This circumstance may arise from the fact that
the Homeric concept of ‘otherness’ posits a sharper distinction between the
divine and the mortal than between the human and the non-human: in the
world of Homeric epic, human beings are reckoned to be more like other
animals than they are like the gods. The animal simile in the Iliad and the
Odyssey, that epic appearance of animals to which the most scholarly
attention has traditionally been devoted, illustrates this conception of
human/non-human identity. In the epic simile, a human being is seen, at
least for a moment in time, as being like another species in behaviour and
character. Scholars have emphasized the essential validity of the Homeric
simile on the grounds that, in Homer’s time, the Greeks lived in closer
proximity to animals than did the Greeks of Aristotle’s time, so that epic
pronouncements on animal psychology and behaviour may possess greater
accuracy, being derived from eye-witness observation, than do observations
found in Greek zoological and philosophical treatises of a much later date
(Körner, 1930: 2). Although many animal similes in the Homeric corpus
operate on a somewhat superficial level, often claiming that warriors in the
heat of battle are as courageous, strong, or steadfast as one or another
animal species, one occasionally encounters similes of greater zoological
interest, such as those that attribute emotions and impulses to non-humans
that one more readily credits to human beings, including, for example, the



notion that animals care tenderly for their young (Homer, Iliad 9.323–4;
12.167–70; 17.4–5; 17.133–5). In some later Greek writers who rejected the
Aristotelian denial of reason to non-human species, such Homeric
observations on the workings of nature were taken as evidence that all
animal species were akin in the possession of some degree of reason, if, as
was sometimes argued, the operation of the emotions presupposed the
presence of rationality (Newmyer, 2006: 29).

Some scholars have endeavoured to look more deeply into the Homeric
simile to determine if it embodies any traces of a systematic conception of
the animal kingdom and of an understanding of the hierarchy and
relationship of species, and considerable attention has been paid to the
poet’s vocabulary relating to the physiological and psychic dimensions of
non-human animals. Scholars rightly remind us that, although Homer may
make apparently astute observations on the nature of animalkind, he
remains a poet and not a naturalist, and that it is a mistake to consider him a
trustworthy source on any aspect of Greek scientific thought (Rahn, 1953:
478–9, 1967: 91–2). Nevertheless, attention to the terms that he chooses to
differentiate human and non-human animals, and human and non-human
intellectual faculties, may help us to determine whether, in the world of
early epic, human and non-human animals were felt to be life-forms distinct
from one another or creatures akin in body and soul. In the final analysis,
no firm conclusions can be drawn. The term zōion, which was applied in
later Greek usage to refer to both human and non-human animals, is absent
from Homer, and he prefers the terms thumos, menos, and ētor to refer to
what is apparently the soul of animals, rather than the term psuchē, which is
reserved for the human soul (Nicolay, 2001: 51). At the same time, Homer
viewed the capacity of both humans and non-humans to experience
emotions as a function of the operation of the thumos that they share
(Frenzel, 2001: 61).

While Homeric epic is concerned primarily with what separates the
human and divine worlds, the didactic poet Hesiod (700 BC?), whom the
Greeks generally viewed as slightly younger than Homer, makes what is
widely agreed to constitute the earliest Greek assertion of a fundamental
distinction between the human and the non-human animal. In his poem
Works and Days, a sort of versified farmer’s almanac, while lecturing his
brother Perses on the need to abide by the dictates of justice, Hesiod
observes that what separates humans from other animal species is the ability



of humans to choose goodness over badness, for Zeus imparted to humans a
sense of justice (dikē), which the god withheld from other animals, in
consequence of which other species routinely devour each other (Hesiod,
Works and Days 276–80). Hesiod’s verses claim merely that humans and
other animal species differ in possessing or not possessing a capacity for
justice, which is a direct gift from the gods. He stops short of claiming that
human beings are intellectually superior to other species on account of this
gift, but the passage is valuable in at least hinting at an intellectual
distinction between the species. While humans are not viewed here as
superior, they are viewed as different from other animals. The Stoics would
in time argue that humans are fundamentally and irrevocably distinct from
other species because non-human animals lack reason and therefore stand
outside the sphere of human justice. The earliest hint of a discussion of a
possible juridical relationship between the species is found here in Hesiod’s
earnest preaching to his ethically-challenged brother.

PRESOCRATIC CONTRIBUTIONS
The strongly anthropocentric orientation of epic poetry, with its exploration
of man’s place in the kosmos and his relationship with the divine world, not
surprisingly inspired only isolated musings on the animal world that hardly
suggest any abiding interest in natural history. Nevertheless, a similar
preoccupation with kosmos, the orderly arrangement and hierarchy of the
components of creation, inspired the first philosophers of Greece to ask if
the natural world was a unity or was made up of varied and disparate sorts
of creatures. Sometime in the course for the sixth century BC, and initially
in the Greek-speaking regions of southwestern Turkey that they called
Ionia, the Greeks, under the influence of their exposure to Near Eastern
thought, made their first serious attempts to understand the order and
diversity of life on earth. The pioneering philosophers engaged in this
project, who can scarcely be considered to constitute an organized
philosophical sect, are called as a group the Presocratics, both because most
were active prior to the life of Socrates (c.469–399 BC) and because of
their overriding preoccupation with scientific questions rather than with the
ethical issues that occupied Socrates. Study of the Presocratics is hindered
by the poor state of preservation of their works, which survive in the form
of quotations embedded in the texts of later authors and of testimonia



concerning their views often included in those same authors who preserve
their fragments. Because ancient writers were often careless in quoting the
works of others and relied overmuch on their memories, we are at the
mercy of these second-hand sources (Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, 1983: 1–
6).

The lack of primary texts and the general uncertainty on the dating of this
group of philosophers makes any chronological approach to the study of
Presocratic thought problematic. One cannot speak with confidence of the
‘development’ of a Presocratic view on the nature of animalkind, but one
can note a number of interests held in common by these early natural
philosophers. Moreover, scarcely any animal-related topic that would figure
in the teaching of the later Academic, Peripatetic, Stoic, and Epicurean
schools fails to be prefigured in one or another of the Presocratics,
including such questions as whether non-human animal species have a
share of reason and how that manifests itself in their behaviour, whether
they are besouled and what form the animal soul takes, whether animals are
capable of emotions, and whether human beings have moral obligations
towards non-human species that arise either from the presence in animals of
a modicum of reason or from some other consideration judged by humans
to have moral relevance. A common thread runs through these seemingly
random lines of inquiry. With its search for the fundamental principle, the
archē, that underlies reality, Presocratic philosophy was in a sense
predisposed to view humankind and animalkind as essentially one in nature
and substance (Dierauer, 1998: 41). Efforts to isolate factors that
differentiate humans from other animals are less frequently encountered in
Presocratic thought, although not unexampled.

One such early assertion that man differs fundamentally from other
species in the nature of his mental capacities is attributed by the Peripatetic
philosopher Theophrastus (c.370–287 BC) (On the Senses 25 = DK 24 A5)
to the physician Alcmaeon of Croton (early fifth century BC?). Most
famous for his researches on the human senses, Alcmaeon was apparently
the first to maintain that while the human being understands (xuniēsi), other
animal species merely perceive (aisthanetai) but do not understand, these
two capacities being, Theophrastus goes on to note, quite distinct. It would
be difficult to overestimate the significance of Alcmaeon’s observation in
the history of ancient philosophical speculation on animals. The distinction
that he seeks to draw probably arose from his anatomical investigations on



the human sense organs and was intended as an assertion of scientific fact,
as he sought to isolate the seat of human intellectual faculties (Sorabji,
1993: 9; Newmyer, 2011: 3). His observations have been viewed, however,
as the earliest assertion of the superiority of human intellect over that of
other species. If this conclusion is justified, it marks an important step on
the path towards viewing non-human species as different, inferior, and
‘other’ vis-à-vis their human counterparts.

When seen in the context of Presocratic speculation on animalkind,
Alcmaeon’s position emerges as somewhat anomalous, while
foreshadowing important components of Aristotelian biology and Stoic
ethical doctrine as it relates to human–animal relations. In the prologue to
his Lives of the Philosophers, Diogenes Laertius (third century AD?) states
that Musaeus, a semi-mythic bard with philosophical leanings, who was
considered to be the son of Orpheus, was the first Greek to teach that ‘all
things arise from one thing and are broken up again into one thing’ (ex
henos ta panta gignesthai kai eis tau’ton analuesthai) (Diogenes Laertius,
Lives of the Philosophers 1.3), a view which, according to W.K.C. Guthrie,
‘was certainly common coin by the 6th century’ (Guthrie, 1965: 19). The
fragments of the Presocratics and the testimonia relating to their teachings
bear out Guthrie’s observation as early philosophers endeavoured to define
the intellectual and physical properties of animal creation.

Perhaps the most intriguing of the Presocratics, both for the anticipations
of chemical and evolutionary theory that some scholars detect in his
teachings and for his contributions to ancient vegetarian thought,
Empedocles of Acragas in Sicily (c.492–432 BC) is said to have left two
poems, On Nature and Purifications, which may in fact be the same work.
Scholars disagree as to which of the two works, if distinct poems, might be
the source of any given fragment, but it is well documented that
Empedocles identified four elements, air, earth, fire, and water, as the bases
of all creation. Under the influence of forces that he called Strife or Hate
(Neikos) and Friendship or Love (Philotēs), which cause the four elements
to be in a state of perpetual combination, dissolution, and recombination,
there come into being ‘all things that were, are, and shall be, trees, men and
women, beasts and birds and water-nourished fishes, and too the gods who
live long lives’ (DK 31 B21).

This unity of creation that Empedocles posits had important ethical
implications for his system and for subsequent Greek speculation on



animalkind. If humans bear a kinship with animals arising from the
commonality of their constituent elements, humans are obliged to refrain
from consuming animals lest they be guilty of cannibalism (DK31 B136
and 137). Perhaps not surprisingly, in light of his view of the commonality
of their substance, Empedocles maintained that all creatures possess some
degree of thought and intelligence (DK31 B103 and 110). The kinship that
all animal creation shares led Empedocles to cry out in despair that he had
ever allowed his lips to touch animal gore (DK31 B115 and 139). In
connection with this position, Aristotle’s observation (Rhetoric 1373b14–
16) that Empedocles considered it unjust for anyone to kill any living
creature suggests that the Presocratic believed, in contrast to Hesiod, that
some relationship of justice exists between humans and other species,
which arises from their common elements (Sorabji, 1993: 151, 174–74;
Steiner, 2005: 52).

Other Presocratics, while positing primal constituents of the kosmos that
differed from the quartet of Empedoclean elements, agreed with him that all
animalkind is uniform in nature. Anaxagoras of Clazomenae (c.500–428
BC), who seems to have taken a special interest in biology and embryology,
maintained that all living creatures have a portion of the primal substance
that he called ‘mind’ (nous), which is identical in all animals (DK58 B12),
but, according to Aristotle (Parts of Animals 687a7), he also claimed that
the possession of hands made man the wisest animal, an assertion that
anticipates the later Greek attempt to isolate the factors that cause humans
to be superior to other animals (Renehan, 1981). Similarly, Diogenes of
Apollonia (fl.440 BC) held that ‘all living things are variations of the same
substance’ (panta ta onta apo tou autou heteroiousthai) (DK64 B2), in that
all animals live by breathing air, which forms both soul (psuchē) and
intellect (noēsis) for all species (DK64 B4).

Empedocles’ insistence upon the necessity of a meat-free regimen for
human beings who seek to abide by the dictates of justice recalls the
position that has historically been attributed to the much more famous if
more mysterious figure, Pythagoras of Samos (sixth century BC). The
physician-philosopher Sextus Empiricus (second century AD) reports
(Against the Mathematicians 9.127–9) that both Empedocles and
Pythagoras held that humans have some fellowship (koinōnia) with other
humans, with the gods, and with other animals because all share one spirit
(pneuma), which pervades the universe like a soul. To kill and eat other



animals is therefore, in their view, unjust and impious because one would
be consuming kin. While Sextus maintains that it does not logically follow
that there is any necessary connection between sharing a spirit and owing
justice towards other species (Against the Mathematicians 9.130), it is
interesting to note that he regards both Presocratics as preoccupied with the
unity of creation and with the possibility of justice between species that
manifests itself in a need for a vegetarian lifestyle.

Unfortunately, we are forced, in the case of Pythagoras, to rely upon such
later testimonies on his teachings because no works survive by Pythagoras,
although Diogenes Laertius (Lives of the Philosophers 8.6) declares it
absurd to claim, as was often done, that he left none, and he lists three titles
by the philosopher. Pythagoras is sometimes portrayed, in modern histories
of vegetarian thought, as advocating that stance primarily out of a concern
for the sufferings of animals (Ryder, 1989: 22). His motivation seems in
fact to have been considerably more complex, and our sources are
contradictory, sometimes even within the context of a single source. In his
life of Pythagoras, Diogenes Laertius claims (Lives of the Philosophers
8.12) that Pythagoras prescribed a meat diet for athletes, noting that some
held that this was another Pythagoras altogether, but he then goes on to
assert (8.13) that the real reason why the philosopher forbade the
consumption of meat was to accustom humans to a simple lifestyle. Most
ancient sources were agreed, however, that Pythagoras believed in some
form of the doctrine of metempsuchosis, or transmigration of souls, which
dictated a meat-free diet for individuals who sought to avoid the possibility
of consuming their former kin. Diogenes (8.36) also cites some verses by
the poet-philosopher Xenophanes of Colophon (sixth century BC) that
depict Pythagoras begging a companion to refrain from striking a dog that
he recognized by its yelp to be a former friend. The Neo-Platonist
philosopher Porphyry (AD 234–c.305), however, maintained that
Pythagoras enjoined abstention because he considered all animals to be
endowed with rational souls capable of perception and memory, so that
consumption of animals represented an act of injustice against fellow
human beings (On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.1.4). It is probably the
case that Pythagoras’s defence of vegetarianism was motivated by a number
of considerations, religious, hygienic, and ethical, although modern
scholarship disagrees on which took precedence in his philosophy
(Haussleiter, 1935: 97–157; Dierauer, 1977: 18–24; Dombrowski, 1984:



35–54; Tsekourakis, 1987: 370–9). In any case, our ancient testimonies
suggest that he, like Empedocles, believed in the unity of animal creation.

THE SOPHISTS
While the Presocratic philosophers examined above all expressed the view
that humans and other species were alike in substance, elements, or form, as
one or another framed the idea, there arose in the fifth century BC a group
of individuals whose arguments cast some doubt upon this point of view.
The Sophists, regularly characterized as a sort of professorial class of
itinerant lecturers who for a fee offered instruction on a variety of subjects
of practical interest (Guthrie, 1971: 3–48), can no more than the
Presocratics be considered to have constituted an organized school of
philosophy, but they are significant in the history of Greek thought in that
they shifted the focus of philosophical discourse from natural phenomena to
anthropological concerns (Guthrie, 1971: 4). In their teaching, animalkind
came to be viewed increasingly as distinct from humankind, and in many
particulars inferior. ‘Culture’ and ‘technology’ were viewed by the Sophists
as uniquely human attainments, built upon the likewise uniquely human
possession of meaningful language (Dierauer, 1977: 31–2). In his recent
study of the philosophical significance of speech in Greek thought, John
Heath justly remarked that the fact that humans speak and other animals do
not motivated much of Greek investigation into what it meant to be human
(Heath, 2005: 1). In his view, the idea that non-humans are speechless
antedates the equally important Greek idea that other animals are irrational:
for a human being to become speechless rendered him no better than a beast
(Heath, 2005: 4). The contribution of Sophism to this line of thought cannot
be discounted.

An extended depiction of some features of the sophistic view of the
contrasts between humankind and animalkind is offered in the famous myth
of the rise of human civilization that Plato puts into the mouth of Protagoras
of Abdera (c.490–420 BC), perhaps the most prominent of the Sophists, in
his dialogue named after him (Plato, Protagoras 320c–322d). When Zeus
had created mortal beings, Protagoras recounts, he assigned the brothers
Prometheus and Epimetheus to distribute to them various capacities
necessary to life. Epimetheus begged to be allowed to undertake the
distribution, and, in keeping with his slow wit, he assigned to animals every



feature that would assure their success in life: speed, wings, claws, fur, and
so on. When he realized that he had carelessly used up all useful traits and
had omitted humans altogether from his distribution, his clever brother
Prometheus intervened and stole from the gods fire and technical skills that
he provided to humans to allow them to remain alive. Although they came
together into communities, humans could not live in harmony because they
did not have the gift of justice, which Zeus eventually sent Hermes to
impart to them. Implicit in Protagoras’s account is the existence of reason in
human animals, which would both actualize the operation of useful skills
and make possible the practice of justice in settled communities. While it is
impossible to know to what extent Plato’s myth represents Protagoras’s own
views, the implication of human intellectual superiority recalls Sophistic
teaching (Guthrie, 1965: 84–92; Dierauer, 1977: 37–9).

PLATO AND HIS FOLLOWERS
While he cannot be numbered among the Sophists, Xenophon (c.430–355
BC), a devoted follower of Socrates, has left what may be considered the
most complete statement of Sophistic views on the unbridgeable gulf
between humans and other animal species that develops ideas presented in
Protagoras’s myth of human advancement. Xenophon’s elaboration of
Protagorean motifs betrays a rigorous anthropocentrism, unparalleled in
earlier Greek thought, that foreshadows the most extreme assertions of
Stoicism itself. In the opening book of his Recollections of Socrates,
Xenophon portrays his mentor declaring that human beings are by nature
superior to other species in every endowment, intellectual and, here
outdoing even Protagoras himself, physical as well. Unlike Protagoras,
however, Xenophon’s Socrates does not allow other species the usually
conceded advantages of bodily strength, endurance, and useful anatomical
structures, although he does attribute to humans the expected superiority in
the areas of mental acuity and articulate language (Recollections of
Socrates, 1.4.11–14). Furthermore, Xenophon’s somewhat peculiar
assertion (1.4.13) that man is unique in having a concern for the divine
would later resonate with the Stoics, who maintained that humans and gods
have a closer kinship than do humans with other animal species because of
the rationality that gods and men share but which other species lack
(Newmyer, 2003: 114–15). The gods care for man in ways in which they do



not care for other animals, according to Xenophon’s Socrates.
Consequently, animals were created specifically for the use of human
beings (1.4.10). It is not clear from what source Xenophon derived these
ideas, or whether they in fact reflect Socrates’ own views to any extent, but
a number of these ideas make their first appearance here in Greek
speculation on human–animal relations, and their contribution to
subsequent Greek perceptions of non-human animals as the ‘other’ would
be profound.

In his treatise On Abstinence from Animal Flesh, the Neo-Platonist
philosopher Porphyry, writing in the third century AD, observed that
Aristotle, Plato, Empedocles, Pythagoras, and Democritus, all of whom
sought to understand the truth about other animals, ‘recognized that they
have a share of reason’ (egnōsan to metechon tou logou) (On Abstinence
from Animal Flesh, 3.6.7). The Greek term logos that Porphyry employs
here may mean both ‘reason’ and ‘speech’, and speech was itself reckoned
by some Greek philosophers to be a form and function of reason, so the
exact meaning of Porphyry’s observation cannot be judged, although the
context suggests that he uses the word here in both senses, but his
observation is in any case important for its recognition that some earlier
Greek thinkers acknowledged certain elements of intellectual kinship
between species. Xenophon’s contrast between the mental capacities of
humans and non-human animals suggests that, by the fifth century BC, this
kinship was being called into question in some circles. More than any other
single issue, the question of rationality in non-human animals, in all its
manifestations, would preoccupy Greek debate on the nature of animalkind
with the development of formal philosophical schools in the fourth and
third centuries BC, including the Academics, the Peripatetics, and, most
especially, the Stoics and Epicureans. As philosophers came to include
articulate language, sensation, and emotions among the operations of
reason, non-human animals were increasingly regarded as entities not only
different from but inferior to human beings, possessed of defective reason,
if any at all. Gary Steiner has characterized this shift from earlier Greek
consensus on commonality between species to a new, starkly
anthropocentric conception of non-human animal creation as a product of
an acceptance among philosophers of the notion that reason and
understanding distinguish humans from ‘the beasts’ (Steiner, 2005: 53).



It is unfortunate that we cannot know the extent to which Socrates
contributed to Academic views on animals since he left no writings, and our
two principal sources, Xenophon and Plato (c.429–347 BC), give differing
accounts of their master’s teachings on the subject. We have observed
above that Xenophon attributes to his Socrates a decidedly ungenerous
estimation of the intellectual capacities of non-human animals. As we might
expect, Plato’s portrait is more complex, at once subtle and nuanced, while
playful and contradictory, and we are always faced with the problem, in
understanding Plato, of separating his views from those of his literary
mouthpiece Socrates. The frequency with which Plato’s Socrates alludes to
animals has led some scholars to conclude that Plato entertained some
conception of the classification of animal species (Frère, 1998: 113), while
other scholars have countered that he had no consistent views on animal
speciation, and that he never explicitly articulated any such doctrine (Kitts,
1987: 315). Patrizia Pinotti has argued that Plato saw animals primarily as
metaphors derived not from first-hand observation of any types of animals,
but rather from an age-old Greek vocabulary that contributed to what she
terms a ‘symbolic zoology’, inspired by the language of fable, proverbs,
riddles, and tales of metamorphoses (Pinotti, 1994: 103). What interested
him, in her analysis, was not what animals are, but what he could use them
to mean. Platonic taxonomy is thus metaphorical, not biological.

The predominantly metaphorical nature of Plato’s ‘symbolic zoology’ is
revealed both in his use of various animal species as emblems for negative
human behaviours, and in his idiosyncratic and self-contradictory account
of metempsychosis, or transmigration of souls. In the case of this former
use of animals, Plato likens human beings who do not realize their potential
as rational animals to wild beasts (Plato, Laws 766b), a reflection of his
regular equation of lack of education with bestiality, and he characterizes
democracy as a form of government in outward appearance resembling a
pack of horses and donkeys cavorting randomly (Plato, Republic 563c).
Along similar lines, Plato employs animal images to describe the lowlier
aspects of the human soul: he likens the soul to a chariot whose irrational
parts are horses (Plato, Phaedrus 246a–b), and his pronouncements on the
need to tame or control the wayward aspects of the human soul are likewise
derived from animal metaphor.

In his versions of the operation of metempsychosis, Plato again fails to
provide any consistent picture. While he offers accounts of the



transmigration of souls in the Phaedrus, the Republic, the Phaedo, and the
Timaeus, these do not agree in all particulars. In the Phaedo, for example,
Plato argues (Plato, Phaedo 81c–82b) that a human being assumes the form
of the animal species whose behaviour most closely reflects the individual’s
lifestyle during human existence: a drunkard passes into an ass, and a tyrant
into a wolf or a hawk, while those who displayed what Plato terms ‘civic
virtues’ may become gentle, ‘sociable’ insects such as ants or bees. In the
Republic, in contrast, Plato maintains that human beings choose the sort of
animal into which they will pass at reincarnation, in line with their former
life pursuits, so that the singer Oprheus chose to be reborn as a swan (Plato,
Republic 620a). Plato allows Socrates himself (Plato, Phaedo 114D) to
remark of this sort of speculation that one cannot accept what he has said on
the topic of transmigration as sure fact, a statement that would seem to cast
some doubt of the seriousness of Plato’s vision in the first place.

Plato’s position on the central issue of animal rationality is equally
difficult to assess because of apparent contradictions (Dierauer, 1977: 51;
Sorabji, 1993: 10). In his last work, the Laws, he allows non-human species
‘mind’ (nous), which he calls the protector of all creatures (Plato, Laws
961d), while in his earlier Symposium, he declares care of offspring to be a
function of the reason in the case of human parents, but of instinct or nature
(phusis) in the case of non-human parents (Plato, Symposium 207b–c).
Sorabji has called attention to Plato’s failure to arrive at a fully consistent
position on animal rationality, since he at times concedes a rational element
to the animal soul (psuchē), and he repeatedly expresses the view that
human beings may pass into animals upon death, which suggests that he
understands these animals to receive a part of the reason previously housed
in the human body (Sorabji, 1993: 9–10).

There is some evidence that certain Academic philosophers who
succeeded Plato had somewhat more generous views on the rational
faculties of non-human animals than did their master, and that they may in
consequence have accepted the notion of human–animal kinship more fully
than did he. Xenocrates of Chalcedon, who headed the Academy from 339
to 314 BC, is said to have stated, when a sparrow took refuge in his breast
while fleeing a hawk, that one must not betray a suppliant (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 4.10), an anecdote that implies belief in
some bond of justice between species. He is also said to have held that non-
human animals have some understanding of the divine (fr. 21 Heinze), a



peculiar assertion that once again suggests a belief in some degree of
rationality in other species (Newmyer, 2003: 121). The Neo-Platonist
Porphyry reports (Porphyry, On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 4.22.2) that
Xenocrates taught that human beings must refrain from animal sacrifice
because they may not cause harm to animals. Such observations, though
random, have led some scholars to conclude that Academic philosophy
adopted a more favourable evaluation of animals in the period following
Plato (Dierauer, 1997: 10). In the final analysis, however, Academic
philosophy occupies a relatively minor position in the development of
Greek speculation on the nature of animalkind, due at least in part to its
metaphorical zoology. It is nevertheless unquestionable that Platonic theory
contributed to the growing tendency in Greek thought subsequent to the
Presocratics to view non-human species as distinct from humankind, and
traces of the later Stoic view that animals are not merely ‘other’ than
humans but are inferior to them are clearly in evidence in Plato. The
zoological researches of his great disciple Aristotle (384–322 BC), founder
of the Peripatetic school, further paved the way for this historic disjunction.

ARISTOTLE AND THEOPHRASTUS
Approximately one-quarter of Aristotle’s extant oeuvre consists of works of
zoological content, which is not surprising in light of the great value that he
placed on the study of even the smallest of nature’s creatures. The lowliest
animals, he maintained, have elements of the marvellous in them, if we only
take the time to look (Aristotle, Parts of Animals 644b22–645a23). He
demonstrated his fundamentally divergent attitude towards the study of
animalkind from that of his teacher Plato when he remarked that zoology is
more directly connected to human life than is astronomy, perhaps a veiled
criticism of the Platonic preoccupation with the heavens at the expense of
observation of everyday creatures (Aristotle, Parts of Animals 645a2–4).
Aristotelian zoology, in contrast to Platonic ‘symbolic zoology’, is firmly
grounded in eye-witness observation. In his study of Aristotle’s biological
works, philosopher Anthony Preus has declared that Aristotle ‘sometimes
went out of his way to observe phenomena which he thought might interest
him’ (Preus, 1975: 40), even if he did not always accept what his
observation suggested to him or reject what observation told him was
wrong, and Preus concludes that the ‘overwhelming number’ of Aristotle’s



first-hand observations were accurate (Preus, 1975: 42). Other scholars,
however, have claimed that, despite his zeal as an observational biologist,
Aristotle all too often allowed his strong inclination towards theorizing to
cloud the evidence of his senses (Vegetti, 1994: 125). In such a reading,
Aristotle’s enormous influence upon the subsequent history of zoology
emerges as ambiguous. In the centuries that followed him, these scholars
remind us, interest in animals reflected the taxonomic and physiological
preoccupations of the philosopher, while animals as living creatures were
relegated to anecdote and entertainment tales (Vegetti, 1994: 136).

Another ambiguity, more profound and troubling than that observable in
Aristotle’s fluctuating views on the value of observation in ascertaining
zoological truth, emerges when the philosopher’s pronouncements on the
intellectual capacities of non-human species made in his zoological treatises
are set against those found in his political and metaphysical treatises, in
which a decidedly anthropocentric view is in evidence. Aristotle tends to
attribute fairly developed mental capacities to non-humans in his zoological
works, allowing them ‘resemblances of intellect’ (Aristotle, History of
Animals 588a23–24), and ascribing to some animals the intellectual
capacity that he terms ‘comprehension’ (sunesis) (Aristotle, History of
Animals 588a18–22), but in his anthropological works, he appears to
believe that the intellect of non-human animals differs fundamentally from
that of human beings when he asserts (Aristotle, Politics 1332b3–5) that
humans act ‘by reason’ (logōi) while other species act ‘by nature’ (phusei),
perhaps an attempt to define instinctual behaviour in non-human species.
While he even attributes to non-human animals the capacity to recall a
mental image that they have previously encountered (Aristotle, On the Soul
433a11–12, 434a5–7) and, in the case of some animal species, the capacity
for developed memory (mnēmē) (Aristotle, Metaphysics 980a27–980b28),
humans stand alone, in his view, in possessing the higher intellectual faculty
of ‘deliberation’ (phronēsis), which allows them, in contrast to other animal
species, the ability to reflect upon the meaning of their memories.

Some scholars find the apparent contradictions between Aristotle’s
relatively generous estimation of the intellectual faculties of non-human
animals found in his zoological treatises and his more restrictive views
found in his anthropological works to be profoundly disturbing, leading to
an inconsistency that cannot easily be argued away (Cole, 1991: 51). Other
scholars maintain, however, that the contradictions are more apparent than



real, and that Aristotle is at worst merely careless and imprecise in
employing some technical terms (Labarrière, 1990: 408–9). William
Fortenbaugh has argued that the tension between Aristotle’s zoological and
anthropological works disappears if we recognize that the philosopher
considers the intellectual capacities of all animals to stand in a ‘more or
less’ relationship to each other (Aristotle, History of Animals 486b15–16),
and that Aristotle in fact makes no attempt to reconcile or combine his
zoology with his anthropology, in consequence of which these two sides of
his philosophy on animalkind remain bipartite and parallel (Fortenbaugh,
1971: 153–7). The key to understanding Aristotle’s system, in
Fortenbaugh’s view, lies in what he labels the philosopher’s concept of a
scala naturae, a kind of biological gradualism or continuity that Aristotle
identified, in accord with which nature advances in barely perceptible
gradations from the lowliest to the most sophisticated creatures
(Fortenbaugh, 1971: 147). As philosopher Gary Steiner has recently
explained this apparent contradiction in Aristotle, the philosopher’s
pronouncements ‘do not constitute a simple inconsistency but rather reflect
Aristotle’s recognition of a continuum between human beings and animals
while seeking to distinguish human beings on the basis of their rational
capacities’ (Steiner, 2005: 76).

In two crucial passages in his zoological treatises (History of Animals
588b4–12 and Parts of Animals 681a10–15), Aristotle elaborates his
doctrine of sunecheia, or biological gradualism, by which nature passes
from inanimate beings to animals so gradually that the resulting continuity
between creatures prevents us from noticing the borders between them, and
that we are hard pressed to tell when creation passes from the inanimate to
the animate, since the change appears to be continuous. Aristotle’s doctrine
of biological gradualism has been the subject of much study, not least
because it appears, at first examination, to imply some belief in a theory of
evolution. The origin of the doctrine has itself been questioned. Friedrich
Solmsen suggested that Plato had expressed a similar notion when he stated
(Plato, Timaeus 90–2) that if a man fails to use his reason, he will sink to
the level of a woman, and from there to that of a quadruped animal, and
finally to the level of a snake or a fish, in the direction of decreasing
rationality (Solmsen, 1955: 160–4), although Solmsen acknowledged that
Plato’s scale is to be understood as ‘ethical rather than biological in
inspiration’ (Solmsen, 1955: 162). It remained for Aristotle, in Solmsen’s



analysis, to ‘naturalize’ the scale of being, giving it henceforth a biological
application.

Although Aristotle’s idea that nature advances almost imperceptibly from
creature to creature in matters of physical and intellectual sophistication
seems to suggest that he believed in some form of biological evolution,
such a conclusion overinterprets the evidence. As Richard Sorabji has
noted, Aristotle’s gradualism ‘is carefully qualified so that it allows for a
sharp intellectual distinction between animal and man’ (Sorabji, 1993: 12).
While Aristotle grants to animals what he terms ‘traces’ (ichnē) of human
capacities (Aristotle, History of Animals 588a20), many non-intellectual
traits merely resemble those of humans. At various places, Aristotle denies
to non-human animals the capacities of ‘reason’ (logos) (Politics 1332b5),
‘reasoning faculty’ (logismos) (On the Soul 433a12), ‘thought’ (dianoia)
(Parts of Animals 641b7), and ‘mind’ (nous) (On the Soul 404b4–6).
Similarly, since they lack ‘speech’ (logos) (Politics 1253a8–18), non-
human animals cannot organize themselves into societies. For all their
likenesses to human beings, the absence of reason in non-human species
renders them forever unlike humans and, in consequence, inferior to them.

Aristotle’s pupil and successor as head of the Peripatetic school of
philosophy, Theophrastus of Eresos (c.370–287 BC), appears, if we may
trust our ancient testimonies relating to his teachings, to have rejected some
of the strictures that his more famous predecessor placed upon the
intellectual faculties of non-human animals, at times employing
phraseology that recalls the Presocratic vision of the unity of animal
creation. Unfortunately, as with the Presocratics, the majority of his works
have perished, including those containing his speculations on animals,
while the survival of his treatise On the Causes of Plants has secured his
reputation as antiquity’s most famous botanist. In his life of Theophrastus,
Diogenes Laertius mentions among the philosopher’s works six books of
epitomes of Aristotle’s works on animals, as well as a one-volume work
entitled On the Intelligence and Character of Animals (Diogenes Laertius,
Lives of the Philosophers 5.49).

Although both of these works have disappeared, we have valuable
testimony on Theophrastus’s teachings on the nature of animal intellect in
the third book of the Neo-Platonist philosopher Porphyry’s treatise On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh, the section of that work devoted to a
defence of the position that humans have a debt of justice towards non-



human species because they share a ‘kinship’ with them. In an allusion to
material that may have been contained in Theophrastus’s treatise on animal
intellect or perhaps in his lost work On Piety, which rejected animal
sacrifice and the consumption of meat, Porphyry cites Theophrastus as
having argued that just as humans are all akin (oikeioi) to one another,
Greek to Greek and Greek to barbarian, so too are all humans akin to other
animal species because, as the earlier philosopher had maintained, ‘the first
principles of their bodies are alike’ (hai gar tōn sōmatōn archai pephukasin
hai autai) (Porphyry, On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.25.3): all animals
are alike in sharing flesh, skin, and bodily fluids. Porphyry’s mention of
‘first principles’ (archai) recalls Presocratic arguments on the unity of
animal creation, but he then extends his Theophrastean borrowings to
include the Peripatetic’s belief in the possession across species of
‘reasonings’ (logismoi) and ‘perceptions’ (aisthēseis) (3.25.4). The
conclusion that Porphyry then draws from his Theophrastean borrowings is
striking: these commonalities of animal nature render all animalkind
‘related in all respects’ (pantapasin oikeion) (3.25.4).

The examples of Xenocrates, in the case of Plato’s Academy, and of
Theophrastus, in the case of Aristotle’s school, suggest that neither Plato
nor Aristotle promulgated a line of thought concerning animalkind that
would be consistently adopted by subsequent members of their
philosophical schools. In the case of Plato, his very inconsistency and
metaphorical approach to discussion of issues relating to other species may
have provided material for more than one position on any issue relating to
animals. We noted above Porphyry’s assertion that Plato’s successor
Xenocrates held that human beings have an obligation not to harm animals,
although he reported as well that the Academic philosopher Heracleides
Ponticus (fourth century BC) taught that the Pythagoreans themselves ate
sacrificed meat (Porphyry, On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 1.26.3–4). In a
similar manner, we have seen that the teachings of Theophrastus not only
argued for a greater degree of intellectual kinship between animal species
than Aristotle allowed, but even hinted that humans and non-human species
stand in a juridical relation to one another, a position contrary to his
master’s teachings.

STOIC STRICTURES



It is important to keep in mind at this juncture, however, that, as Sorabji
well observes, Aristotle’s conclusion that animals lack reason arose strictly
from his biological researches and had, as Sorabji puts it, ‘no moral
relevance whatsoever’ (Sorabji, 1993: 2). It remained for the Stoics to lend
an ethical dimension to Aristotle’s biological conclusions, and to complete
the process by which the oneness of animal creation that the Presocratics
identified became replaced by a philosophical vision in which non-humans
were reckoned to be so completely ‘other’ as to fall outside the purview of
human moral concern. The Stoics, ironically, are the true heirs of Aristotle’s
teachings on animalkind, although they placed a reading upon certain
aspects of his system that he never envisioned. Moreover, Stoic doctrine on
the intellectual capacities of non-human species and of the relationship
between humans and other animal species that follows as a consequence of
what they regarded as the intellectual shortcomings of non-humans, once
originally articulated by the founders of the school, remained remarkably
consistent throughout its history.

The principle of ‘kinship’ (oikeiōsis), which Theophrastus had declared
to operate between animal species on the basis on intellectual and physical
similarities that he identified, became a fundamental principle of Stoic
ethical philosophy, indeed, in the opinion of some scholars, forming the
centrepiece of the entire Stoic ethical system (Striker, 1983: 146) and
constituting a feature of Stoic thought present from the very foundation of
the school (Pembroke, 1971: 114). While the notion of ‘kinship’ as the
foundation of morality is widely identified with Stoicism, some scholars
consider the concept to be Theophrastean in origin, if not in general
Peripatetic (Brink, 1955–6: 123; Pembroke, 1971: 132). The idea is
adumbrated in Aristotle’s assertion (Nicomachean Ethics 1161a30–1161b2)
that a relationship of justice cannot exist between a human being and a
horse or an ox because they have nothing ‘in common’ (koinon), any more
than such a relationship exists between a master and his slave. Stoicism
made the intellectual disjunction upon which Aristotle’s assertion of a lack
of kinship between species rested into the keystone of their ethical system,
while ignoring Theophrastus’s claim of deep and fundamental cross-species
continuities.

Derived from the noun oikia, ‘household’, the concept of oikeiōsis may
originally have contained the ideas of membership and association, and
from its earliest literary appearances, in the fifth century BC, that which is



oikeion, ‘akin’, is regularly opposed to that which is allotrion, ‘belonging to
another’. Having what Pembroke has termed ‘a persistent reputation for
being impossible to translate’ (Pembroke, 1971: 114), and generally agreed
to be difficult to grasp and complex in operation, the concept of oikeiōsis
includes the notions of kinship, attraction, belonging, attachment, and
bonding, properties that, in Stoic ethical teaching, humans already at birth
recognize themselves to share with other humans, just as non-human
species recognize these properties in others of their species, but the Stoics
denied that oikeiōsis operated on an inter-species level because of the
fundamental ‘otherness’ of non-human animals that remain forever
irrational (Brink, 1955–6; Striker, 1983; Reydams-Schils, 2002).

In his life of Zeno (335–263 BC), founder of the Stoic school, Diogenes
Laertius explains that, according to the Stoics, an animal’s first impulse
(prōtēn hormēn) at birth is towards self-preservation, which leads each
animal to feel an attraction towards itself (oikeiousēs heautōi) (Lives of the
Philosophers 7.85). In time, an animal begins to see itself as akin to other
animals, resulting in an ever-widening community of conspecifics. This
community that human beings recognize will never come to include non-
human species because of a fundamental distinction that comes increasingly
into play as the human being reaches maturity, for the human, unlike other
animals, attains rationality, which remains forever impossible for other
species.

The Stoics, from the time of Chrysippus (280–207 BC), the influential
Stoic theorist and third leader of the school, taught that the soul of all
animals had at birth eight component parts: the five senses, the faculties of
utterance and reproduction, and a mysterious eighth part called the
hēgemonikon, or ‘governing principle’ (SVF 2.827). While all animals have
all eight components at birth, the ‘governing principle’ in human beings
attains rationality at the age of seven or fourteen, depending upon the Stoic
authority whose account is followed. The governing principle of non-
human animals remains irrational, resulting in the permanent absence of
kinship between the species. This disjunction or alienation had profound
ethical consequences for the Stoics, since in their view, human beings could
stand in no relationship of justice with other animal species that were so
fundamentally unlike human beings. The Roman orator-philosopher Cicero
(106–43 BC), explicating the Stoic doctrine of kinship, observed that
Chrysippus had well argued that humans have no bonds of justice towards



irrational creatures that, after all, were born solely to serve humans (Cicero,
On the Ends of Good and Evil 3.67). Moreover, since non-human animals
never attain to rationality, they cannot achieve what the Stoics called logos
prophorikos, ‘uttered reason’ or ‘meaningful speech’, since this arises from
the other form of reason that the Stoics recognized, logos endiathetos,
‘internal reason’, or ‘thought’. Because meaningful language issues from
the operation of the reason, and non-human animals remain irrational, they
can never express the desire that their interests be respected by human
beings in a relationship of justice (Newmyer, 1999: 99–110, 2008: 73–75).

In Stoic teaching, the wellsprings of behaviour in human beings and in
non-human animals are profoundly different because non-humans never
attain rationality. When a human being has an impulse (hormē) towards
action, reason (logos) intercedes to guide the human, allowing him to
accede to or to decline that action, rendering the human being responsible
for his action and consequently either praiseworthy or blameworthy.
Animals, in contrast, feel impulses towards such things as food and self-
preservation, but their actions are not guided by reason and cannot therefore
be said to have moral significance because animals cannot comprehend the
moral consequences of their actions (Long, 1974: 171–4). Animals thus
remain outside the sphere of human moral concern. This explanation
suggests that, for the Stoics, animal actions are grounded in what is now
usually termed ‘instinct’, that stereotypic, repetitive behaviour that, in their
view, directs animals to seek food, avoid enemies, care for their offspring,
build nests, and carry out all those actions necessary for the successful
navigation of their lives. Expressed in terms of Stoic kinship theory,
animals know ‘by nature’ (phusei) how to pursue that which is akin to them
and to flee that which is foreign. Such actions, in Stoic theory, are
accomplished by animals strictly without the operation of reason, despite
appearances to the contrary. As the Roman Stoic Seneca (4 BC–AD 65)
explains animal behaviour, non-human animals are born with all the
knowledge that they need for life, and come into the world ‘fully-equipped’
(cum hac scientia prodeunt; instituta nascuntur) (Seneca, Moral Letters
121.6). Such stereotypic behaviour requires no capacity for recollection of
past actions, no thought in the execution, and no contemplation of the
consequences of the actions. The behaviour of non-human animals, while
entirely sufficient to preserve their lives, is thus limited in range, uniform,
and not susceptible to improvement (Seneca, Moral Letters 121.23–4).



Just as the Stoics denied such capacities as thought, memory, and
meaningful speech to non-human animals because of their supposed
irrationality, so did they deny them the capacity for genuine emotions since,
in Stoic teaching, these are likewise dependent upon the operation of the
reason. In his life of Zeno, Diogenes Laertius explained that the Stoics held
that, because animals are irrational, they cannot experience true emotions
(pathē) that entail what the Stoics termed ‘judgments’ (kriseis). These allow
a rational being to recognize that a particular situation is, for example,
painful, frightening, or pleasurable (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the
Philosophers 7.111). Animals, as irrational creatures, cannot form
judgments about their own emotional status and could not, in any case,
reflect internally or externally on the meaning of their emotions because
they are devoid of meaningful speech.

One can readily observe how, in Stoic teaching, Aristotelian assertions on
the limitations of animal intellect take on a moral colouring. Sorabji notes
that the Stoics seem to have been the first philosophical school to make
moral responsibility dependent upon reason (Sorabji, 1993: 112). The
Stoics could now ask not only whether human beings could in fact exercise
justice towards non-human animals, but also whether it was after all even
possible to treat animals unjustly. Perhaps human beings cannot wrong
creatures that are irrational. One might expect this stricture to apply equally
to actions towards human children, but they, the Stoics argued, have at least
the potential to become rational when their hēgemonikon matures and they
thus, unlike animals, fall within the sphere of human moral concern. They
can assert a claim to have their interests respected, which remains
impossible for non-rational animals. Cicero remarks that one cannot speak
of justice or equity in the case of non-human animals precisely because they
are devoid of reason and speech (sunt enim rationis et orationis expertes)
(Cicero, On Duties 1.50).

The Stoics did grant superiority to animals in one aspect of their conduct.
Although animal behaviour was branded by the Stoics as impulse-driven
and self-interested, they did allow that animals live completely in accord
with nature (kata phusin): because animal behaviour is entirely driven by
nature, it is at all times appropriate to the animal (Dierauer, 1997: 22).
Because animals cannot reason, they cannot make bad choices, unlike
human beings who, in so doing, live contrary to nature (para phusin).
Reason allows humans to give assent to impulse (hormē) or to withhold



assent from it, while animals must assent to their impulses. Humans,
therefore, unlike animals, have the opportunity to make decisions that are
contrary to their interests and morally reprehensible. Seneca laments that
while nature granted all other animals a simple way of life, and in fact
enabled human beings to live successfully on little, humans in time rejected
the simple life and sought the luxurious (Seneca, Moral Letters 90.18). This
desire for luxury caused man to turn away from nature and to employ his
intelligence towards vice (Moral Letters 90.19). Such corruption is
impossible for non-rational creatures.

The above citations from the letters of the Roman Stoic Seneca illustrate
the consistency over time of the school’s position on the lack of rationality
in non-human species and on the impossibility of inter-species justice that
results from animal irrationality. One sometimes encounters the statement
that the rigid ethical stances of the founders of the Stoic school were
softened in the works of later Stoics, whose prescriptions for virtue made
more reasonable demands upon human capabilities. There is some evidence
that this contention is borne out in the work of the Stoic polymath
Posidonius of Apamea (c.135–51 BC), usually considered a representative
of the ‘Middle Stoa’, although here again we must rely on fragments due to
the poor state of preservation of his works. In his treatise on emotions,
Posidonius argued that even non-human animals have emotions, which arise
in the non-rational parts of the soul in all animal species (fr. 33 Edelstein
and Kidd). This solution allowed him to bypass the objection of earlier
Stoics, including Zeno and Chrysippus, that emotions arise from the reason
(Dierauer, 1977: 249–50; Sorabji, 1993: 59–60). Posidonius seems also to
have been sympathetic to the vegetarian lifestyle, although this may have
arisen solely from his support for the simple life, and, as is often the case
with ancient thinkers who expressed such sympathy, one cannot conclude
that he followed a meatless regimen (Haussleiter, 1935: 256). Arguing
against this conclusion is Diogenes Laertius’s assertion (Lives of the
Philosophers 7.129) that Posidonius agreed with Chrysippus that there can
be no justice between humans and other animals, which suggests a limited
sympathy for non-human species on the part of the younger Stoic.

Seneca’s own flirtation with the vegetarian lifestyle likewise did little to
soften his rather doctrinaire Stoic attitudes towards animals. He informs us
(Seneca, Moral Letters 108.22) that he followed a meatless regimen for one
year on the recommendation of his teacher Sotion the Peripatetic, who



offered Seneca numerous arguments concerning the preferability of
abstention, including revulsion at the cruelty involved in meat eating.
Seneca tells us that he ultimately abandoned vegetarianism at the prompting
of his father, who feared that his son would be considered a devotee of a
cult that might draw the unfavourable attention of the government (Moral
Letters 108.22).

While not a formal philosopher, the Roman encyclopedist Pliny the Elder
(AD 23–79) demonstrated in his monumental Natural History a world view
imbued with Stoic elements. He regarded the universe as divine, for
example, and he saw human beings as the objects of the particular concern
of the gods (Beagon, 1992: 27–34; French, 1994: 194–206). His Stoic
anthropocentrism did not prevent Pliny from exhibiting a lively
appreciation for the remarkable capacities of other animal species. While he
expressed doubt that other animals possess reason (ratio), he allows them
knowledge and practical wisdom, qualities that he judged to be similar to
reason. He displayed a particular admiration for the mental endowments of
elephants, declaring them to be ‘nearest to human perceptions’ (proximum
humanis sensibus) (Pliny, Natural History 8.1.1.). In the final analysis,
however, Pliny’s view of the mental capacities of animals was in line with
those of doctrinaire Stoics in allowing non-human animals intellectual
faculties that were merely analogous to those of humans (Beagon, 1992:
139).

Adherence to the hard-line Stoic position on the intellectual inferiority of
animals that one detects in Seneca is found as well in references to animals
found in the Discourses of the later Stoic Epictetus (first to second century
AD), a Greek-speaking ex-slave who taught at Rome. In that treatise, he
denied animals the capacity to blush and to comprehend the meaning of the
disgraceful (Epictetus, Discourses 3.7.27), seeming thereby to accept the
Stoic denial of genuine emotions to non-human animals. He likewise
follows the early Stoic Chrysippus in declaring animals irrational
(Discourses 1.6.12–13) and in asking what use animals serve except to
provide for the needs of human beings (Discourses 1.6.18).

FOLLOWERS OF EPICURUS
One might have expected a degree of sympathy for non-human animals on
the part of the Epicurean school, which constituted the chief philosophical



rival to the Stoic school in later Classical antiquity, inasmuch as
Epicureanism espoused an atomistic view of creation in which all beings
are reckoned to be composed of atoms, but the few extant pronouncements
on animals by the Greek adherents of the school suggest a preoccupation
with the ethical interrelationship of animal species. Epicurean emphasis on
language possession and kinship as prerequisites for inclusion in the moral
community suggests a remarkable uniformity of outlook with their Stoic
rivals.

Although the life of Epicurus (341–270 BC) that constitutes the tenth and
final book of Diogenes Laertius’s Lives of the Philosophers attributes three
hundred works to the master (Lives of the Philosophers 10. 26–8), there
survive, copied out by Diogenes, only three lengthy philosophical letters
and a collection of forty brief maxims that summarize points of Epicurean
doctrine, which Diogenes designates as the Kuriai Doxai and which are
now generally called the Sovereign Maxims or Principal Doctrines. Non-
human animals scarcely figure in these works, but we gain some insight
into the teachings of the school from testimonia in other ancient writers.

We are told by Cicero that the Epicureans denied reason to non-human
species (Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 1.48), and Porphyry reiterates
this claim and specifically connects it to the Epicurean denial of any
possibility of justice between species (Porphyry, On Abstinence from
Animal Flesh 1.12.6–7). According to Porphyry, the Epicureans held that
non-human animals, as irrational beings, could not partake in legal
relationships, so that human beings are entirely justified in killing them.
Porphyry may allude here to the only substantial statement concerning non-
human animals found in the extant works of the master, namely his
assertion (Sovereign Maxims 31–2) that justice arises in humans from
expediency, to prevent one person from harming another, but such a
relationship cannot exist between beings, be they tribes of humans or some
non-human species, that cannot enter into ‘covenants’ (sunthēkai) to respect
each other’s welfare, for such beings are without justice and injustice. This
prescription, which scarcely differs from the Stoic position on justice
between animal species, effectively rules out any relationship of justice
between human and non-human animals and even between non-human
species which, as irrational beings, do not have the language necessary to
enter into such contracts. As in Stoic teaching, the possession of articulate
language guarantees entrance into the sphere of moral considerability for



any being. Epicurus himself maintained that no such entity as ‘justice in
itself’ (kath’ heauto dikaiosunē) exists, but only the agreement, dependent
upon language, that from time to time is made between groups to prevent
the infliction and suffering of harm (Sovereign Maxims 33). Porphyry also
notes (On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 1.26.4) that Hermarchus, the
immediate successor of Epicurus as head of the school, argued against the
vegetarian lifestyle, and it seems likely that the school’s belief in the
impossibility of justice between species inspired his position (Haussleiter,
1935: 281–6).

Epicurus did not encourage doctrinal innovation on the part of his
followers but rather, as he states in his Letter to Herodotus, a summary of
Epicurus’s physical system quoted in Diogenes’ life of the philosopher,
instructed them to commit his precepts to memory (Diogenes Laertius,
Lives of the Philosophers 10.35–6). It is surprising, therefore, that the
master’s most ardent Roman disciple, the poet Lucretius (c.95–44 BC),
appears in his lengthy exposition of Epicurean doctrine, On the Nature of
the Universe, to have rejected the school’s position on the impossibility of
contracts between humans and other animal species. Lucretius’s decidedly
un-Epicurean fondness for animals emerges in numerous references to the
habits and behaviours of domestic and wild animals that are scattered
throughout his poem, from which the Roman draws interesting inferences
on the mental capacities of those animals that contradict orthodox
Epicurean teaching. While such statements may have been intended
metaphorically, Lucretius does argue that racehorses, while eager to emerge
from the gates faster than their mind (mens) allows, must wait until their
atoms are roused throughout their bodies (On the Nature of the Universe
2.263–8), and that the stag possesses a ‘chilly mind’ (frigida mens) that
gives it its nervous disposition (On the Nature of the Universe 3.299). His
rather lengthy description of the dreams of various animal species (On the
Nature of the Universe 4.984–1010) is used to prove how in sleep the mind
calls up that upon which it had been ‘especially focused’ (contenta magis
mens) by day (On the Nature of the Universe 4.964).

It has recently been argued that Lucretius even rejected the Epicurean
denial of the possibility of contracts (sunthēkai) between species. Jo-Ann
Shelton, in her analysis of Lucretius’s account of the rise of civilization in
the fifth book of his poem, maintains that Lucretius claimed that human
beings judged it expeditious to enter into contracts with some species while



separating themselves from others (On the Nature of the Universe 5.860–
77). Such contracts, which ultimately result in easier lives for human
beings, increase the pleasure (voluptas) that is the goal of life, according to
Epicurean teaching. Contracts between groups of human beings are
essentially non-aggression pacts, while those between humans and other
species are agreements to exchange goods and services: humans agree to
feed some animal species and to provide them with human protection
(tutela), while animals in turn supply humans with meat and other food
products and with clothing. While Lucretius of course nowhere suggests
that the sort of contract that he describes is dependent upon language
possession in the case of non-human contractors, he does maintain that
violation of it results in destruction of the pleasure that the Epicurean seeks
out as life’s highest good (Shelton, 1995: 115–20). If Shelton’s analysis is
correct, it suggests not only highly uncharacteristic doctrinal innovation on
the part of a devout Epicurean, but an acceptance on the part of Lucretius of
the possibility of kinship (oikeiōsis) between human and non-human
animals that rejects Stoic and Epicurean denials of the unity of animal
creation.

LATER VOICES
It is a remarkable fact that the Presocratics, Academics, Stoics, and
Epicureans, whose views on the cognitive, affective, and physiological
attributes of non-human animals we have examined in this study, almost
never composed entire treatises devoted to animals, making the Peripatetics
Aristotle and Theophrastus anomalies in this regard. Classical antiquity’s
most important treatises devoted exclusively to animals survive from the
Roman period, when the great age of ancient philosophy was a memory. At
this time, when Rome controlled the Greek world, two Greek-speaking
philosophers, both disciples of Platonism, undertook to refute the
predominantly Stoic denial of reason to non-human animals, and to argue
for the necessity of a relationship of justice between the species that the
possession of some degree of reason by non-human species would
guarantee them. We have had occasion in this study to mention both of
these figures, Plutarch of Chaeronea in Boeotia (AD c.50–120) and
Porphyry of Tyre (AD 234–c.305), as sources for the views of their
philosophical predecessors and opponents. By maintaining that a



relationship of justice exists because of the fundamental sameness of the
intellectual and physical make-up of all animal species, both Plutarch and
Porphyry argue, indeed quite vociferously, for the oneness of all animal
creation, resurrecting an idea that had lain dormant in ancient philosophy
under the influence of Stoicism, while both assert as well that the kinship
and bonding embodied in the concept of oikeiōsis does after all exist
between the species.

Plutarch’s speculations on the nature of animalkind are contained in three
extant treatises included in the vast collection of ethical treatises known in
the Plutarchan corpus as the Moralia. The longest and philosophically most
valuable of these, the dialogue On the Cleverness of Animals, which
purports to be a comparison of the intellectual excellences of land and sea
creatures, but which in fact argues that all animals have a share of reason, is
directed primarily against the Stoics (Newmyer, 2006: 30–47). The second
of his animal treatises, On the Eating of Flesh, which survives in an
incomplete state, consists of two parts that offer scientific, ethical, and
religious arguments for abstention from meat. The third of the animal
treatises, called Whether Beasts Are Rational or Gryllus (‘Oinker’,
‘Squeaker’), from the name of the dialogue’s main character, a comrade of
Odysseus converted into a pig by the witch Circe, is a clever parody of a
famous scene from Homer’s Odyssey. In Plutarch’s reworking of the scene,
Gryllus rejects Odysseus’s offer of reconversion into human form since he
has come to believe that non-humans live a lifestyle superior to that of
corrupt and luxury-loving humans (Bréchet, 2005: 43–61). Discussions of
animals are found in abundance elsewhere in the treatises of Plutarch’s
Moralia, perhaps the most interesting being his comments on the care with
which animals rear their young, found in his treatise On the Love of
Offspring (Newmyer, 2006: 39).

Near the beginning of the dialogue On the Cleverness of Animals,
Autobulus, one of the interlocutors who articulates Plutarch’s views in the
debate, reminds his companions that on the previous day, the thesis had
been advanced that ‘all animals in some manner or other have a share of
understanding and reason’ (metechein hamōsgepōs panta ta zōia dianoias
kai logismou) (Plutarch, On the Cleverness of Animals 960a). This
statement is followed by an extended debate in which the meaning and
ramifications of this thesis are explored, with particular attention given to a
refutation of Stoic doctrine on animal intellect. The anti-Stoic flavour of



Plutarch’s exposition emerges almost immediately in Autobulus’s
observation that, according to their teaching, the universe is made up of
opposites: corporeal to incorporeal, mortal to immortal, rational to
irrational, and so forth. According to this Stoic ‘theory of opposites’, about
which Chrysippus himself had written a treatise, now lost, the rational, in
the case of the animal world, is the human being, while the irrational is the
remainder of animal creation (On the Cleverness of Animals 960b–c).
Autobulus suggests that perhaps the soulless should rather be reckoned to
be that part of the universe that is the antithesis of the rational. Even the
Stoics allowed a soul to non-human animals, albeit a defective one that, in
their view, cannot attain to rationality. He counters that every creature
endowed with a soul has by nature both rational and irrational and sentient
and insentient components (960c–d). Moreover, nature, which does nothing
without a purpose, would hardly grant sentience to any being without
intending that each one utilize its sentience, which every animal clearly
does through those behaviours that enable it to conduct its life successfully:
catching prey, avoiding enemies, building a home, and raising offspring.
Plutarch accords Autobulus a clever conclusion to this line of argument
when he has him ask why the Stoics punish their animals when they
misbehave if they do not seek to improve them through the operation of
‘repentance’ (metanoia), which animals could hardly experience if they
have no capacity for reflection (961d).

Later in his proof of rationality in non-humans, Plutarch enumerates, as
further causes for rejecting the Stoic position, the presence in non-humans
of a number of qualities that he claims are regularly cited by philosophers
who seek to prove that animals have a share of reason: ‘memories’
(mnēmai), ‘emotions’ (pathē), ‘care for offspring’ (teknōn epimeleiai),
‘gratitude’ (charites), ‘courage’ (andreia), ‘sense of community’
(koinōnia), and ‘restraint’ (enkrateia) (On the Cleverness of Animals 966b).
Plutarch’s assertion here again that non-human species ‘share in’
(metechein) reason raises an issue central to understanding his view of
animal intellect, namely his belief that reason in animal creation is a matter
of degree rather than an ‘all or nothing’ proposition, as he accuses the
Stoics of maintaining. To attain to perfection, he asserts, reason must be
cared for and educated, which is impossible for non-humans and almost
unexampled among humans (On the Cleverness of Animals 962c). Some
animal species are not intended by nature to attain to perfection of reason,



but the Stoics are mistaken to conclude therefrom that they possess no
reason: reason in animals is ‘clouded’ (mē katharon) and ‘inexact’
(apēkribōmenon), but not altogether absent (962b).

One can readily observe here that Plutarch’s proof of rationality in non-
human animals is inspired by two closely interwoven goals, each entailing
the refutation of a tenet fundamental to the Stoic case against including
non-humans in the sphere of morally considerable beings. In the case of the
first goal, since the Stoics had demanded evidence of rationality before a
relation of ‘kinship’ could be declared to exist between the species, Plutarch
had endeavoured to provide that evidence, constructing a case largely on
what one might consider common-sense arguments and analogies with
behaviours in human beings, and thereby to establish that the bond called
oikeiōsis, so central to Stoic ethics, does after all exist across species. He
would seem at the same time to reject the Stoic conception of the radical
differences between the human and non-human hēgemonikon, or ‘guiding
principle’ of the soul, since, in Plutarch’s view, the animal soul attains to
rationality as does the human soul. In Plutarch’s analysis, reason in human
and non-human animals must be said to differ quantitatively but not
qualitatively (Caballero, 1999: 559; Becchi, 2000: 207).

The second goal of Plutarch’s animal philosophy was to demonstrate that
non-human species, as creatures ‘akin’ to humans in possessing some
degree of reason, are entitled to just treatment from human beings, a
position illustrated in graphic detail in On the Eating of Flesh, Plutarch’s
argument for abstention from meat. Here he describes how animals at the
moment of slaughter cry out to their slayers, in shrieks that humans mistake
for meaningless utterances but which are in fact ‘cries for justice’
(dikaiologias) (On the Eating of Flesh 994f). Plutarch challenges the Stoic
denial of logos prophorikos, or articulate utterance, to non-humans
inasmuch as they possess, as he has endeavoured to demonstrate, the logos
endiathetos, or internal reasoning, that enables meaningful external
expression (Newmyer, 1999: 105–7). What is extraordinary here is
Plutarch’s implication, almost unparalleled in Classical thought on animals,
that animals are themselves capable of understanding the concept of justice
and of demanding it of human beings (Newmyer, 2006: 52–4).

Plutarch’s contribution to the ancient debate on what has been termed
‘philosophical vegetarianism’ (Dombrowski, 1984: 111–17), that set of
arguments that may be adduced to present the case that a meat-free lifestyle



is incumbent upon humans of good conscience, is intimately connected to
his proof of rationality in non-human species. The issue of what inspired an
ancient writer to argue in favour of abstention is always complex, and
concerns for the sufferings of food animals seldom figure prominently in
such arguments. Even in the case of antiquity’s most famous vegetarian,
Pythagoras, scholars remain divided regarding his motivations
(Tsekourakis, 1987: 370–9). In a number of cases, hygienic, physiological,
medical, and ethical arguments appear in various combinations: it is
declared revolting for human beings, who are not endowed with the
dentition needed to tear flesh, to gorge themselves on animal carcasses that,
we are told, cannot readily be digested by the human body. In addition, one
encounters the argument that a diet of meat pulls the human soul down and
renders it coarse and unfit for philosophizing, a consideration that Diogenes
Laertius claims influenced Pythagoras’s own case for abstention (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 8.13).

While medical, hygienic, and physiological considerations figure among
Plutarch’s arguments, what renders his case so remarkable is the
prominence of the idea of inter-species kinship based on common
possession of reason. It is morally wrong, in his view, for a human being to
kill and devour a creature that understands its plight and asks for
consideration from its human tormentors. But human beings, Plutarch
laments, ignore the animal’s ‘persuasive voice’ (phōnēs pithanotēs) and
‘unusual level of intelligence’ (peritton en sunesei) (Plutarch, On the Eating
of Flesh 994e) and slaughter the thoughtful creature for a mere bit of food.
With its emphasis on the suffering of food animals and on consideration for
the interests of such creatures, Plutarch’s case for vegetarianism strikes a
reader as remarkably ‘modern’ in sensibility (Newmyer, 1995: 41–3).

Porphyry’s treatise On Abstinence from Animal Flesh, the longest and
most comprehensive discussion of philosophical vegetarianism to survive
from the ancient world, shows numerous evidences of a similarly modern
spirit, and the reader will encounter in him every argument for abstention
found in vegetarian apologetic literature of the twenty-first century.
Porphyry’s Neo-Platonist philosophical orientation ensures, however, that
one argument scarcely mentioned in Plutarch’s case for abstention is
prominent in Porphyry’s treatise. The Neo-Platonic preoccupation with
maintaining spiritual purity stands behind Porphyry’s assertion (On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh 1.33.1) that certain types of food arouse the



passions and hinder spiritual ascent and the detachment that the philosopher
requires. This type of argument, found already in Pythagorean teaching,
illustrates a surprising paradox of ancient vegetarian thought in that some
arguments for abstention were motivated more by thoughts of human self-
interest than from concern for the welfare and suffering of other species.
This element of self-interestedness emerges with particular clarity in
Porphyry’s assertion (On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 2.3.1) that
abstention is not incumbent upon all persons but only upon philosophers
whose happiness consists of the imitation of the divine and the avoidance of
any actions that endanger spiritual purity.

Porphyry’s case for abstention in all other respects not only closely
parallels that of Plutarch in being based upon the dual pillars of kinship and
justice, but the later philosopher even incorporated, almost verbatim,
lengthy passages from Plutarch’s treatise On the Cleverness of Animals
(959e–963f), which contain arguments for rationality in non-human
animals, into his own treatise (On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.20–4).
Porphyry’s contribution to the debate consists of his particularly strong
emphasis on the oneness of all animal creation, so that the refutation of the
Stoic denial of ‘kinship’ between species is paramount to his argument.
Scholars have seen this emphasis as a reflection of the belief of Porphyry’s
Neo-Platonist master Plotinus (AD 205–69) that all nature is akin and
interrelated (Preus, 1983: 156; Dombrowski, 1984: 104–5). While the first
book of Porphyry’s treatise contains valuable information on ancient
arguments against abstention, and the second book offers extensive
discussion of the varieties and motivations behind the practice of sacrifice,
it is the third book of On Abstinence from Animal Flesh, which contains his
case for rationality in non-human animals and for a debt of justice towards
them, that is of greatest interest to the modern reader.

Porphyry opens his discussion of animal rationality with a critique of the
Stoic theory of the two types of ‘reason’, logos prophorikos, ‘external
reason, speech’, and logos endiathetos, ‘internal reason, thought’ (On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.3.1–7), asking why we should not suppose
that the utterances of animals issue forth only after some thought process
has prompted them (3.3.1–2). The problem is not that the language of non-
humans is meaningless but rather that it is incomprehensible to humans, in
the same manner that a Greek cannot understand a Thracian or a Scythian
but does not therefore conclude that the utterances of those peoples are



meaningless. It is common knowledge, he asserts (3.4.2–4), that animals
speak differently according to their current circumstances: fear, joy, and
anger elicit differing sounds indicative of differing situations. He cites
Aristotle (3.7.1) in support of his conclusion that differences in nature are
not in essence but only in degree, but he could equally well have cited
Plutarch, whose case for rationality in animals relied heavily on the notion
that such differences are quantitative rather than qualitative.

In addition to the intellectual kinship between species that Porphyry
identifies, he offers as well examples of physiological affinities between
species, observing, for example, that animals fall sick and experience the
same symptoms and progress of disease as do human beings when suffering
from the same affliction (3.7.3–4). In some particulars, non-human animals
seem to surpass humans in the keenness of their senses, as no one will deny
that dogs have a keener sense of smell than do human beings (3.8.4). Like
humans, other species know from birth how to flee enemies, to pursue prey,
and to build homes, which, in Porphyry’s view, suggests the presence in
animals of some degree of innate ‘reason’ (logos) (3.10.2–3). Such a share
of reason allows non-human species to live together in a relation that he
calls ‘justice’ (to dikaion) (3.11.1), which prompts them to refrain from
injuring their conspecifics.

The conclusion that Porphyry draws from this enumeration of intellectual
and physiological parallels between species is sweeping. He has sought to
prove that the natural ‘kinship’ (oikeiōsin) (3.19.2), which the Stoics
declare is the origin of justice between human beings, exists equally
between species, based on their similar mental capacities and physical
endowments. Moreover, human beings would not deny justice to other
humans who live solely at the level of perception (aisthēsei) and do not
participate in reason (logos). They therefore, he concludes, cannot withhold
justice from non-human species that possess some degree of reason and, in
addition, provide us with their milk and wool (3.19.3). An individual who
has ‘attained the sense of kinship with an animal’ (ho…tēn oikeiōsin
pepoiēmenos pros to zōion) (3.26.7) will not act unjustly towards any
animal because he will be mindful of the kinship that he shares with all
animal creation. Porphyry’s dual emphasis on kinship and justice suggests
Plutarchan inspiration, and we recall that he appropriated large passages
from the earlier thinker’s work almost without alteration, but the idea of the
interrelatedness of all living beings and the notion that reason (logos)



pervades creation are in line with Neo-Platonist doctrine (Preus, 1983: 149).
What is unusual in a Neo-Platonist, however, is Porphyry’s profound
sympathy for animal creation and for the sufferings of other species.

With the work of Plutarch and Porphyry, the question of unity and
otherness in animal creation comes full circle, as our two Imperial-age
Greeks resurrect the Presocratic position that all animal creation is one,
endowed with intellectual, physiological, and affective components that
differ only in degree from species to species. Unfortunately, by the age of
Plutarch and Porphyry, the influence of Stoicism had become, as Sorabji
expresses it, ‘embedded in Western, Latin-speaking Christianity’ (Sorabji,
1993: 2), effectively drowning out sympathetic voices such as those of
Plutarch and Porphyry. Only in the second half of the twentieth century,
with the growth of vigorous animal-welfare and animal-rights movements,
did two millennia of inter-species alienation, with its Stoic and Christian
roots, begin to ease, although the treatment of non-human animals in
developed societies today suggests that our species has a long road to travel
before reaching the promising beginning that some early Greeks
envisioned.



SUGGESTED READING

Readers interested in the teachings of ancient philosophical schools on the
intellectual capacities of non-human animals will find much of value in
Sorabji (1993), although the volume is not easy reading. Sorabji draws
interesting parallels between ancient pronouncements on animal intellect
and arguments advanced by modern advocates of animal rights and by their
opponents. Equally commendable is Dierauer (1977), which includes
discussion of some non-philosophical sources from Classical antiquity, as
well as in-depth coverage of philosophical schools. Steiner (2005) traces
anthropocentric prejudice against non-human species from antiquity into
post-modern philosophical thought. Many of the Greek and Roman texts
discussed in this study may be found in new English translations, with
commentaries and bibliographical suggestions, in Newmyer (2011).
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CHAPTER 30

PHILOSOPHICAL VEGETARIANISM
AND ANIMAL ENTITLEMENTS

DANIEL A. DOMBROWSKI

INTRODUCTION
MANY important thinkers from antiquity were greatly impressed with
vegetarian thought: Pythagoras, Empedocles, Plato, Theophrastus, Ovid,
Plutarch, Plotinus, Porphyry, and others. It will be the purpose of this
chapter to explore the philosophical arguments in the ancient world both for
and against the vegetarian position.

It should be noted at the outset that vegetarianism is not a conclusion that
is tied to any particular ancient philosophical approach or method. Although
it is true that philosophical vegetarianism largely ran along an axis in the
Platonic tradition from Pythagoras to the Neo-Platonists in late antiquity,
and although anti-vegetarian thought primarily ran along an axis from
Aristotle to the Stoics, there are no essential connections here between
Platonism and vegetarianism, on the one hand, and Aristotelianism and
anti-vegetarianism, on the other. For example, Aristotle’s great student,
Theophrastus, reached a vegetarian conclusion on the basis of thoroughly
Aristotelian principles (see, for example, Porphyry, On Abstinence from
Animal Flesh 2.11–32).

To the extent that philosophical vegetarianism flourished in the ancient
world, it seems that the most likely explanation is in terms of the common
adherence to the concept of arete (virtue), as we will see. In this regard it is
fortuitous that the rebirth of virtue ethics in recent decades (such that virtue
ethics now rivals, or at least supplements, utilitarianism and deontology)



facilitates a contemporary understanding of ancient philosophical
vegetarianism (and ancient philosophical anti-vegetarianism).

THE GOLDEN AGE AS BACKGROUND
There was a pervasive sense in antiquity that the past was better than the
present. An important instance of this was found in the belief that there was
‘originally’ a Golden Age of perfection in which vegetarianism was
practised. In fact, this belief, although informed by mythic sources such as
Hesiod’s Works and Days (109–201), nonetheless provided the background
for more philosophical and argumentative versions of vegetarianism that
appeared over the centuries in ancient Greece and Rome.

More precisely, there were at least two different myths that provided the
background for ancient philosophical vegetarianism. One of these, the myth
of the ages, traced degeneration away from the Golden Age of
vegetarianism towards more violent eating practices in later ages, as in
meat-eating or, at the absolute nadir, anthropophagy. The other, contrasting,
myth, that regarding Prometheus’s gift of fire, often functions optimistically
so as to symbolize humanity’s power to control nature. For philosophical
vegetarians, however, Prometheus’s gift also provided human beings with
the means by which to cook meat. Indeed, it helps to explain how human
beings learned to like the taste of meat in that they were not natural
predators who easily took to raw flesh.

Empedocles is one notable philosopher whose vegetarianism only makes
sense against the background provided by the supposed vegetarianism of
the Golden Age. This assessment is based on both Empedocles’ own texts
(see Diels-Kranz fragments B128–130) and the testimony of Porphyry (On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh 2.20–1).

In terms of conceptual richness, however, Plato treated the connection
between the Golden Age and vegetarianism more insightfully than any
other thinker. As early as the Gorgias (523a–c) the difference between the
age of Cronus (gold) and the ages of Zeus (the silver generation onwards) is
made explicit. In the Republic (415a) it is clear that the one who is fit to
rule, the philosopher, has gold inside, whereas the guardians are to be of
silver stock, and those in the producing class are to be characterized by
bronze and iron. That is, the whole Republic can be seen as Plato’s account
of what things would look like if those who ruled were golden (vegetarian).



As before, the background here is provided by the belief that those who
lived before were vegetarian, a belief that is also evidenced through the
Athenian (presumably Plato) in the Laws (782).

The myth of cosmic reversal in Plato’s Statesman (269–274) is most
instructive in this regard. In the Golden Age of Cronus human beings had
fruit without stint from trees, such that, as in the Garden of Eden story in
the Bible, this paradisal condition was conducive to vegetarianism. Two
crucial inferences can be made here. First, philosophers should be
vegetarians. This conclusion can be drawn when the story of the ages in the
Republic (where Plato is imagining what history would be like if golden
types—philosophers—ruled) is joined with the evidence of the Statesman
(that those in the golden race under Cronus were vegetarians). Second,
vegetarianism seems to have been a distant goal, however, because the point
to the myth of cosmic reversal in the Statesman seems to be that the ideal
universe under Cronus has never existed in the physical realm any more
than the Republic has. This is not to say that vegetarian thought was not
useful. It did supply the ideal background against which to judge treatment
of non-human animals (hereafter: animals), in the same way that the
Republic provided the paradigm against which judgments of actually
existing historical states were to be made.

This separation of paradigm and praxis takes us to the heart of the issue
of vegetarianism in ancient philosophy in that the paradise of the Golden
Age was primarily an animal paradise. The pastoral vocabulary of the
Golden Age under Cronus eventually gave way to the political vocabulary
of the ages under Zeus, which were characterized by the violence of Zeus’s
own usurpation of power. Violence towards animals was facilitated by the
aforementioned gifts to human beings from Prometheus (and Hephaestus):
fire was necessary to cook a meat-eater’s diet. Throughout the ancient
period, philosophical vegetarianism stood for the attempt to implant into the
present iron age the vegetarian virtues of the golden period. This is what
Pythagoras, Empedocles, Porphyry, etc., tried to do.

When the ancients imagined a perfect life, it tended to be vegetarian.
This is true whether the perfection in question involved succession in time,
as in degeneration away from the Golden Age, or spatial separation, as in
Ephorus’s description of the far away vegetarian Scythians, in contrast to
the meat-eating Greeks. Not surprisingly, the fourth-century Ephorus also
associated simplicity of life and hence justice with the Scythians. In



contrast to the violence of a meat-eating diet, ancient vegetarians seemed to
say that there were those who lived long, long ago or far, far away who had
more pacific eating practices (on Ephorus, see Lovejoy and Boas, 1965: 93–
6, 287–8). From the time of Homer, who had Zeus judge the milk-drinking
Abioi to be the most virtuous of people (Iliad 13.3), to the third-century
author Aratus (see Phaenomena 96–136), to Ovid in the first centuries of
both eras, the vegetarianism of the Golden Age was praised.

It is true that Ovid’s portrayal of the earth of the Golden Age as
untouched by hoe and unwounded by plough, in that she gave vegetal food
freely (see Metamorphoses 1.76–215; 2.17), was a bit much for some
ancient authors. For example, in the poem Aetna (9–16), traditionally
attributed to Virgil, the vegetarianism of the Golden Age was satirized. But
this scepticism regarding the vegetarianism of the Golden Age did not
prevent belief in such a doctrine even late in antiquity. For example, the
great Neo-Platonist philosopher Plotinus (himself a vegetarian, on the
authority of Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus), uses Ouranos to symbolize the
One (to hen), the highest reality, which is not really amenable to cognition
or predication. But the next highest reality, that of divine intellect,
symbolized by the golden age of Cronus, son of Ouranos, was both
knowable and sayable (Plotinus, Enneads 5.1.4; 5.1.7; 5.5.3; 5.8.13). Seen
in Plotinus’s light, vegetarianism is hardly frivolous or inaccessible, but is
instead a reachable rung on a ladder that climbs to a unity that is much more
difficult to attain.

THE PYTHAGOREAN TRADITION
It is correct to claim that Pythagoras in the sixth century was the father of
philosophical vegetarianism, even if it is also true that the vegetarian ideal
had been present for several centuries in Greece before he came on the
scene. This ideal was a function of both the myth of the Golden Age and the
influence of mystery cults such as the Orphics, who were vegetarian. The
latter are especially important because their vegetarianism, like that of the
Pythagoreans, was intimately connected to belief in transmigration of souls.
The following argument is an idealized version of the reasoning that
appeared throughout the Pythagorean tradition, which lasted until the time
of Plotinus and Porphyry in the second century AD:



1. Human beings should not be killed or eaten.
2. Animals might well be past or future human beings.
3. Therefore, animals should not be killed or eaten.

This argument is valid (i.e., its conclusion follows from the evidence in
its premises), but its soundness can be questioned in that the second premise
rests on a religious belief that, although acceptable to the Orphics,
Pythagoreans, and some Hindus, strikes others as wildly implausible. Even
on the internal basis of belief in transmigration, however, there are
problems with this argument in that, for the transmigrationist, even
besouled plants could be past or future human beings (cf. Empedocles
B117). This leads one to wonder whether human beings could survive on
the basis of this argument. What in good conscience could they eat?

In addition to belief in transmigration, Pythagorean vegetarianism was
also based on concern for both health of body and health of psyche. The
former concern was closely connected with ancient medicine, which is
treated elsewhere in the present volume. Considerable attention seems to
have been given in the Pythagorean tradition to the question of which foods
were conducive to bodily health and which were not (e.g., beans—for
various reasons that are not the concern of this chapter—see Dombrowski,
1984a; see also Scarborough, 1982).

The relationship between psychic health and vegetarianism is a rich one.
On the one side, health of psyche is connected to belief in transmigration in
that, through purification rites, including abstention from meat, it was
believed that one could remember previous lives or, perhaps, anticipate
future ones. On the other side, the perfectionistic desire to become as
excellent as possible led to the sorts of ethical considerations that
characterize philosophical vegetarianism even today. Although nothing
remains of anything Pythagoras himself may have written, the tradition that
memorialized him consistently associated the pursuit of arete with
vegetarianism. Consider Porphyry and Iamblichus and Diogenes Laertius’s
portrayals of Pythagoras from late antiquity, wherein his diet consisted
primarily of millet, barley, and vegetables, with meat being eaten only
rarely when the gods demanded it as part of a sacrifice (regarding the
reliability of what has come down to us concerning the Pythagoreans, see
Burkert, 1972; Gorman, 1978; Kahn, 2001; Riedweg, 2005; Joost-Gaugier,
2006).



This diet was conducive to a life of simplicity, which in turn was
conducive to justice and to avoidance of pleonexia (loosely,
‘overindulgence’). That is, although belief in transmigration offered
significant support to Pythagorean vegetarianism, it would be a mistake to
conclude that this was the only reason within the Pythagorean tradition for a
vegetarian diet.

Despite the verbal distinction above between health of body and health of
psyche, there is no reason to conclude to a Platonic, much less Cartesian,
dualism. Indeed, the whole point here is that body and soul function
together as an integral unit. It would therefore be best to describe human
beings as ‘mindbodies’ or ‘soulbodies’. If not in theory, then at least in
practice, Pythagoreanism stood for a type of hylomorphism. The bodily
health fostered by a vegetarian diet enhanced the search for arete and vice
versa. Hence another mistake, in addition to the assumption that
Pythagorean vegetarianism was based solely on a belief in transmigration,
is the assumption that Pythagorean vegetarianism was a type of self-denial.
To the contrary: vegetarianism was believed to be conducive to the very
best in human beings.

The phrase ‘philosophical vegetarianism’ is ambiguous in that it could
refer to either: (a) a type of vegetarianism that is conducive to a life of
moderation (sophrosyne) so as to facilitate virtue in the vegetarian; or (b) a
concern for animals themselves; or (c) both of the above. It seems that (c)
comes closest to helping us to understand the Pythagorean view. Admittedly
the evidence is complicated. For example, a fragment from Xenophanes
found in Diogenes Laertius, in which Pythagoras is described as stopping
the beating of a puppy, could be interpreted strictly in terms of the argument
from transmigration, in that the dog was identified with a human being dear
to Pythagoras. But the fragment also mentions Pythgoras’s pity (epoiktirai),
which points us towards what can be called the argument from sentiency
(see Osborne, 2007: 46–50). The following version of the argument from
sentiency is an idealized version of (b) that captures well this part of the
Pythagorean view:

1. Any being that can experience pain or suffer ought not to have pain
or suffering (or death) inflicted on it unnecessarily.

2. It is not necessary that we inflict pain or suffering (or death) on a
sentient animal in order for us to have a healthy diet.



3. Therefore, we ought not to inflict pain or suffering (or death) on
sentient animals for the purpose of eating them.

Unlike the argument from transmigration, the argument from sentiency,
which is implied throughout ancient discussions of the Pythagoreans (once
again, see the lives of Pythagoras by Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Diogenes
Laertius), is still seen as at least plausible, if not convincing, even by
contemporary meat-eaters. In fact, it is enough to convince many
contemporary philosophers to be vegetarians. As Stephen R. L. Clark sums
up this argument, ‘this at least cannot be true, that it is proper to be the
cause of avoidable ill’ (Clark, 1977: i). Unless an animal posed a threat to
us, or unless the gods demanded that we sacrifice animals, the Pythagoreans
believed that it was illegitimate to inflict pain or suffering (or death) on an
animal because to do so would both diminish our own moral status as
agents and it would be unfair to the animal. Or better, it is precisely because
we would be failing to show justice (dike) to the animal that we would
diminish ourselves in the process.

The pleonexic desire for superfluous nutriment was what led many meat-
eaters to forget the sentiency of animals, on the Pythagorean view. Perhaps
the Pythagoreans hyperbolized in claiming that a vegetarian diet was
healthier than a meat-eating one (the point is still debated), but in order to
have the argument from sentiency go through all that was required was the
more modest claim that vegetarianism could be healthy. The argument is
still philosophically interesting because it concretizes for us two of the key
dicta from ancient ethical theory: the Delphic dictum ‘nothing in excess’
and the Apollonian exhortation ‘know thyself’ (gnothi seauton).

The Pythagoreans knew that human beings were animals. Specifically,
they thought that humans were the sorts of animal who, because of their
advanced intellect, had to purify themselves through training (askesis—see
Dombrowski, 2009) in order to join the psychic forces that pervaded the
cosmos (see Gorman, 1978: 185, 202). This training led the Pythagoreans to
the conclusion that one could not escape the logic of the argument from
sentiency by sneaking up on the animal so as to kill it ‘painlessly’. Indeed,
there is evidence that the Pythagoreans viewed those who unnecessarily
killed animals as nothing less than murderers (see Iamblichus, Life of
Pythagoras 28). This designation is not hyperbolic if the Pythagoreans were
correct in their estimation that animals were not only sentient but at least



minimally rational as well (metechou tou logon—see Porphyry, On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.6). It is especially because they believed
animals were not only sentient but to some degree rational that they
exhibited commiseration (philoiktirmonos—see Porphyry, On Abstinence
from Animal Flesh 3.20) towards them, although sentiency alone would
have been enough to elicit commiseration from a virtuous person.

No doubt some members of the Pythagorean communities that existed in
the ancient world heard the vegetarian message (the akousmatikoi), but
perhaps did not understand its philosophical basis, whereas there were
others, like Empedocles, who were more philosophically inclined, who
understood the theoretical basis for vegetarianism (the mathematikoi), and
who were the strictest adherents to its practice. People then, as now, tended
to see these latter types as fanatics in that they lacked ‘common sense’, as is
evidenced in their conviction that it is better to suffer an injustice than to
commit one (see Gorman, 1978: 79, 108).

The Pythagoreans’ vegetarianism was also at least tangentially related to
their famous interest in mathematics. The ‘one’ referred, among other
things, to the union and sympathy between human beings and other
animals, whereas the ‘dyad’ was the symbol of (or cause of?) the difference
between human beings and other animals in terms of a more advanced
rationality in human beings, which did not have to be exploited (see
Porphyry, Life of Pythagoras 35). Along with John Rodman, we should
notice the deep sense of kinship that the Pythagoreans had with the non-
human, especially animal life, a kinship that pushed them into a
counterculture that was a motivating force for resisting the dominant, meat-
eating culture (Rodman, 1976: 108–112).

Once again, Ovid’s vegetarian thought seems to have been inspired by
Pythagoras (see Metamorphoses 15.60–480). He identified Pythagoras as
the first opponent to meat-eating and he even compared the criminality
(scelus) of meat-eating to the savagery of the Cyclops or of a Thyestean
banquet. Although Ovid was not opposed to the killing of animals who
were dangerous, this admission in itself is compatible with the argument
from sentiency (note the emphasis in this argument on ‘unnecessary’
killing). Sheep and other harmless animals do not merit pain or suffering or
death, nor do they desire to be eaten by savage teeth (saevo…dente), or
caught in treacherous snares (sine insidiis). In the Golden Age the infamy
(nefas) of meat-eating was avoided, but even after this time Ovid thought



that the slaying of a kid could be compared to the crying of a child, which
anticipated the most sophisticated ancient argument for vegetarianism, the
argument from marginal cases, to be treated below.

FROM SOCRATES TO THEOPHRASTUS
Although the evidence from Xenophon and from Plato’s early dialogues
(where the historical Socrates is memorialized) speaks strongly in favour of
Socrates’ moderate eating habits and the simplicity of his lifestyle, it does
not support the case for his vegetarianism. Socrates apparently thought that
in relation to animals, human beings were like demigods (presumably
because of their rationality), hence animals were, in a way, for the sake of
human beings. That is, Socratic humanism was hardly a boon for animals
(see, e.g., Xenophon, Recollections of Socrates 1.2–6; 2.1; 3.14; 4.3; see
also Haussleiter, 1935). Nonetheless, the force of Socrates’ moderation or
asceticism led some fourth-century Cynics to defend vegetarianism, as in
Crates’ poem preserved by Diogenes Laertius (see Diogenes Laertius, Lives
of the Philosophers 6.85).

Plato poses a greater challenge than any other ancient thinker for
contemporary scholars who examine ancient philosophical vegetarianism.
This is due, in part, to familiar problems regarding how to decipher Plato’s
own views amid the many voices found in his dialogues. But it is also due,
in part, to conflicting evidence regarding the topic of vegetarianism even
from Plato’s presumed spokespersons in the dialogues.

On the one hand, there is ample evidence to support the view that Plato
would have permitted meat-eating. He does not seem to condemn hunting
and butchering (Statesman 288e); nor does he seem to object to raising
livestock for consumption (Laws 847e). In fact, in the Republic (332c) the
culinary art is described as the seasoning of meats (opsois), which are
wholesome foods to eat (Laws 667b). Because they were considered
wholesome, they were recommended to athletes (Republic 404c).

On the other hand, we have seen that the philosopher, ideally speaking,
ought to be vegetarian in order to (re-)establish the link with animals found
in the Golden Age. We have also seen that it is important to explore why
this link was broken, a break that was symbolized by an ancient time of
destruction when most animals perished (Laws 677e). No doubt the well-



known influence of the Pythagoreans on Plato also provided part of the
background for his taking seriously the issue of vegetarianism.

Four texts can be highlighted that support the claim that Plato’s interest
in the topic of vegetarianism was more pronounced than many scholars
have noticed. First, in the Gorgias (464–5) restrictions are imposed on the
art of cookery (opsopoiike) through the use of two four-term analogies. The
first deals with health of soul:

sophistry: legislation:: rhetoric: justice

Legislation and justice are the true arts that deal with the soul in that
legislation gives one principles to live by, whereas justice offers a means of
adjustment if legislation fails. Sophistry and rhetoric are types of flattery
that imitate the true arts; anyone taken in by these forms of flattery can
expect an unhealthy soul. The other analogy considers bodily health:

beautification: gymnastics:: cookery: medicine

Gymnastics gives guidelines for developing a healthy body, whereas
medicine indicates to us how to cure the body if gymnastics fails, as it will
inevitably. Beautification consists in devices that feign youth or health, but
that cannot offer either. And cookery is a form of flattery that feigns the
physician’s art. It does not do the job of repairing the body as well as
medicine because it is a routine that tries to gratify and give pleasure (462d
—presumably through sweetmeats, spicy sauces, and culinary exotica),
whereas medicine more successfully uses unpleasant means to recover
health.

Cookery is not really an art (techne) at all because by exclusively
devoting itself to pleasure, without investigating the nature of pleasure, it
fails to give a rational account (logos) of itself (500b, 501a). All of this
makes it clear that Plato was very much interested in proper diet and that
this topic is integrally connected to the major epistemological and
ontological issues in his philosophy, in general.

Second, in Book Two of the Republic the character Socrates suggests that
the chief need of the Republic (or at least of the first city in the Republic) is
food (369d—trophes), to be produced by farmers with the aid of oxen for
ploughing, but not for their meat (370d–e). The food produced is not just
eaten, but is consumed as part of a feast (372a–c). Glaucon is surprised to
find only bread (siton), wine (oinon), barley cakes (chrithon alphita), wheat



flour (aleura), cakes (mazas), and various loaves (artous). Not much of a
feast, he thinks.

No opson? In effect, he asks, where is the beef? Socrates tells him (372e),
and the pun here should not be missed, that there will be opson, in that
opson can mean either cooked foods, including meat or fish, on the one
hand, or seasonings or sauces or relishes, on the other. There will be opson
like salt (halas), olives (elaas), cheese (tyron), onions (bolbous), and greens
(lachana). Further, and here Socrates is rubbing this salt in Glaucon’s
wounded appetite, there will be desserts. And here there is a second pun
since tragema can mean either sweetmeats, on the one hand, or dried fruits
or desserts, on the other. The tragema to be provided will be figs (suchon),
chick-peas (erebinthon), beans (chuamon), myrtle berries (myrta), and
acorns (phegous).

Despite the fact that these are foods not only of health (hygeias) but also
of peace (eirene), Glaucon would prefer real opsa and tragemata, as it
were, those that are customary (nomizetai), rather than those in the first city
(372d). These opsa and tragemata in the luxurious city, as opposed to the
first city of ‘pigs’ (from Glaucon’s pleonexic perspective), would quite
ironically include pigs themselves and oxen, now fed to and actually eaten
by human beings, hence the translation of opsa, in this passage at least, as
meats. Also, it seems legitimate to translate mageiron as butcher (373c), for
such would be needed in the fevered world of meat cookery (opsopoiia),
along with swineherds (syboton) and all sorts of hunters (thereutai).

The destruction of peaceful relations with animals will eventually lead to
the destruction of peaceful relations among human beings, because in
addition to arable land (aroun) for crops to grow the meat-eating city will
also require massive pasture land (nemein) for the great number of cattle
(373d). This land can only be acquired by conquest. That is, although
excess desire is often noted as the origin of war in Plato’s Republic, it has
not often been noted that it is largely the desire for meat that causes war.

Obviously none of this will convince those who think that Plato always
kept his anonymity in his dialogues. However, if the character Socrates in
the Republic can be shown to be a defender of vegetarianism, then
significant support has been given to the thesis that Plato was possibly, if
not probably, a vegetarian, especially when several other passages from the
dialogues are considered that lend support to this claim. In any event, the



fact that the first city in the Republic was to have been vegetarian remains
one of the best kept secrets in the history of philosophy.

Third, in the Laws (781e–783b) we learn that the issue of vegetarianism
spans the different periods of Plato’s career. The character named ‘the
Athenian’ (presumably Plato) makes it clear that the history of human
institutions is immeasurably long, including the history of eating habits.
Every sort of taste in meat and drink has at some time been exhibited,
which leads one to wonder about the Greek practice of anthropophagy.
Some people not only avoided such brutality, but also abstained from eating
oxen meat and other more ‘acceptable’ flesh. To eat such flesh is criminal,
it is claimed, and to sacrifice it to the gods is a pollution. Cakes and meal
soaked in honey are to be considered much more pure.

These unnamed people, who insisted on universal vegetarianism like that
of the Orphics, seem to be the Pythagoreans. The key point is made by the
character Clinias (with no objection from the Athenian): this vegetarianism
is a widely current and highly credible tradition (kai sphodra legomena te
eirekas kai pisteuesthai pithana). As in the Republic, food is the primary
need of human beings, and vegetarianism is a current, highly credible way
of meeting this need.

Fourth, there is Epinomis 974d–975b, where the Athenian (again,
presumably Plato) holds that some human beings who may have been
considered wise long ago are no longer considered so. Vegetarians are not
in this category. The legend of these people (again, presumably the
Pythagoreans) has it that they put a check on the devouring of flesh and
absolutely condemned the consumption of some animals. The Athenian
bestows on their rule a blessing of the first order: eating barley and wheat is
still admirable, for although it may not in itself bring wisdom (but not even
Pythagoras seemed to believe this), such a diet does show an attempt to
become the best person one can become. The practice of vegetarianism is
still seen as important in the life of one seeking understanding.

As before, Plato’s apparent desire to sustain vegetarian theory represents
a plea to return to the richer Greek conception of human beings as social
and not intelligibly removable from conspecifics or the natural
environment, in general, which includes besouled, sentient animals. He
seems to tolerate meat-eating in the same way that Pythagoras tolerated the
less rigorous practices of the akousmatikoi.



Aristotle seems to permit meat-eating. And it was his view, rather than
Pythagoras’s or Plato’s views, that became the dominant position in the
West regarding animals. Several texts indicate his overall stance.
Throughout On the Soul and elsewhere he elaborates three levels of soul:
rational soul found in human beings, sensitive soul found in human beings
and animals, and nutritive soul found in human beings, animals, and plants.
On this basis he sets human beings apart from the rest of nature due to the
presence of rationality, or at least of a high level of rationality (e.g.,
Eudemian Ethics 1222b). Because human beings are thus set apart from
animals, he concludes to a sort of extrinsic teleology wherein animals are
for the sake of human beings. Just as the mind rules (or should rule) over
the passionate element in an individual human being, so also human beings
as rational are naturally fit to rule over merely passionate animals (Politics
1.5, 8). Indeed, Aristotle’s speciesism is analogous to his sexism and
classism in that similar hierarchies are established in the Politics with
respect to the male–female relationship and the master–slave relationship
(cf. Osborne, 2007: ch. 5).

The issue is complex, however, for many different reasons. One is
tempted to say that although Aristotle was not a philosophical vegetarian, it
seems that he should have been. Because only sentiency (not sophisticated
rationality) is required in order for the argument from sentiency to go
through, his admission that animals are sentient is noteworthy. Aristotle’s
extensive research and writings on animals, which are too detailed to be
treated here, give him a certain sort of authority on both animal sentiency
and (minimal) animal rationality. To cite just one example that relates to the
moral status of animals, albeit as moral agents rather than as moral patients,
consider Nicomachean Ethics 1106a. Here Aristotle makes it clear that
although horses might not be able to self-consciously understand
themselves as doing the right thing, they nonetheless can be habitually
trained to do the right thing. That is, there is such a thing as equine virtue
(Schollmeier, 1992; see also Painter, 2006). Plutarch, it should be noted,
also at least flirted with the idea that animals were not only moral patients,
but moral agents as well (see Newmyer, 1997).

It was Aristotle who said that ‘If there is anyone who thinks it is base to
study animals, he should have the same thought about himself’ (Parts of
Animals 645a). It is precisely this animal-friendly attitude that led his
greatest student, Theophrastus, to philosophical vegetarianism, as detailed



by Porphyry in various passages in On Abstinence from Animal Flesh,
hence the plausibility of the aforementioned claim that if Aristotle was not a
vegetarian, it seems that he should have been. However, Aristotle’s
dominant legacy regarding animals is based on the first book of the Politics,
where animals are seen in terms of an extrinsic teleology such that their
value is solely in terms of their usefulness to human beings. This has led
Clark, a contemporary philosophical vegetarian, to lament that ‘a more
Platonic, or Plotinian, empire would have been kinder’ (Clark, 2001: 53,
380).

Theophrastus accomplished what his teacher did not: he sifted through
Aristotle’s own complicated theories on animals so as to deduce
vegetarianism as a conclusion. That is, he distanced himself from the
anthropocentric teleology dimension of his teacher’s thought while
remaining faithful to its other dimensions. Why? Although no certainty can
be gained here, it may very well be due to the fact that Theophrastus’s study
of plants, the most extensive in antiquity, led him to understand better than
anyone else the important difference in moral patiency status between
plants and animals, not the least of which was the inability of the former to
experience pain. At least one reason for Theophrastus’s vegetarianism was
his belief that to kill animals unnecessarily was unjust. Theophrastus kept
alive Aristotle’s hylomorphism, however. The soul of a human being is not
merely an inhabitant of the body, but an animating principle that gives itself
wholly to the body, painfully experiencing every blow to the flesh. No less
is true of animals (see Porphyry, On Abstinence from Animal Flesh 2.11–12;
4.20).

THE HELLENISTIC ERA, THE ROMANS,
AND PLUTARCH

Against the background provided by Aristotle, the Stoics tended to defend
the view that there is no moral or legal tie between human beings and
animals. Chrysippus even flirted with Descartes’ later view that animals do
not feel pain, but only ‘as it were’ feel it. In effect, the Stoics, including
Cicero, tended to follow Aristotle’s own extrinsic teleology (in contrast to
Theophrastus’s revised Aristotelian view): plants existed for animals and
both existed for human beings (see Passmore, 1975; Cicero, De natura



deorum 2.14, 37 and 160; De officiis 1.50–1). The lack of rationality in
plants and animals is what legitimizes their use by human beings, a view
concerning which Porphyry gives a nuanced response, as we will see.

It may well be the case that a few Stoics ate like philosophical
vegetarians due to the physical or mental-health benefits of a vegetarian
askesis, as Haussleiter attests (1935: 20–4). For example, Epictetus’s diet
was apparently largely meat-free, but to call him a philosophical vegetarian
would require some qualification in that his primary interest was in human
benefit rather than in animals themselves (Epictetus, Enchiridion 29, 33;
Haussleiter, 1935: 25). A balanced view of the Stoics is presented by
William Stephens, who notices both their logocentrism and their naturalism,
their rationalism as well as their belief that the core meaning of ‘person’
was neither intensively nor extensively coincident with the concept ‘human
being’, but was rather species-neutral (Stephens, 1994, 2006).

Seneca was apparently a vegetarian for a while, until he was induced to
give up the practice due to the imperial suspicion it caused. While still a
vegetarian he thought that the psychological cause of meat-eating was
covetousness (ambitio) and that not all animal actions were compelled (non
voluntas), although there are other elements of his thought that are more
closely tied to typical Stoic beliefs regarding the moral status of animals
(Seneca, Epistles 95, 108, 121; see also Clark, 1977: 4).

Although Epicurus apparently had a diet that was meat-free, to call him
and those who followed his diet philosophical vegetarians requires some
qualification. His dominant interest, as well as that of his followers, was
humanity, specifically in reflective human pleasure and the avoidance of
pain. He thought that one should avoid those foods that, when enjoyed,
eventually lead to an unacceptable feeling of privation; meat-eating, he
thought, was an impediment to human health. And Lucretius, it seems, was
surprisingly influenced by both Epicurus and Empedocles in his defence of
an original social contract between human beings and animals, a contract
that was agreeable to human beings because of the long-term benefit they
could receive from protecting and hence domesticating animals (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 10.10–11, 25; Porphyry, On Abstinence
from Animal Flesh 1.48–53; see Haussleiter, 1935: 25–6; Campbell, 2008).

Given the influence of the Stoics and the Epicureans in the Roman world,
and given the horrors of the games in terms of the intense suffering inflicted
on animals in these events, it is in a way surprising that vegetarianism



survived at all in ancient Rome. We have seen, however, that Seneca
expressed concern for the suffering of animals, and Ovid was a thinker who
dealt positively with vegetarian thought, who especially held up the
vegetarian ideal of the Golden Age, and who apparently believed in
transmigration. In fact, Ovid’s concern for the Golden Age provides an
important link in the chain of vegetarian thought from the eighth-century
Orphics, to the Pythagoreans, to the Platonists, to the Roman period. And
we shall see in the following section that the chain continued in a prominent
way in the Neo-Platonists. If Ovid himself was not a vegetarian, he did a
very good job of hiding this fact, because in the so-called ‘speech of
Pythagoras’s in Metamorphoses (15.60–480) he makes it clear that
mistreating animals is a crime (scelus) and that it involves a violation of
duty (pietas). He also anticipated the argument from marginal cases by
comparing the cries of a kid at slaughter to the cries of a child. That is, Ovid
gives strong evidence of adhering to Theophrastus’s concept of oikeiotēs
(community or fellow-feeling) with animals, a concept that was at odds
with Chrysippus and other Stoics’ belief that community with animals was
impossible because they were not capable of entering into rational contracts
(see Newmyer, 1998; cf. Haussleiter, 1935: 391–2).

In addition to Ovid, however, there is the remarkable Plutarch, a Greek
priest at Delphi who lived in the first two centuries AD. He may have been
more sympathetic to animals than any other ancient writer, except perhaps
for Porphyry. There are several texts from his Moralia where he defends
vegetarianism on grounds other than transmigration. That is, his
vegetarianism was anything but eccentric, on contemporary grounds. Like
Plato, he admired the disciplined eating practices of the Lacedaemonians,
including the Spartans (Account of the Laws and Customs of the
Lacedaemonians 1–3). This discipline is tested when dining at a home
where neither vegetarianism nor moderation are practised. Like Socrates in
his moderation, if not in his apparent meat-eating, Plutarch thought that rare
and expensive dishes are usually obtained from acts of violence, hence one
obtains more honour from abstaining than from eating such dishes. Like
Crates, he thinks we should refuse these dishes and be content with lentils
(Rules for the Preservation of Health 4, 6).

Plutarch argues in favour of the second premise of what I have called the
argument from sentiency in that a healthy body does not need meat.
However, he thinks that meat, like wine, has an inebriating effect; or again,



the scent of meat is like an itch that, when scratched, needs more
scratching. Plutarch’s position is consistently vegetarian, even if he is
willing to make concessions to the meat-eating custom (ethos) under which
many people labour. His position is also informed by the belief that there
are levels of sentiency that are readily apparent, say, when a tree is
contrasted with an oyster, and when an oyster is contrasted with a higher
animal like a lamb (Rules for the Preservation of Health 7, 9, 12, 18, 23).

Plutarch’s On the Eating of Flesh is the only extant work from antiquity,
except for Porphyry’s On Abstinence from Animal Flesh, that deals
primarily with philosophical vegetarianism. The persona of the ‘reader’ in
this work wants to know why Pythagoras abstained from eating flesh, a
question that gives Plutarch an opportunity to develop his own position. He
has a mocking admiration for the first person who ate animal flesh, which
presupposes that there was once a golden time of perfection when flesh was
not eaten. How could this person name the parts of meat that had recently
lowed and cried? How could he smell the blood of flayed and mangled
bodies? Plutarch asks these questions not for the purpose of histrionic
display, but rather to determine how such a monstrous act as unnecessarily
killing an animal could have become so commonplace an event that it did
not require justification. The burden of proof for Plutarch, as for
contemporary philosophical vegetarians, is on the person who continues to
kill, not on the person who discontinues meat-eating (1.1).

In Hesiodic fashion, Plutarch bemoans the age into which he was born.
The cruel irony, he thinks, is that it is human beings, defiled with blood,
who call other animals savage (1.2). His method of confirming that animals
experience pain is noteworthy. If a human being screamed and writhed
when struck or bludgeoned, we would be more than willing to say that the
human being was in pain. It would be inconsistent, therefore, to say that the
similar screams and twitches of animals (with central nervous systems like
our own) are nothing more than:

certain inarticulate sounds and noises, and not the several deprecations, entreaties, and
pleadings of each of them, as if it were thus saying to us: ‘I deprecate not thy necessity (if
such there be), but thy wantonness. Kill me for thy feeding, but do not take me for thy
better feeding.’ O horrible cruelty!

(Plutarch, On the Eating of Flesh 1.4)

At this point one can imagine the philosophical opponent to
vegetarianism responding to Plutarch’s defence of the argument from



sentiency in terms of the possibility of killing animals as painlessly as
possible. But precisely because of their sentiency, Plutarch implies, animals
would still be deprived of something: their future pleasures. No one,
whether in the ancient world or in our own, wants to eat carrion flesh; it is
young, healthy animals that are killed for the table.

Plutarch thinks that animals are prudent (sunesei), ‘but for the sake of
some little mouthful of flesh we deprive a soul of the sun and light, and of
that proportion of life and time it had been born into the world to enjoy’
(1.4). That is, animals not only suffer, they also anticipate their sufferings
(as is indicated by their fearful reactions to the smell of other animals’
blood at the slaughterhouse); and if they anticipate, which even Aristotle
would grant, they have a future of some sort. Therefore, killing an animal
painlessly (assuming for the moment that such is likely or even possible)
would still be denying it future pleasures, ‘that proportion of life and time it
had been born into the world to enjoy’. And animals do enjoy themselves,
as in the playful songs of birds at daybreak (note Plutarch’s reference to
sunlight).

It is understandable why Stephen Newmyer sees evidence not only for
the argument from sentiency in Plutarch, but also for what is called in
contemporary ethics the argument from equality of interests, which is
similar to Aristotle’s idea that like cases should be treated alike and
different cases should be treated differently according to a principle of
proportionality. On this line of reasoning, equally rational beings should be
treated alike no matter what their species membership, and equally sentient
beings should be treated alike no matter what their species membership.
This grants to a sentient and rational being a greater moral patiency status
than that possessed by a ‘merely’ sentient one, but not to the point where
the legitimate interests of the sentient being were ignored or trivialized.
Newmyer also insightfully detects in Plutarch the harm as deprivation
argument, such that a being could be harmed even if it were not pained, say
if it was deprived of a future life it anticipated and tried to preserve (see
Newmyer, 1995). That is, Plutarch’s philosophical vegetarianism from
several different points of view sounds quite contemporary. He pulls no
punches. Consider the following:

[I]t is truly an affecting sight to see the very table of rich people laid before them…with
dead corpses for their daily fare; but it is more affecting to see it taken away, for the



mammocks left are more than that which was eaten. These therefore were slain to no
purpose.

(On the Eating of Flesh 1. 4)

Non-human carnivores, who eat other animals of necessity, typically are
biologically fit for the task, say with sharp incisors and claws. Plutarch asks
us, and especially the rich mentioned in the above quotation, to engage in a
thought experiment: if you want to eat flesh, would you (i) kill the animal
yourself, (ii) without a weapon, and then (iii) eat the flesh at once, like a
lion or a coyote? Plutarch is calling into question the naturalness (and hence
the morality) of a carnivorous or omnivorous diet for human beings. Fruits
and vegetables, by contrast, can be eaten with equanimity. Because we
cannot eat meat immediately after the kill as natural carnivores do, we must
preserve the meat (lacking refrigeration) with seasonings, as though we
were embalming the flesh (On the Eating of Flesh 1. 5).

Plutarch sees Diogenes the Cynic as bestial for having actually tried to
eat raw flesh, but at least he was an honest beast who did not cover up his
bestiality, as do most meat-eaters. As is well known, Diogenes was
something of an admirer of carnivores in that he lived like a dog (cynos).
Plutarch’s point seems to be that meat-eaters, in order to be consistent,
should be as candid as Diogenes. The absolute nadir, Plutarch admits, is the
one who not only kills animals for food, but who tortures them, as in the
story from antiquity of Xenocrates being fined for skinning a ram while
alive (On the Eating of Flesh 1. 6; see also Clark, 1977: 139).

Human beings are enchanted by eating habits that are as strong as Circe’s
spells, he thinks, ‘of groans and frauds and sorcery replete’ (Homer,
Odyssey 10.234). Plutarch makes a concession to those who suffer in
extremis conditions, and hence who eat animals because they have nothing
else to eat. This concession is built into the argument from sentiency. He
says:

Let us at least sin with discretion. Let us eat flesh; but let it be for hunger and not for
wantonness. Let us kill an animal; but let us do it with sorrow and pity, and not abusing and
tormenting it, as many nowadays are used to do, while some run red-hot spits through the
bodies of swine, that by the tincture of the quenched iron the blood may be to that degree
mortified, that it may sweeten and soften the flesh in its circulation.

(On the Eating of Flesh 2. 1)

From this quotation we can infer that: (a) because it is not necessary to
eat flesh, we ought to avoid causing unnecessary suffering and death, a



point that Porphyry especially noticed about Plutarch’s theory (On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh 3.18; see also Passmore, 1975: 206); (b) if
human beings ‘must’ eat flesh, such eating should be done reluctantly and
only when hungry; and (c) if one eats flesh or uses animals only for luxury
or taste, no sort of apologia can be offered.

We might ask the following of Plutarch: what meal is not luxurious?
Strictly speaking, that for which no animal is put to death. How can an
animal psyche be worthless, he asks in return, that can feel (aistheseos), see,
hear, imagine (phantasias), think (suneseos), search for what is agreeable,
and avoid what is disagreeable? Plutarch believes that animals have all of
these qualities in that they are intelligent pleasure-seekers, as was also
believed by Pythagoras and Empedocles, he claims, and before them by the
ancient Greeks themselves (On the Eating of Flesh 2.3; see also Osborne,
2007: 5–54, regarding Empedocles).

Because primitive vegetarianism was normative for Plutarch, he wonders
about who first said that we owe no justice to animals, ‘who first beat out
accursed steel, and made the lab’ring ox a knife to feel?’ (On the Eating of
Flesh 2.4). He might not know who the individual was, but he thinks he
understands the process. Some wild and mischievous beast was killed and
eaten, giving pleasure to the killer, then an ox, a bird, etc., until gradually,
‘unsatiableness being strengthened by use’, human beings would not stop at
anything. Plutarch makes this conjecture based on historical evidence
regarding the killing of human beings. The first person the Athenians ever
put to death was the basest of knaves, then eventually they put philosophers
to death. Plutarch holds that killing animals, whether human or not, is a
savage and intemperate habit that inclines the mind more brutishly to
bloodshed and destruction.

Concerning transmigration, Plutarch offers what can be called an
argument from uncertainty. Suppose one were in a night battle and came
upon a fallen, yet still living, body that one thought might be a son or
brother. Would it be better to let be the fallen body, thus running the risk
that it was an enemy soldier, or to kill it, running the risk that it was a
relative? The former, of course. Likewise, if a sheep stands before us with
inclined neck, and one person tells us that it is nothing but an unreasoning
animal, while another person tells us that there may be the soul of a friend
in the beast. He thinks that we have a practical imperative to believe the
latter (On the Eating of Flesh 2.5).



Two points should be emphasized here. First, Plutarch does not base his
vegetarian position on a belief in transmigration in any direct way, as did
some previous Greek vegetarians (although they, too, at least implied other
arguments). His certainty regarding vegetarianism and his tentativeness
regarding transmigration shows that the two positions are distinct. And
second, even if belief in transmigration is outmoded, this sort of argument
could still have some force. For example, if one suspects (as many meat-
eaters do) that it might be wrong to cause unnecessary suffering or death to
sentient beings, and such suffering or death could be easily avoided, then
there might be a practical imperative to ‘play it safe’. This would force the
opponent of vegetarianism into something close to a dogmatic assurance.

Having put his opponent in such an uncomfortable position, Plutarch
ends his essay, which is a true classic in the history of philosophical
vegetarianism. It is perhaps meat-eating prejudice that led Cherniss and
Helmbold to allege that On the Eating of Flesh was probably ‘a foible of
Plutarch’s early manhood’ (see Cherniss and Helmbold, 1968: 12.537).

Two dialogues of Plutarch are also worthy of consideration. One asks,
‘Which are the Most Crafty, Water or Land Animals?’, and deals with far
more serious topics than one might suspect. Against the voracious appetites
of the hunter, one of the participants commends the Pythagoreans for their
humanity and compassion (philanthropou kai philoiktirmou), for
inculcating into human beings a care for beasts (Which are the Most Crafty,
Water or Land Animals?, 2). This Pythagorean position, however, receives
opposition from the Stoic view that moral patiency status should be
determined by the possession of rationality. The other dialogue, ‘That Brute
Beasts Make Use of Reason’, contradicts this Stoic view in various
humorous ways. Throughout the dialogue it is the human being as all-
devourer (pamphagon) who is lampooned.

THE NEO-PLATONISTS
From the early Neo-Platonists such as Apollonius of Tyana in the first
century AD until Justinian closed the Academy in the sixth century,
philosophical vegetarianism flourished among the Neo-Platonists
(Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.8, 8.7; see Haussleiter, 1935: ch. 7–8;
Bouffartigue et al., 1979: 2.30). Two prominent figures will be highlighted:
Plotinus and Porphyry.



Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus leads us to believe that Plotinus’s
vegetarianism was largely the result of his asceticism, and hence his desire
for arete, but we have seen above that it also makes sense to see it against
the backdrop of both the myth of the ages, wherein those in the golden
generation under Cronus were vegetarian, as well as (Plato’s and) Plotinus’s
view that philosophers should be vicarious members of this golden
generation. And Plotinus reminds us several times in the Enneads that
human souls can be reincarnated in the bodies of animals (1.1.11; 4.7.14;
6.4.16; 6.7.6).

Further, Plotinus apparently deduces the appropriateness of a vegetarian
diet from the tripartite Aristotelian division of soul, as in Theophrastus.
Whereas plants have no feeling (1.4.1; 3.3.3; 3.4.1; 4 4.22; 4.4.27–8; 4.9.1;
5.2.2; 6.3.7), and hence cannot suffer, animals can feel pleasure and pain
(1.4.1; 3.4.2; 4.4.25; 4.9.1; 5.2.2; 6.3.7). Pain, for Plotinus, is the perception
(aisthesis) of the body despoiled. The human capacity to sympathize,
Plotinus seems to say, should make us feel pathos for any victim upon
whom unnecessary suffering or death is inflicted (4.4.19; 6.8.2; 4.4.28;
4.9.3).

The most comprehensive and subtly reasoned treatment of philosophical
vegetarianism from antiquity is Porphyry’s On Abstinence from Animal
Flesh (and it is the only work that deals exclusively with the topic in
addition to Plutarch’s On the Eating of Flesh. It is a tribute to the richness
of Porphyry’s work that there is still something left to say about it in that I
have relied on it throughout the present chapter because he is a major
source both for vegetarian thinkers such as Pythagoras and Theophrastus
and for anti-vegetarian thinkers such as the Stoics. The occasion for On
Abstinence from Animal Flesh is the defection from the ranks of
vegetarianism by a fellow student of Plotinus in Rome, one Firmus
Castricius. The work is divided into four books.

Book One treats the topic of moderation. Only the vulgar (idiotes) think
that vegetarianism is unhealthy (2). Rather, Firmus seems to have defected
because he thinks that vegetarianism makes no difference with respect to
the acquisition of wisdom (phronesin). Because unnecessary suffering
ought not to be inflicted, however, vegetarianism does make a difference in
the philosophical life, Porphyry thinks (11–12). Much of Book One (13–25)
is devoted to refuting Claudius the Neopolitan’s treatise against abstention
from animal flesh, which is lost to us except for Porphyry’s summary of it.



There is no innate war (polemos) against beasts, Porphyry thinks, hence it
would be a mistake to think that a pig’s only value was its usefulness
(chresimon) to us. Throughout this book one is impressed with Porphyry’s
intellectual honesty in that he details not only his own views, but also those
of his anti-vegetarian opponents, views that are too numerous and nuanced
to be treated here.

Even if it is true that eating meat can be one of the sufficient conditions
for a healthy diet, this does not establish that it is necessary. But Porphyry’s
overall goal, like Plato’s, was the contemplation of real being, which is
hindered in no mysterious way when human beings are fettered by the
realization that they have killed sentient animals when it was not necessary
to do so. In this regard vegetarianism fits well with the quintessential Greek
virtue of moderation (sophrosyne), a virtue that was a precondition for true
wisdom. As Porphyry puts the point in terms of an athletic metaphor, the
goal is to enter the stadium unclothed, striving for the most glorious of all
prizes, the Olympia of the soul (31). Or again, one seeks an association with
divinity or an adhering to God as if fastened by a nail (57). Simplicity in
eating mirrors the simplicity and purity of the One itself.

Whereas Book Two deals with the topic of animal sacrifices, Book Three
returns to the more familiar philosophical topic of justice. That is,
vegetarianism is conducive not only to moderation (Book One) and piety
(Book Two), but also to justice. In order to show this he claims, contra the
Stoics, that in some senses animals are rational and hence can be social
contractors. It should be noted here that Porphyry need not take on such an
ambitious project in order for his own commitment to the argument from
sentiency to go through. In any event, there are clearly (as Aristotle, the
Stoics, and Porphyry all realize) different sorts of reason (logos): internal
and external, the latter of which is exhibited in speech. Further, there are
several different categories of speech. The evidence animals offer of
external reason through speech leads Porphyry to conclude that their
internal reasoning ability is different only in degree, not in kind, from that
in human beings (7).

Because justice for Porphyry consists in not injuring anything, it must be
extended to every being that is capable of being injured, quite apart from
whether the injurable being was also rational. He is clear that animals are
both animated (empsychon) as well as capable of sensitivity (aisthetikon)
and imagination (phantastikon), hence they have various abilities that make



them liable to be injured: memory, design, preparation, fear, and
indignation. On the agent-centred side, because he thinks that assimilation
to divinity is the end of human life, innoxious (ablabes) conduct towards
those beings that can be injured should be preserved as much as possible.
He would even extend such conduct to plants, were it possible to do so, but
their lack of sentience makes this impossible (21–7).

Book Four deals with the relationship between Greek vegetarianism and
other ancient cultures, like those of Greece in the Golden Age (1–2),
Lacedaemonia under Lycurgus (3–5), Egypt (6–10), the culture of the Jews
(11–13), and Indian vegetarianism (17–18). He was well aware of the fact
that there were many examples of vegetarian practice in different times and
different places, with those in some far away places (e.g., the
‘Gymnosophists’ in India) preserving what existed in Greece in the Golden
Age.

It would be unfair to Porphyry to omit a discussion of his treatment of
what has come to be called the argument from marginal cases or the
argument from species overlap. A basic assumption of this argument is that
there is a significant distinction between what it takes to be a moral agent
(who can act morally and immorally and who can hence be held
accountable for actions) and what it takes to be a moral patient (who can
receive moral and immoral treatment from others and who can hence be
treated cruelly). In the former case there is general agreement that
rationality is the criterion that has to be met in order to be a moral agent.

But what is the most defensible criterion for moral patiency status? From
the time of Aristotle and the Stoics until the present, the dominant response
has been in terms of the possession of rationality. The problem here is that
many human beings (the ‘marginal cases’) are not rational and some of
these do not even possess the potential for rationality. These marginal cases
would include infants, the mentally enfeebled, those in senile dementia, etc.
—a significant segment of the human population. Do we really want to
permit the killing and eating of (or the painful and/or lethal experimentation
on) the marginal cases of humanity? It is understandable that one might
conclude at this point that the criterion must be made less demanding, as in
the idea that life be seen as the standard for moral patiency status. Although
this criterion would enable us to protect the marginal cases of humanity, we
would also, in order to be consistent, have to protect cancer cells, plants, the
microorganisms that we kill when we walk or breathe, etc. That is, for both



practical reasons and for reasons of logical consistency, the criterion for
moral patiency status can be put either too high or too low.

At this point the defender of the argument from marginal cases proposes
that sentiency be made the moderate critierion for moral patiency status and
hence for deserving moral respect. The key is that any morally relevant
characteristic that is possessed by all human beings will not be possessed
only by human beings, hence the argument from marginal cases is meant to
deal adequately with these two crucial terms. We have seen that this
argument is implied in Ovid and Plutarch, but it is made explicit in the
following remarkable passage from Porphyry’s On Abstinence from Animal
Flesh (3.19):

[T]he comparison of plants with animals is obviously forced. It is the nature of animals to
have perceptions, to feel distress, to be afraid, to be hurt, and therefore to be injured
(aisthanesthai…kai algein kai phobeisthai kai blaptesthai…adikeisthai). Plants have no
perceptions, so nothing is alien or bad (kakon) to them, nothing is harm (blabe) or injustice
(adikia): for perception is the origin of all appropriation and alienation. […] We see that
many people live only by perception, having no intellect or logos. […] How can it not be
irrational (alogon) to think that there is justice between us and these, but none between us
and the ox that ploughs, the dog that lives with us, the creatures that feed us with their milk
and clothe us with fleece? How can it not be wholly contrary to reason?

Zeno and the Stoics were the ones who held such an opinion. They asserted
that alliance or intimacy (oikeiōsis) was the principle to be used in
determining which beings deserved justice. But for Porphyry this begs the
question. What is needed is some criterion for alliance, some way of
determining how we will group nature into the various households of edible
and inedible beings. Sensation is a principle of alliance that should be
considered once Porphyry’s contrast between plants and animals is
entertained. If one suggests that sentiency in an insufficient condition for
alliance, we end up eliminating many of our own species from moral
patiency status. If we lower our standard so as to include all human beings,
then in order to be consistent we would have to include sentient animals. At
this point the defender of the Stoics would either have to admit
inconsistency or give up opposition to infanticide, to the ‘euthanizing’ of
the mentally enfeebled, etc. In other words, if we have duties to infants and
the mentally enfeebled (which contemporary philosophers, in contrast to
many ancient ones, tend to grant) then consistency requires that we have
duties to sentient animals as well.



ARETE
An obvious danger involved in the effort to understand ancient
philosophical vegetarianism in the light of contemporary arguments for
vegetarianism is that one might anachronistically read contemporary
concerns into the ancient sources. Dale Jamieson is rightly concerned about
this when it is claimed that Plutarch and Porphyry defend animal rights in
that rights-language obviously derives from a later period (Jamieson, 1985).
I have tried to avoid this danger by calling attention at several points to both
the argument from transmigration as well as the agent-centred features of
the life of virtue.

But it would be a mistake, I think, to assume that this concern for arete is
at odds with, or is in tension with, concern for animals themselves (cf.
Osborne, 2007: 226). After all, if we ask the question ‘why is the eating of
sentient animals, in contrast to the eating of non-sentient fruits and
vegetables, detrimental to character development?’, the most parsimonious
and persuasive response is to say that a virtuous person should obviously be
bothered by the infliction of unnecessary suffering and death. That is, the
recent rebirth of virtue ethics fits hand-in-glove with the recent rediscovery
of the arguments from sentiency and marginal cases. One is reminded here
of the old saw that whenever one walks up the path of a ‘new’ idea one sees
Plato and his epigoni walking down the path towards the supposed ground-
breaker.



SUGGESTED READING

The most important source on the topic of ancient philosophical
vegetarianism is Porphyry’s On Abstinence from Killing Animals. A recent
translation of this work with helpful notes has been done by Gillian Clark
(Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2000). The older translation by Thomas
Taylor is also very readable. A critical edition of this work, with ancient
Greek and French on facing pages and with detailed notes, can be found in
Jean Bouffartigue (1977, 1979, 1995). The second most important source is
Plutarch’s On the Eating of Flesh which can be found in volume 12 of the
Loeb edition of Plutarch’s Moralia (Cambridge, Harvard University Press,
1968), which has ancient Greek and English on facing pages and helpful
notes. An older translation by W.H. Goodwin also provides lively reading.
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CHAPTER 31

ZOOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE IN
ANCIENT GREECE AND ROME

LILIANE BODSON

INTRODUCTION
IN the European sphere, studying the animal kingdom as a single coherent
field arose during the eighteenth century. The ‘science which treats of
animals’ apart from any utilitarian value they may have was called
‘zoology’. This term was derived and adapted from the Latin neologism
zoologia, coined in the seventeenth century to designate ‘the research into
the medicinal properties and uses of substances obtained from wild or
domestic, living or dead, animals’ (Oxford English Dictionary online, 2011,
s.v. ‘Zoology’). Among primary objectives, the other of the two branches
(zoology and botany) of natural history aimed systematically to collect,
describe, identify, name, and classify the vertebrate and invertebrate
organisms worldwide. To carry out such a programme, the new discipline
took advantage of the accomplishments of the Renaissance and the early
Modern period. But it did not dismiss the naturalistic legacy of the ancient
Greeks and Romans about, for example, eagles and ants and hares and vipers
and ibex and tunnies and deer and shrimps, and whatever else (aurochs,
cobras, rhinoceroses, ostriches, rabbits, peacocks, turtles, locusts, etc.) they
had ever recorded.

Despite both peoples’ pervasive interest in nature and its contents, their
conception of the perishable ‘animate-living-beings’ (Greek zōia, Latin
animalia) did not result in investigating the ‘perishable non-humans’
(modern: ‘animals’ in the common, exclusive of ‘humans’, meaning) for
their own sake. However, as far back as the earliest evidence goes, writings



and art representations involved ‘animals’ and, whatever the motivations or
purposes, comprised some degree of ‘zoological’ knowledge.

Should the audience have been unaware that only male cicadas ‘“sing”, as
the saying is’ (Aristotle, History of Animals 4.9.535b6–9), Homer, whose
attention to ‘animals’ (cf. Voultsiadou and Tatolas, 2005) was of much
broader scope and import than assumed in Newmyer’s brief comment (2007:
153), would have spoiled his simile of the Trojan elders:

because of age now ceased from battle, but fully good at talking upon the city wall like unto
cicadas in a forest sitting upon a tree

(Iliad 3.150–3)

When metaphorically introducing himself as ‘a cicada you have got by the
wing’ (fr. 223 (West, 1989: 84)) to remind his interlocutor that immobilizing
the wings of a (male) cicada would not stop, but would rather amplify the
noisy ‘song’, Archilochus (seventh to early sixth century BC) was aware that
male cicadas did not emit their song with the wings (as do buzzing bees,
wasps, and the like), but in vibrating a pair of drumlike abdominal
membranes or tymbals (Bodson, 1976; Beavis, 1988: 100).

The fish daskillos and the birds purroulas, epilais, and oistros were
familiar enough to Aristotle’s listeners/readers to spare him any further detail
once their names had been stated (History of Animals 7[8].2.591a14,
3.592b22) in the discussion on the animal modes of life and habits. The
same conclusion applied, for example, to the fish rubellio in Pliny the
Elder’s Natural History 32.138. Similarly, several centuries earlier, the
Roman comedy-writer Plautus could allude to the marinus passer in his
comedy Persa (198–9), just because the audience was not ignorant of the
fact that the ‘sea (little-)bird’ was neither a seagull nor a cormorant nor any
other sea bird, but the ‘from overseas’ ostrich (Struthio camelus Linnaeus,
1758; see below ‘Latin zoologically-based…’: Festus).

The praying mantis (Mantis religiosa Linnaeus, 1758) was (or is at
present) hardly alluded to by ancient authors (cf. Davies and Kathirithamby,
1986: 176–80; Beavis, 1988: 85–8). The specimen with displayed wings set
as a series symbol on coins issued by the Sicilian city of Metapontum
(modern Metaponto) in the fifth century BC made plain the acute
observation of the female mantis’s defensive posture and the craftsman’s
skill in showing it (Fig. 31.1). The circulation of currency further favoured
the diffusion of a typical feature of the insect’s behaviour.



FIGURE 31.1. Mantis religiosa Linnaeus, 1758. Metapontum. Silver didrachm, c.420. New York,
Collection E.T. Newell.

From Richter (1930: 41, n.86 and pl. LXIV, fig. 224). Drawing: Véronique Maes-Hustinx.

Attributes of the internal organization of wild and domestic ‘animals’
were extensively recorded in Aristotle’s ‘zoo- and biological’ works (on the
basis of reported or implied dissections), in veterinary handbooks (cf. Cam,



2007; Ortoleva and Petringa, 2009; Lazaris, 2010), and in treatises of human
medicine. For example, Hippocrates (c.460–c.370 BC or after) commented
on the dislocation and treatment of cattle’s thigh bones (Joints 8). Galen
(second century AD), who had to turn to animal dissections and vivisections
as a replacement for human dissection (Rocca, 2008; Garofalo, 2009: 30),
improved the anatomical understanding of simian types, sheep, goats, pigs,
and bears considerably (see, for example, Anatomical procedures, Dissection
of muscles), if not for their own sake (cf. Garofalo, 1991). As for
slaughtering and butchering marks on animal bones retrieved from Greek
and Roman archaeological sites (e.g., Kotjabopoulou et al., 2003;
MacKinnon, 2004) or such artefacts as the bronze model of a sheep liver
(c.200 BC, uncovered not far from Placentia, modern Piacenza) used in
hepatoscopy (cf. Van der Meer, 1987), they afforded implicit, yet no less
meaningful clues of empirical expertise in animal anatomy.

The ancient Greeks’ and Romans’ knowledge about ‘animals’ is still
widely documented, even though by a fragmented patchwork made up of
zooarchaeological findings, works of art and craftsmanship, and textual
evidence (from archives and literature). In terms of literature, the ‘zoo- and
biological’ works of Aristotle (384–322 BC) and the Natural History of
Pliny the Elder (c.23–79 AD) stand at the forefront —not only for the wealth
of their ‘zoological’ data. Aristotle’s search for causes, guided by his
philosophical interest in the ‘perishable animate-living-beings’, introduced
the ‘non-humans’ into theoretical science (epistēmē). Intended as an
encyclopedic review of the ‘animals’ known in the first century AD, Books
8–11 of Pliny the Elder’s innovative Natural History shed light of their own
both on the great show (spectaculum) of Nature’s diversity and on Rome
taking command of the world from the late Republic onwards by means of
the fauna and its resources (see also Books 28–32).

Under the growing influence of anthrozoology—the study of interaction
between people and animals—numerous inquiries into the functions, roles,
and status of the ‘animals’ in ancient Greece and in Rome have been made
over recent decades. Understandably, the focus was on the human–animal
relationship. As a rule, albeit with some exceptions, the zoological
background was skimmed over or even left aside. Interdisciplinary research
combining the zooarchaeological, iconographic, and textual data is needed to
pave the way for an updated and substantiated survey of the ‘zoological’
information underlying ancient Greek and Roman uses of and viewpoints



about ‘the rest of the animate-living-beings’ (ta loipa zōia, reliqua
animalia). In this chapter, insights into both peoples’ ways of grasping the
‘perishable non-humans’ will be provided through an overview of the first-
degree animal names or zoonyms coined in Greek and Latin languages.

Whereas second-degree appellatives denoted ‘animals’ in their own types
or groups according to age, sex, health, function (e.g., Greek pattalias
‘pegger’, metachoiron ‘after-pig’, etc.), first-degree animal names
distinguished the types or groups from one another. Some of those names
were (a) inherited from the Indo-European language: e.g., Greek bous, Latin
bos ox; Greek hippos, Latin equus horse; etc. Some were (b) borrowed from
substrate or from foreign languages: e.g., Greek elephas elephant (from
Semitic), Greek tahōs peacock (from old Tamil); Latin hystrix porcupine
(from Greek); Latin alauda lark (from Gallic). Some were (c) original
coinages: e.g., Greek akanthias ‘spiny’ (spurdog), Latin Numidica gallina
’Numidic fowl’ (West African guineafowl). Each class is linguistically,
historically, and zoologically significant. Only the third one is likely to cast
light on the ancient Greek and Roman experience of the animal world and on
the cognitive mechanisms entailed in the appellatives they created to identify
certain of its types and groups. Latin zoonyms, of which many are closely
related to Greek ones, raise questions of their own and will therefore be
looked at in a separate section.

FIRST-DEGREE ANIMAL NAMES OF GREEK
COINAGE

First-degree animal names of Greek coinage can be divided into three
categories depending on their etymological references, namely ‘zoological’,
toxicological, and anthropological. With respect to the surviving material,
‘zoological’ appellatives prove to be the largest in number, as they were
from the beginning in all likelihood. They will be first exemplified below.

Zoologically-based Category
Greek-coined animal names entering the zoologically-based category were
simple nouns or compounds or phrases, some of them involving metaphors
or metonymies. They encompassed natural attributes selected as diagnostic
criteria among all those noticed in the body, behaviour, location, or



reproduction of the concerned types or groups, be they of indigenous or
exotic origin. The examples listed hereafter include an English translation,
the earliest extant instance or terminus a quo, and a translation in binomial
nomenclature of modern systematics.
1. Body
1.a. Its whole
kteis ‘comb’

– Metaphor based on comb-teeth like striae of shellfish.
– Terminus a quo: Archippus (fifth to fourth century BC), [Fishes] fr.

24 (Kassel and Austin, 1991: 2.546; origin of fragment: Athenaeus
(c.200 AD), Deipnosophists 3.32.86c).

– Modern: any striated shellfish, e.g., Pecten jacobaeus (Linnaeus,
1758) scallop.

Cf. Thompson, 1947: 133–4; Delorme and Roux, 1987: 21–2, 98–101,
pl. I, fig. 3–6, pl. II, fig. 1.

1.b. One of its parts
skiouros ‘shadow-tail’

– Metonymic compound.
– Terminus a quo: Oppian of Apamea (third century AD), Cynegetica

2.586.
– Modern: Sciurus vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) red squirrel.

1.c. Colour or pattern
hippotigris ‘horse-tiger’

– Analogy-based compound.
– Terminus a quo: Cassius Dio (163–230 AD), Roman History 75.14.3,

77.6.2.
– Modern: Equus grevyi Grévyi’s zebra.
Cf. Bodson, 2005: 464.

1.d. Skin texture
hustrix ‘swine-hair’

– Metonymic compound.
– Terminus a quo: Herodotus (c.485–after 430 BC), Histories 4.192.2.
– Modern: Hystrix cristata (Linnaeus, 1758) crested porcupine.
Cf. Bodson, 2005: 460.

1.e. Smell
bolitaina ‘ill-smelling’



– Terminus a quo: Aristotle (384–322 BC), History of Animals
4.1.525a19.

– Modern: Octopus gen., e.g., Octopus vulgaris common octopus.
Cf. Thompson, 1947: 180–1, 188–9; Bodson, 2008: 313–14, n. 268–9.

2. Behaviour
2.a. Songs and cries
kokkux ‘(crying) ‘kok-kux’ ’

– Onomatopoeic metonymy.
A. Bird.
– Terminus a quo: Hesiod (c.700 BC), Works and Days 486.
– Modern: Cuculus canorus (Linnaeus, 1758) common cuckoo.
Cf. Thompson, 1936: 151–3; Bodson, 1982; Arnott, 2007: 102–3.
B. Sea fish.
– Terminus a quo: Epicharmus (sixth to fifth century BC), [Sirens] fr.

122.7 (Kassel and Austin, 2001: 1.94; origin of fragment: Athenaeus
(c.200 AD), Deipnosophists 7.84.309 F).

– Aetiology: ‘makes a noise like the cuckoo’ (Aristotle, History of
Animals 4.9.535b18–20).

– Modern: Chelidonichthys cuculus (Linnaeus, 1758) red gurnard.
Cf. Lacroix, 1937b: 280–1; Strömberg, 1943: 64–5, 71, 134;

Thompson, 1947: 119–20.
2.b. Tracking techniques
ichneutēs, ichneumōn ‘tracker’

A. Life-bearing quadruped tracking crocodiles’ and venomous snakes’
eggs.

– Terminus a quo: Herodotus (c.485–after 430 BC), Histories 2.67.1 (-
tēs);

Aristotle (384-322 BC), History of Animals 8(9).6.612a16 (-mōn).
– Modern: Herpestes ichneumon (Linnaeus, 1758) ichneumon,

Egyptian mongoose.
Cf. Bodson, 2005: 462.
B. Wasp.
– Terminus a quo: Aristotle, History of Animals 5.20.552b26–30 (-

mōn); 8(9).1.609a5–6 (-mōn).
– Modern: e.g., Sphecidae sphecids, e.g., Sceliphron spirifex

(Linnaeus, 1758) mud dauber.
Cf. Beavis, 1988: 189.



C. Bird.
– Terminus a quo: Antoninus Liberalis (second century AD),

Collection of Metamorphoses 14 (-mōn).
Cf. Thompson, 1936: 128; Arnott, 2007: 76.

2.c. Fishing techniques
halieus ‘angler’

– Metaphor.
– Terminus a quo: Aristotle (384–322 BC), History of Animals

8(9).37.620b11–19.
– Alternative metaphorically referring to general shape and posture on

sea-bottom: batrachos [thalassios] ‘marine frog’ (cf. Aristotle,
Generation of Animals 3.1.749a23, etc.).

– Modern: Lophius piscatorius (Linnaeus, 1758) anglerfish.
Cf. Lacroix, 1937a: 48 and pl. XIX; Strömberg, 1943: 33, 92–3;

Thompson, 1947: 28–9; Delorme and Roux, 1987: 53, pl. 128–9, fig.
4–5; McPhee and Trendall, 1987: e.g., 132, no. 151 and pl. 55d;
1990: 42, no. 151b and pl. 11.3.

2.d. Fighting spirit
alektruōn*, alektōr** ‘repeller’

– Terminus a quo: Theognis of Megara (c.640–600 or mid-sixth
century BC), 864* (West, 1989: 215); Simonides of Ceos (c.556–
467/6), fr. 78** (Page, 1962: 300; origin of fragment: Athenaeus
(c.200 AD), Deipnosophists 9.16.374d).

– Alternative: Persikos ornis (see below ‘3. Locations’, s.v. 3.b).
– Modern: Gallus gallus forma bankhiva (Linnaeus, 1758) red jungle

fowl, forma domestica (Linnaeus, 1758) domestic cock.
Cf. Thompson, 1936: 33–44; Arnott, 2007: 9–11.

2.e. Biorhythms
nukteris ‘at-night-active’

A. Bat.
– Terminus a quo: Homer (c.mid-/second half eighth century BC),

Odyssey 12.433, 24.6–8.
– Aetiology: ‘by-night-feeding (nukterobios)’ (Aristotle, History of

Animals 1.1.488a25).
– Modern: Chiroptera, in Greece e.g., Rhinolophus ferrumequinus

greater horseshine bat; Eptesicus serotinus serotine bat.
B. Fish.



– Metaphor.
– Terminus a quo: Oppian of Cilicia (second century AD), Halieutica

2.204–5.
– Aetiology: ‘only at night does he awake and wander abroad;

wherefore he is also called nukteris “bat”’ (Oppian, Halieutica
2.204–5).

– Alternative: hēmerokoitēs ‘sleeping-by-day’ (Oppian, Halieutica
2.199, 203, 224).

– Modern: Uranoscopus scaber (Linnaeus, 1758) stargazer.
Cf. Strömberg, 1943: 111, cf. 57–8; Thompson, 1947: 75–6, cf. 98–9,
s.v. ‘kalliōnumos’ (other alternatives, among which the zoologically-
based ouranoskopos ‘sky-observer’, psammodutēs ‘sand-dweller’);
Delorme and Roux, 1987: 51, 54, 124, pl. XIV, fig. 6–7; McPhee and
Trendall, 1990: 43, no. 14a and pl. 11.4.

3. Locations
3.a. Habitat
ammodutēs ‘sand-dweller’

(i) In Bactria (modern Afghanistan).
– Terminus a quo: [Callisthenes] (c.370–327 BC), Historia

Alexandri Magni 3.17.19: Alexander’s Letter to Aristotle
(Feldbusch, 1976: 36–7).

– Modern: Eristicophis macmahonii Macmahon’s viper.
(ii) In desert between Pelusion and recess of the gulf at City-of-Heroes

(modern Gulf of Suez).
– Terminus a quo: Strabo (c.64 BC-c.19 AD), 17.1.21 (C. 803).
– Alternative: kausōn (see below ‘Toxicologically-based…’).
– Modern: Cerastes vipera (Linnaeus, 1758) Sahara sand viper.
Cf. Bodson, 2012: 104–15, 134.

3.b. Zoogeography
Indikon orneon ‘Indian bird’

– Terminus a quo: Aristotle (384–322 BC), History of Animals
7(8).12.597b27.

– Alternative: psittakē (Aristotle, History of Animals 7(8).12.597b27);
on bittakos, earliest of extant variant forms, cf. Ctesias of Cnidos
(c.mid-fifth to early fourth century BC), 688F45.8 Jacoby, 1958:
488.3; origin of fragment: Photius (c.810–c.893), Library 45a.

– Modern: Psittacula gen. parakeet.



Cf. Thompson, 1936: 335–8; Arnott, 2007: 201–3.
Persikos ornis ’Persian bird’

A. Domestic cock (actually originating in India, yet first known to the
Greeks through Persia).

– Terminus a quo: Aristophanes (c.445–after 388 BC), Birds 485, 707.
– Alternative: alektruōn, alektōr (see above ‘2. Behaviour’, s.v. 2.d).
– Modern: Gallus gallus forma bankhiva (Linnaeus, 1758) red jungle

fowl, forma domestica (Linnaeus, 1758) domestic cock.
B. Peacock (actually originating in India, yet first known to the Greeks

through Persia).
– Terminus a quo: scholion in Aristophanes, Birds 707 (Dübner, 1843:

225–6).
– Alternative: tahōs (Old Tamil loanword).
– Modern: Pavo cristatus (Linnaeus, 1758) Indian peafowl.
Cf. Thompson, 1936: 33–44, 277–81; Bodson, 2005: 455–6 (on
acclimatization in ancient Greece: 1998a: 166–77, summarized: 1998b:
78–81); Arnott, 2007: 235–8.

4. Physiology of Reproduction
echidna, echis ‘viper’

– Terminus a quo: Herodotus (c.485–after 430 BC), Histories 3.108.1,
109.1 and 3; cf. Plato (428/7–348/7 BC), Symposium 217e.

– Ancient Greek etymology (modern: unknown etymology): ‘keeping
(echein to have, to keep) its young inside (and laying them down
alive)’, cf. Aristotle, History of Animals 3.1.511a16, 5.34.558a25–
b4; Generation of Animals 2.1.732b21.

– Modern: ovoviviparous Viperidae viperids, e.g., in Greece Vipera
ammodytes meridionalis nose-horned viper.

Cf. Bodson, 2009: 92–8.
‘Zoological’ Alternatives
Some ‘animals’ were called by more than one name, some by as many as
seven (cf. Bodson, 2009: 111), somewhat complementing each other.
‘Zoological’ alternatives highlighted multiple naturalistic characteristics
(e.g., see above 2.c. behaviour and shape, 2.d. behaviour and zoogeography).
Therefore they throw further light on the process of selecting diagnostic
criteria and implicitly testify to the ancient Greeks’ particular attention to the
‘animals’ under consideration either because they were ‘highly visible,



widely prevalent in the environment and frequently observed’ (Berlin, 1992:
110) and—or— because of their roles in and influences upon everyday life.
‘Zoological’ Homonyms
‘Zoological’ homonyms matched two or more ‘animals’ in view of
likenesses speaking for themselves in the ancient Greeks’ perception of
physical traits (shape, appendages, colours) or of ways of behaving (e.g., see
above 2.a. songs and cries, 2.b. tracking techniques, 2.e. biorhythms). Live-
bearing quadrupeds, birds, insects, and other invertebrates were involved in
transfers of that kind. Yet so many of them occurred from the terrestrial and
aerial fauna to the aquatic world that eventually the latter mirrored the
former somehow or other.

Toxicologically-based Category
Originating in the Greeks’ anthropo-zoological approach to health problems
caused by venoms and poisons, toxicologically-based animal names of
Greek coinage distinguished venomous and poisonous ‘animals’ by the
symptoms and syndromes of their strikes, bites, stings, or contacts affecting
humans and live-bearing quadrupeds. They were mainly alternatives to
zoologically-based appellatives and applied not only to Greek, Asian, and
North African vipers, but also, as for sēps ‘putrefying’, to other vertebrates
and to invertebrates (cf. Bodson, 2009). Most toxicologically-based
zoonyms were borrowed from the medical vocabulary. For instance:

kausōn ‘burning enfeverisher’
– Loanword.
– Terminus a quo: Philoumenus (second century AD), De venenatis

animalibus 20.1 (Wellmann, 1908: 26.15).
– Alternative: ammodutēs (see above ‘Zoologically-based…, 3.

Locations’, s.v. 3.a. [ii]).
– Modern: Cerastes vipera (Linnaeus, 1758) Sahara sand viper;

Cerastes cerastes (Linnaeus, 1758) Sahara horned viper.
Cf. Bodson, 2012: 118–21, 131–3.

Irrespective of their first, somewhat technical, senses, all proved to be
commonly understood and in use until late in Greek antiquity, even down to
the end of the Byzantine period.



Anthropologically-based Category
Anthropologically-based animal names consisted of coinages stemming
from the Greeks’ cultural traditions, beliefs, and customs.
1. Taste and Flavour
eritimos (literally ‘highly-prized’), ‘dainty’

– Terminus a quo: Diphilus of Siphnos (third century BC), [On Food
for Sick and Well] in Athenaeus (c.200 AD), Deipnosophists
8.52.355 f (eritimos as alternative of other praised small fishes in
Greek dialects: see e.g., 328F–329A).

– Modern: Mediterranean small (sardine- or sprat-like) fish, see e.g.,
Clupeidae.

Cf. Strömberg, 1943: 15, 33; Thompson, 1947: 65; Dalby, 2003: 16 s.v.
Young shad, 298 s.v. Shad.

2. Mythological Borrowings
adōnis ‘adonis’

– Metaphor.
– Terminus a quo: Clearchus of Soloi (fourth to third century BC),

[Water Animals] fr. 101 (Wehrli 1969: 37–8, 81–2; origin of
fragment: Athenaeus (c.200 AD), Deipnosophists 8.5.332 c-e).

– Alternative (Clearchus of Soloi, [Water Animals] fr. 101): exōkoitos
‘out-lying (fish)’, ‘in calm weather, leaping out with the surf and
lying a long time on the pebbles, sleeping on dry land,…until once
more the surf catches it up and carries it with the reflux back into the
sea, etc.’

– Aetiology: ‘those who first called it adonis were hinting (so I think)
at Adonis, whose life was divided between two goddesses: one who
loved him was beneath the earth, the other above’ (Aelian,
Characteristics of Animals 9.36).

– Modern: e.g., (?) Blenniidae, blennies.
Cf. Strömberg, 1943: 58; Thompson, 1947: 3, 63–4.

meleagris ‘Meleagros’ mourning sister’
– Metaphor.
– Terminus a quo: Sophocles (c.497–406 BC), fr. 830a (Radt, 1977:

551; origin of testimonium: Pliny the Elder, Natural History 37.40).



– Aetiology: Meleagros’ sisters metamorphosed into guineafowls after
the hero’s tragic death.

– Modern: Numida meleagris meleagris (Linnaeus, 1758) East African
helmeted guineafowl (blue wattles).

– Remark: nothing is known of the conceivably pre-existing Greek
‘zoological’ appellative.

Cf. Thompson, 1936: 197–200; Bodson, 2005: 456; Arnott, 2007: 138–
40.

stumphalis ‘Stymphalian’
A. Fabulous birds dwelling in and around a lake near the town of
Stymphalus (Greece, NE Arcadia), endangering the human life, chased
away by Heracles (his fifth labour), later resettled on the ‘island of
Ares’ (Black Sea). Variously depicted on Greek vases and coins.
Cf. Thompson, 1936: 273–4; Arnott, 2007: 231–2.
B. (i) Bird profiled and captioned stumphalis on Artemidorus Papyrus
(verso: seventh drawing).
– Terminus a quo: early first century AD.
– Modern: Casuarius casuarius (Linnaeus, 1758) southern cassowary.
Cf. Kinzelbach, 2009: 27–9 and table VIII.18–20; 2012.
(ii) Predatory bird in the Arabian desert.
– Terminus a quo: Pausanias (second century AD), 8.22.4–5.
– Comparative description (Pausanias, 8.22.4–5): ‘in all respects as

ferocious as lions and leopards,…the size of a crane, looking like
ibises, but…sturdier beaks and not curved like that of the ibises’.
See also 8.22.6: Pausanias’s speculative remarks about Arabian
breed and Greek zoonym.

Cf. Arnott, 2007: 232 (‘fits only the Lammergeier, a vulture still found
in southern Arabia’).

LATIN FIRST-DEGREE ANIMAL NAMES

Zoologically-based Category
Latin zoologically-based coinages referred to body shape, colour, and
pattern, behaviour, and geographic location of indigenous and exotic types
as well. For instance:
1. Body



1.a. General shape
perna ‘ham’

– Metaphor.
– Terminus a quo: Pliny the Elder (c.23–79 AD), Natural History

32.154.
– Alternative: pinna (Greek loanword).
– Aetiology: ‘They stand like pigs’ hams (pernae) fixed bolt upright in

the sand’ (Natural History 32.154).
– Modern: Pinna nobilis (Linnaeus, 1758) noble pen shell.
Cf. De Saint-Denis, 1947: 87; Thompson, 1947: 200–2; Peurière,

2003: 38.
1.b. Colour or pattern

sturnus ‘starry’
– Terminus a quo: Pliny the Elder (c.23–79 AD), Natural History

10.72–3.
– Modern: Sturnus vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) common starling.
Cf. André, 1962: 157–8 (about aetiology: winter feather); Capponi,

1979: 473–5; Arnott, 2007: 199–200 (s.v. ‘psar’).
2. Behaviour
ouifera ‘wild ewe’

– Metaphoric compound.
– Terminus a quo: Pliny the Elder (c.23–79 AD), Natural History 8.69.
– Alternative: camelopardalis (Greek loanword).
– Aetiology (Pliny the Elder, Natural History 8.69): ‘has…a neck like

a horse, feet and legs like an ox, and a head like a camel, and is of a
ruddy colour picked out with white spots, owing to which it is called
camelopardalis…more remarkable for appearance than for ferocity,
and consequently it has also got the name of “wild ewe”’.

– Modern: Giraffa camelopardalis (Linnaeus, 1758) giraffe.
Cf. Bodson, 2005: 464, 470–2.

3. Location
Luca bos ‘Lucanian cow’

– Terminus a quo: Naevius (active in second half of third century BC),
fr. 63 (Morel, 1927: 28; origin of fragment: Varro (116–27 BC), De
lingua Latina 7.39); Plautus (c.250–184 BC), Casina 846.



– Aetiology: ‘our compatriots…, when among the Lucanians [modern
province of Basilicata, South Italy], in the war with Pyrrhus [281–
278 BC], they first saw elephants in the ranks of the enemy…, called
the animal…“Lucanian cow”’ (Varro, De lingua Latina 7.39). Cf.
Pliny the Elder, Natural History 8.16.

– Modern: Elephas maxima (Linnaeus, 1758) Indian elephant.
Cf. Toynbee, 1973: 33–4; Scullard, 1974: 101–13.

Numidica gallina ‘Numidic hen’
–Terminus a quo: Publilius Syrus (first century BC) in Petronius (first

century AD), Satiricon 55 (verse 4).
–Aetiology: ‘in the Numidian part of Africa the Numidic fowl’ (Pliny

the Elder, Natural History 10.132).
–Modern: Numida meleagris sabyi Saby’s helmeted guineafowl (red

wattles; range: Morocco); Numida meleagris galeata West African
helmeted guineafowl (red wattles).

Cf. Capponi, 1979: 258–9; Bodson, 2005: 456; Arnott, 2007: 138–40.

Apart from Numidica gallina, a specific form of the other guineafowl (see
below ‘Anthropologically-based…’), the above Latin-coined animal names
(and many other ones) are found explicitly connected with transliterated
Greek borrowings: pinna versus perna, camelopardalis versus ouifera,
elephantus (and metaplasm elepha[n]s, cf. Zamboni, 2005: 442–3) versus
Luca bos, etc. The need and advantage of Greek doublets of Latin-coined
zoonyms have long been questioned by modern scholarship. Festus’s
(second century AD) entry ‘Passer marinus’ (Lindsay, 1913: 248.24; see
above ‘Introduction’: Plautus, Persa 198–9)—Passer marinus: ‘from over-
sea (little)-bird’ which the general public (uulgus) calls struthocamelus
[‘(little)-bird-camel(-size-like)’]—suggests that they easily entered the
vocabulary of the bilingual society that Rome was to become. As for Pliny
the Elder’s supposed eagerness to show off his command of Greek animal
names (André, 1967: 9), this theory has yet to be confirmed. At this stage
(cf. Guasparri, 2008), nothing stands seemingly against the idea that Greek
doublets were as colloquial as Latin coinages and both used interchangeably.

All transliterated Greek borrowings, e.g., sciurus ‘squirrel’ (Pliny the
Elder, Natural History 8.138; see above ‘Greek zoologically-based…, 1.
Body’, s.v. 1.b) did not—or do not anymore—coexist with Latin native
equivalents. Be that as it may, loan translations or calques were experienced
at an early stage, judging from Ennius’s (239–169 BC) translation-adaptation



of Archestratus of Gela’s (late fourth to third century BC) Hēdupatheia, that
is Life of Pleasure (cf. Olson and Sens, 2000). Centuries later, Apuleius of
Madaura (second century AD), who referred to Ennius’s verses, was still at
work, translating Greek ichthyonyms (Apologia 36.1, cf. 29–41 passim) in
such a way that they sounded ‘struck from a Latin mint’ (Apologia 38.3:
‘Latina moneta percussa’; cf. Rochette, 2005: 293–4). However, the
circumstances in which a great many Latin zoologically-based appellatives
closely paralleling Greek ones were ‘struck’ are not documented. Even in
chapters of the Natural History obviously abridging Aristotle’s ‘zoological’
material, there are generally no proofs or even clues to help decide whether
Pliny the Elder utilized Latin loan translations (either of his own or taken
from his sources) or Latin coinages grounded on the Romans’ own
perception of and choice between the same diagnostic criteria as those once
noticed and selected by the Greeks about the same ‘animals’. Compare, for
example, aurata ‘golden’ versus chrysophrys ‘gold-eyebrow’ (modern:
Sparus aurata (Linnaeus, 1758) gilthead seabream), gladius ‘sword’ versus
xiphias ‘sword’ (modern: Xiphias gladius (Linnaeus, 1758) swordfish).
Pliny the Elder’s statement on, for example, marina urtica, in explicit
comparison with Greek (Latin spelling) cnide ‘sea nettle’ (Natural History
32.146) does not allow much doubt to remain about the latter alternative, at
least on the subject of sea anemones. As seen above (cf. perna, sturnus,
ouifera, Luca bos, Numidica gallina), the Romans proved to be no less adept
at coining zoonyms than did the Greeks. The status of a number of so-called
Latin calques needs to be reassessed.

Toxicologically-based Category
Latin toxicologically-based animal names (e.g., dipsas, haemorrhois, prester,
seps) were transliterated Greek borrowings. It is noteworthy that seps as an
alternative of the Greek loanword pityocampa ‘processionary caterpillar’
(e.g., Pliny the Elder, Natural History 23.62) does not occur in extant Latin
literature (cf. Bodson, 2009: 210). Conversely, sēps as a synonym of Greek
skolopendra ‘centipede’ is read only in Latin: seps (Latin centipeda,
millipeda, multipeda, scolopendra; cf. Bodson, 2009: 185–7).

Anthropologically-based Category



Latin anthropologically-based zoonyms were also transliterations from the
Greek. The fish name adonis (see above ‘Greek anthropologically-based…,
2. Mythological’, s.v. adōnis) was echoed by Pliny the Elder (Natural
History 9.70; cf. De Saint-Denis, 1947: 4). As seen above (‘Greek
anthropologically-based…, 2. Mythological’), the Greek bird name
meleagris survived through Pliny the Elder’s testimonium. Its Latin
transliteration (terminus a quo: Varro (116-27 BC), De re rustica 3.9.18)
specifically distinguished the East African guineafowl (cf. Columella (first
century AD), De re rustica 8.2.2) from its West African counterpart named
with the Latin coinage Numidica gallina (see above ‘Latin zoologically-
based…, 3. Location’).

COINING ANIMAL NAMES IN ANCIENT
GREEK AND IN LATIN

Who, When, Where, How, Why
In the present state of documentation, the contextual conditions of coining
Greek and Latin first-degree animal names can be outlined as follows.
Who?
Supposing that the identity of any person who ever coined Greek zoonyms
(in their three categories) and Latin zoologically-based ones was recorded
other than orally, there is no longer any evidence for it and speculations
about it would be pointless. Conversely, the subject matters inherent to the
appellatives support the hypothesis that they were invented by practitioners
of some expertise working or getting into close contact with nature and
‘animals’, i.e., hunters, woodcutters and gatherers, anglers, fishermen and
divers, farmers and gardeners, breeders and bee-keepers, veterinarians,
physicians and pharmacologists, travellers, etc.
When?
In both languages, animal appellatives were created at unspecified times.
Apart from zoonyms reported in dated or datable contexts of the discovery
of or first encounter with exotic types (see above ‘Latin zoologically-
based…, 3. Location’, s.v. Luca bos), the earliest, preserved by chance,
records of coinages provide modern readership with nothing but the terminus
a quo (‘limit from which’) or current starting point.



Where?
Not unexpectedly, the geographic areas where data underlying Greek and
Latin first-degree zoologically-based animal names were collected are a less
speculative question than are the places of coining. Still, locating the
environmental origin of ‘zoological’ information involved in the etymology
of zoonyms of Greek and Latin coinages does not raise the same issues when
the animal types or groups ranged over different territorial extensions, e.g.,
throughout the Euro-Mediterranean zone of Greek settlements or in confined
regions. Latin Numidica gallina resulted from the Romans’ discovery of
guineafowl in the western part of North Africa (see above ‘Latin
zoologically-based…, 3. Location’). The Greek metaphoric appellative kteis
‘comb’ was inspired by scallops and other striated shells (see above ‘Greek
zoologically-based…, 1. Body’, s.v. 1.a) observed anywhere in the
Mediterranean zone.
How?
The senses of sight (the naked eye), hearing, smell, touch, and also taste (see
above ‘Greek anthropologically-based…, 1. Taste’, s.v. eritimos) supplied
the empirical data among which were pinpointed distinctive features
admitted as diagnostic to produce zoologically-based appellatives in
particular. Alternatives or synonyms (see above ‘Greek zoologically-
based…’) further portrayed some of the ‘animals’ by means of multiple
names either based on ‘zoological’ criteria (see above ‘Greek zoologically-
based…, 2. Behaviour’, s.v. 2.d and e: alektruōn, nukteris) only or on mixed
criteria: either ‘zoological’ and toxicological (see above ‘Greek
zoologically-based…, 3. Locations’, s.v. 3.a. ammodutēs [ii]) or ‘zoological’
and anthropological (see above ‘Greek anthropologically-based…, 2.
Mythological’, s.v. adōnis). ‘Zoological’ homonyms (see above ‘Greek
zoologically-based…, 2. Behaviour’, s.v. 2.a. kokkux) implicitly related to
sensible, albeit face-value, comparisons. Explicit comparisons referring to
familiar ‘animals’ were usual to describe indigenous and exotic types or
groups formerly unknown or little known (see above ‘Greek
anthropologically-based…, 2. Mythological’, s.v. stumphalis B [ii]; ‘Latin
zoologically-based…, 2. Behaviour’, s.v. ouifera). However, in the surviving
textual sources on the whole, whatever the losses in transmission,
‘zoological’ descriptions were generally either omitted or shortened in the
extreme. Their conciseness makes it plain that the authors relied confidently



upon their audience’s own awareness with both the zoonyms and the
considered organisms.
Why?
In ancient Greece and Rome, vital needs and practical concerns were the
primary and—to judge by the extant material—only motivations for initially
coining first-degree animal names. At an early stage, in respect of the
anonymous inventors’ aims and empirical approach, they were intended to
distinguish the animal types from each other and to record them not
exhaustively for their own sake, but selectively, depending on the help,
advantage, profit—or the reverse—they (or their products) brought to
people’s lives. No subsequent purpose prompted either comprehensive
‘zoological’ examination or any change in the principles and rules of animal
naming. Hence Aristotle’s ‘zoo- and biological’ works did not contain any
other animal appellatives than those that were in common use and no name
at all for such ‘animals’ as, for example, small crabs (History of Animals
4.2.525b6) and small insects (History of Animals 5.20.552b31), which were
said to be purely and simply ‘nameless (anōnuma)’ (cf. Louis, 1971).

CONCLUSION
First-degree animal appellatives of Greek and of Latin coinages were as
dissimilar to a nomenclature—i.e., a ‘system of names, and provisions for
their formation and use’ (International Code of Zoological Nomenclature,
1999: 111; cf. Minelli and Fusco, 2012)—as are colloquial or vernacular
terms to Latin binomials since the mid-eighteenth century. Nonetheless,
every time that ancient diagnostic traits and other naturalistic features are
found consistent with their counterparts determining monotypic species in
modern systematics, Greek and Latin first-degree animal names are
interpreted with the same precision, e.g., ancient Greek epops in continental
Greece: Upupa epops (Linnaeus, 1758) Eurasian hoopoe, Latin sturnus in
Italy: Sturnus vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) common starling (see above ‘Latin
zoologically-based…, 1. Body’, s.v. 1.b). But some of the presently pertinent
attributes could not be perceived by the naked eye, while others were not
recorded or got lost in transmission. And, first and foremost, a thorough,
zoologically-minded, description was outside the ancient Greeks’ and
Romans’ ways of characterizing the ‘perishable non-humans’. Therefore
most of the first-degree animal names turn out to correspond to taxa of ranks



above that of individual species: genus, family, etc., even up to full class
(e.g., land skolopendrai: chilopods; see Bodson, 2009: 192–5)—nineteenth-
and twentieth-century assessments of the so-called ‘species’ in Aristotle’s
‘zoo- and biological’ treatises notwithstanding.

By comparison with the other two classes of ancient Greek and Latin first-
degree animal names, it is only coinages that open a window on the Greeks’
and Romans’ empirical and multisided approach to the ‘animals’ through
data of three types. Even within the limited range of examples shown above,
diagnostic qualities relating to morphology, behaviour, location, and
physiology originated in indisputably careful ‘zoological’ observations. As
regards the toxicologically-based zoonyms, venomous or poisonous
symptoms and syndromes were the cause of their out-of-the-ordinary
borrowing from the Greek medical terminology. The third,
anthropologically-based, category consisted mostly of metaphors taking root
in mythical beliefs and traditions eventually shared by both Greeks and
Romans. Stemming from people’s experience, coined in currently
unknownable circumstances (with few exceptions), first-degree animal
names of Greek and Latin coinages identified some types and groups in ‘the
rest of the perishable animate-living-beings’ with respect to matters of
general or particular, yet mainly practical interest. Whatever their
etymological contents, all conveyed explicit or implicit items of ‘zoological’
knowledge, but nothing to indicate or to suggest that they ever proceeded
from an investigation for its own sake. Ultimately, the ancient Greek- and
Latin-coined animal appellatives were—and still are—highly informative
about the Greeks’ and Romans’ ways of dealing with ‘the perishable, either
non-human or human, animate-living-beings’.

SCIENTIFIC ANIMAL NAMES
Blenniidae
Casuarius casuarius
Cerastes cerastes
Cerastes vipera
Chelidonichthys cuculus
Chiroptera
Clupeidae
Cuculus canorus



Elephas maxima
Eptesicus serotinus
Equus grevyi
Eristicophis macmahonii
Gallus gallus forma bankhiva
Gallus gallus forma domestica
Giraffa camelopardalis
Herpestes ichneumon
Hystrix cristata
Lophius piscatorius
Mantis religiosa
Numida meleagris galeata
Numida meleagris meleagris
Numida meleagris sabyi
Octopus gen.
Octopus vulgaris
Pavo cristatus
Pecten jacobaeus
Pinna nobilis
Psittacidae
Psittacula gen.
Rhinolophus ferrumequinus
Sceliphron spirifex
Sciurus vulgaris
Sparus aurata
Sphecidae
Struthio camelus
Sturnus vulgaris
Upupa epops
Uranoscopus scaber
Vipera ammodytes meridionalis
Viperidae
Xiphias gladius

English Animal Names
anglerfish



ant
aurochs
bat
bear
bee
bird
blenny
camel
centipede
chilopod
cicada
cobra
common cuckoo
common octopus
common starling
cormorant
crab
crane
crested porcupine
deer
domestic cock
eagle
East African helmeted guineafowl
Egyptian mongoose
elephant
Eurasian hoopoe
fish
gilthead seabream
giraffe
goat
greater horseshine bat
Grévyi’s zebra
guineafowl
hare
hoopoe
horse
ibex



ibis
ichneumon
Indian elephant
Indian peafowl
insect
lammergeier
lark
locust
Macmahon’s viper
mud dauber
noble pen shell
nose-horned viper
ostrich
ox
parakeet
peacock
pig
porcupine
praying mantis
processionary caterpillar
psittacid
rabbit
red gurnard
red jungle fowl
red squirrel
rhinoceros
Saby’s helmeted guineafowl
Sahara horned viper
Sahara sand viper
scallop
sea anemone
seagull
sea nettle
serotine bat
sheep
shellfish
shrimp



simian types
southern cassowary
sphecids
sprat-like fish
spurdog
stargazer
swordfish
tunny
turtle
viperid
viper
wasp
West African helmeted guineafowl



SUGGESTED READING

In respect of the aims of modern scholarship, the scope of its books, the
evidence either available or purposely selected at the time of writing, the
methodological approaches to the ancient Greeks’ and Romans’ zoological
knowledge prove either to combine both naturalistic and historico-cultural
options, or to favour the former or the latter to some greater or smaller
extent also by means of typological catalogues (zooarchaeological remains,
archaeological artefacts). The only overview of the interaction between not
only the ancient Greeks and Romans but also the other Mediterranean
civilizations and the animal world is Keller (1909–13; cf. 1887). Even
though understandably outdated in the main, it is still somewhat of a must.
(For a zoologically organized selection of translated Greek and Latin
material, see Lenz, 1856). The naturalistic focus is emphasized in
Voultsiadou and Tatolas (2005) regarding the Homeric age, and in
Jashemski and Meyer (2002) regarding the particular region of Pompeii and
Campania; on the early stages of historical ecology, see Egerton (2012).
Whereas Jennison (1937) investigates the ‘animals’ involved in the private
and public shows and games of ancient Rome, Toynbee (1973) provides an
overall review of wild and domestic types and of their roles in Roman life
and art. Some works pay attention to such groups or types as, for example,
apes and monkeys (McDermott, 1938, based on a catalogue of figurines,
vases, paintings—excluding vases—mosaics and reliefs), elephants
(Scullard, 1974), birds (Pollard, 1977; Lunczer, 2009), insects (Davies and
Kathirithamby, 1986; Beavis, 1988), bears (Eichinger, 2005, including the
ancient Orient and Egypt), either in ancient Greece or in both Greece and
Rome. Dierauer (1977) and Sorabji (1993) examine some aspects of the
concept of ‘perishable animate-living-being’ (zōion, animal). Animal types
and groups observed in distant lands, their particular attributes, and the
ancient Greeks’ and Romans’ discussions about them are explored in Li
Causi (2003, 2008). See also ‘Suggested reading’ in the other chapters of
this volume and bibliographies in the books and articles listed hereafter.
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CHAPTER 32

ANCIENT FOSSIL DISCOVERIES AND
INTERPRETATIONS

ADRIENNE MAYOR

THE huge fossil bones of mastodons or mammoths are not likely to appear in
anyone’s mental picture of Classical antiquity. And yet for the ancient
Greeks themselves, and their neighbours, the vestiges of mysterious,
remarkable creatures from the remote past were important features of their
natural and cultural landscape.

Millions of years before the first humans appeared, the Mediterranean
basin was not a sea, but a land mass connecting Europe, Africa, and Asia.
Between the Miocene and the Pleistocene epochs (from about 23 million to
10,000 years ago), that land mass was populated by prehistoric elephants,
mastodons, rhinoceroses, giraffes, cave bears, and other immense animals.
These megafauna died out in the last Ice Age; under certain conditions, their
skeletons mineralized and remained embedded in rock and soil. In Italy,
Greece, the Aegean islands, North Africa, and Asia Minor, the jumbled,
fossilized remains of these prehistoric species are continually exposed by
erosion, floods, storms, earthquakes, and human activity such as digging or
ploughing (see Mayor, 2011: Appendix 1, for lists of the large vertebrate
fossil species known to lie in these regions).

In the era when oral traditions about giants and monsters first arose, the
largest land animal known to the Greeks was the horse or ox; elephants were
unknown until after Alexander’s campaigns in India in the fourth century
BC. During the Miocene and Pleistocene epochs, tectonic and volcanic
forces created the present-day landforms of the Mediterranean. The region is
still subject to severe earthquakes as the continental plates of Africa and
Asia collide. These seismic upheavals warp the terrain and break up fossil
skeletons, jumbling the bones. The skulls of proboscideans are especially



fragile. They often disintegrate, leaving only the most durable and familiar-
looking bones—oversized femurs and scapulae—for the Greeks and other
ancient people to ponder.

In contrast, in Central Asia, much older, exquisitely preserved skeletons of
Mesozoic dinosaurs (from about 215 to 65 million years ago) continually
weather out of sandstone rock formations along the trade routes skirting the
gold deposits below the Tien Shan and Altai mountains. The bleached white,
well-preserved, fully articulated skeletons of four-legged, beaked dinosaurs
were (and are) very conspicuous against the red sediments and would have
been noticed by early inhabitants and travellers.

These rich fossil deposits of Greece and Asia only came to the attention of
modern science in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
palaeontologists studying these remains did not realize that conspicuous
fossils had been objects of great interest to the Greeks and other ancient
cultures. Most classicists, for their part, were unaware that enormous
skeletons could have been easily observed by ordinary folk in these lands.
Therefore, it is not surprising that ancient descriptions of the ‘bones of giants
in the earth’ have long been viewed as mere fiction or religious superstition.
After all, the most respected ancient authorities, Thucydides and Aristotle,
made no mention of discoveries of giant or anomalous bones. But their
silence should not mislead us into thinking that the Greeks took no notice of
large fossil remains.

Marine fossils (stone shells) on mountains and in deserts were another
matter. Because marine fossil remains resembled still-living sea creatures,
they easily led to an early recognition by ordinary people and philosophers,
such as Xenophanes (c.750 BC), that these regions were once covered by
seas (Herodotus, Histories 2.2; Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 40; Strabo, 1.3.4;
16.2.17; 17.1–3). In contrast, the presence of immense or oddly formed
bones and teeth of unfamiliar animals buried in the ground seemed to
suggest that some life forms of past ages had become extinct. This evidence
was ignored because it posed a dilemma for ancient philosophers, such as
Aristotle, who were constrained by their belief in the notion of fixity of
species (Leddra, 2010: 173–4; Mayor, 2011: 192–220). This notion was not
challenged by scientists until the Enlightenment.

Despite the non-participation of elite historians and philosophers in
explaining immense bones turned to stone, however, many surviving
accounts in Greek and Latin sources reveal that fossil finds generated



excitement and rational speculation. It was generally believed that giants and
monsters had lived at a time when mountains were still being formed, and
that they had been destroyed in the remote past, in earth-shaking battles with
the gods and heroes or in other calamitous events. In the ancient
imagination, the great heroes and heroines of myth were also giants—they
would have towered over the puny men and women of today. One might ask
whether observations of immense bones of mastodons and mammoths led to
the idea of giants and heroes striding across the landscape. That is
unprovable, but it seems plausible, since the thigh bones and shoulder blades
of extinct elephants and other large mammals do resemble gigantic
counterparts of human anatomy. It was commonly thought that mythic
heroes were about three times the size of ordinary humans; this matches the
fact that the femur of an ancestral elephant is approximately three times as
large as that of an adult male. (On anthropomorphizing tendencies, see
Mayor, 2011: 77–82.)

Fossil traces of extinct creatures attracted interest ever since early humans
gathered small stone shells and other portable fossils for ritual and
decorative uses (Oakley, 1975; McNamara, 2011). Yet, except for occasional
speculation by a few early naturalists and classicists (Cuvier, 1806: 4–5, 14,
54; Erman, 1834: 9–11; Brown, 1926; Huxley, 1979), ancient encounters
with fossils remained unexamined until 2000, with the publication of the
first extensive investigation of the literary, artistic, and archaeological
evidence for discoveries and interpretations of fossils in Greek and Roman
sources. Mayor gathered and analysed nearly one hundred accounts from
more than thirty ancient authors, from Herodotus in the fifth century BC to
Augustine in the fifth century AD. These long-neglected sources
demonstrate that remarkable remains, from shells stranded on mountains and
footprints in stone to the huge bones of dinosaurs and mammoths, captured
the attention and imagination of ancient people and led to striking insights
(Mayor, 2011: Appendix 2 for ancient testimonia).

Curiosity and animated discussions arose whenever surprisingly large
bones were revealed by erosion, storms, floods, earthquakes, or human
activities such as ploughing or digging. Ancient Greeks and Romans
collected, measured, compared, and displayed extraordinary fossil remains
in temples as relics of the glorious past. Mayor also presented overlooked
artistic and archaeological evidence to support the ancient literary record.



Although it is impossible to determine which came first, sightings of large
fossil bones or myths about giants and monsters buried in the earth, the
literary evidence indicates that observations of large vertebrate fossils
certainly influenced certain myths and popular beliefs. All around the
Mediterranean, the impressive femurs and scapulae of mastodons and other
extinct megafauna were revered as the remains of giants, monsters, and
superheroes from the glorious days of myth (Boardman, 2002: 33–43; Lane
Fox, 2009: 305–11). Meanwhile, in Central Asia, the abundant fossilized
skeletons of beaked Protoceratops dinosaurs appear to be related to ancient
Scythian tales and imagery of fabulous, gold-guarding Griffins dwelling
beyond Issedonia and the Altai Mountains (Boardman, 2002: 127–32;
Mayor, 2011: 22–52).

Not all myths about giants or monsters arose from fossil finds, of course,
and not all Mediterranean sediments contain fossils (much of the land is
marble or other barren rock, see Higgins and Higgins, 1996). But modern
palaeontological excavations reveal that rich Miocene to Pleistocene fossil
beds exist in many of the locales where myths and classical authors state that
giant bones were buried in the earth (see Fig. 32.1 for sites where ancient
reports of giant bones overlap with modern palaeontological discoveries).



FIGURE 32.1. Modern palaeontological discoveries of rich vertebrate fossil deposits coincide with
sites where the bones of giants, heroes, and monsters were reported in ancient sources.

Map by Michele Angel.

The following literary accounts are some of the earliest descriptions of
large vertebrate fossil finds in the world. By paying attention to the details of



the stories, and looking at them in light of modern palaeontology, we can
recover the lost world of ancient fossil hunting.

Herodotus (Histories 1.67–8, cf. Pausanias, 3.3.6–7) recorded the earliest
description and first recorded measurement of a large fossil skeleton
discovered in Greece. In about 560 BC, the Delphic Oracle had advised the
Spartans to find the bones of the mythical hero Orestes. After the Spartans
learned that a blacksmith digging a well in Tegea had unearthed a huge
skeleton, about 10 feet long, they announced the discovery of Orestes’ bones
and buried them in a fine tomb with great honours. Tegea lies in a
Pleistocene lake basin, whose sediments contain the remains of mammoths
and other megafauna of the Ice Age. Similar rich fossil deposits occur in
other valleys of Arcadia in southern Greece, especially along the Alpheios
River near Olympia and around Megalopolis, yielding enormous elephant
bones and mastodon molars that resemble those of giant humans. Large
isolated tusks are also common. In 1994, for example, road builders near the
ancient site of Olympia unearthed a pair of tusks about 10 feet long. The
tusks were straight, so they probably belonged to the 13-foot-tall ancestral
elephant of the Pleistocene, Palaeoloxodon or Elephas antiquus, common
remains in Arcadia. The largest fossil tusks ever found in Greece were
excavated by Evangelia Tsoukala of Aristotle University in 2009; over 16
feet long, they belonged to a Miocene mastodon (Mayor, 2011: xx, 99–101).

Modern finds like these shed new light on Greek myths about supersized
animals, such as the enormous Calydonian Boar, slain by Atalanta and
Meleager. When archaic people who had never seen an elephant came upon
enormous tusks, they may have visualized a gigantic boar, the only tusked
animal they knew. According to Pausanias (8.46.1), the magnificent three-
foot-long tusks of the Calydonian Boar were stored in a temple in Tegea. In
31 BC, the future emperor Augustus plundered these trophy tusks from
Tegea for his own display in Rome. Several centuries later, Procopius (De
Bello Gothico 5.15.8) viewed a different pair of tusks labelled ‘Calydonian
Boar’ in Beneventum, Italy. Those ivories were curved ‘in the shape of a
crescent’ and were ‘three hand spans in circumference’, details that suggest a
Pleistocene woolly mammoth, whose massive tusks have a distinctive
curvature.

The Spartan discovery of Orestes’ bones at Tegea in the sixth century BC
spurred a pan-Hellenic bone rush. With the help of oracles, Greek cities
deliberately began to seek impressive bones that they could identify as their



own giant heroes from myth. For example, in 476 BC, Cimon searched for
the remains of the Athenian hero Theseus on the island of Skyros, where he
found some suitably large bones eroding out of a mound. Kimon brought the
bones to Athens where they received a hero’s welcome (Pausanias, 1.17.6;
Plutarch, Cimon 8). The bones identified as Theseus came from Miocene
sediments on Skyros, which contain the fossils of mastodons, rhinoceroses,
and giant giraffes.

At ancient Olympia, the enormous shoulder blade of the local hero Pelops
was kept in a special shrine. The land around Olympia contains Pleistocene
fossils of great magnitude, such as Mammuthus primigenius or meridionalis.
Their scapulae measure about 2 feet by 3 feet, many times the size of a
human shoulder blade, but with the same shape. According to Pausanias
(5.13.1–7), this celebrated shoulder blade of Pelops played a part in winning
the legendary Trojan War. Pelops’s bone was supposedly transported from
Olympia to the Greek camp at Troy. After the Greek victory, the bone was
shipped back to Greece, but was lost at sea near Euboea. According to
Pausanias, several centuries later a Euboean fisherman hauled up a gigantic
shoulder blade in his net. The Delphic Oracle identified the bone as the long-
lost shoulder blade of Pelops, and arranged for it to be ‘re-enshrined’ at
Olympia. Notably, Euboea was once part of the Miocene land mass. The
shallow waters cover sunken grabens of Miocene sediments, containing
Chalicotherium (a large, bizarre herbivore with claws), mastodon, and
rhinoceros fossils. It is not unusual for fishing nets to bring up prehistoric
bones in fossiliferous sea beds: it happens every day in the English Channel,
and other ancient examples are mentioned in the Greek Anthology (6.222–3).

In the seventh century BC, a temple dedicated to the hero Pelops was
constructed over an older Bronze Age shrine at Olympia, perhaps to house
the Miocene bone netted in Euboean waters identified as the lost bone of
Pelops. Hundreds of years later, Pausanias found the temple in ruins, and the
priests informed him that the great Pelops bone had crumbled to dust.
Disappointed, but not surprised, Pausanias commented on the venerable
bone’s extreme age, its arduous travels, and centuries under the sea since the
Trojan War (Pausanias, 5.13.1–7). Indeed, the replacement Pelops bone
fished up in Euboean waters would have been millions of years older than
the Pleistocene fossil originally revered as Pelops’s shoulder blade in the
Bronze Age.



As a native of Asia Minor, Pausanias recorded numerous eyewitness
accounts of giant bone finds there (1.35.3–6; 8.29.1–4), exposed by
rainstorms, floods, earthquake, erosion by the sea, or by human digging. At
Miletus, for example, part of a small island suddenly broke away, revealing a
colossal skeleton. The Milesians believed the bones were those of Asterios,
giant son of the town’s legendary founder Anax, a giant ‘son of the earth’.
The dimensions and location, on the coast where Miocene fossils continually
weather out, suggest that the giant’s real identity was a mastodon or other
large, extinct mammal.

When workers diverted the Orontes River in Syria, a vast skeleton
appeared in the dry river bed. Pausanias says the giant was 11 cubits, more
than 15 feet long (Pausanias, 8.29.1–4). The Oracle at Claros declared that
this was Orontes, a giant-hero of India, but others thought it was Aryades, an
African giant. The giant was most probably a tremendous steppe mammoth,
common remains in the Orontes valley. Pausanias’s measurements are
realistic, since these behemoths were about 14 feet tall. In Lydia, Pausanias
viewed yet another massive skeleton, exposed by heavy rains at the river
Hyllos. ‘You would think the bones were human by their form,’ exclaimed
Pausanias. ‘But their size was incredible.’ Locals identified the body as
Geryon, the monstrous giant slain by Heracles. Geryon had raised colossal
oxen. ‘Everyone knew someone who had ploughed up big horns in the area,
which must have been the remnants of Geryon’s fabulous herd,’ commented
Pausanias (1.35.5–6). The soil of Lydia contains remains of Miocene
mastodons, rhinoceroses, giant oxen, and giraffes.

Pausanias also investigated spectacular fossil discoveries near Troy.
During the bone rush begun by Sparta, Thebes tried to find the remains of
Hector at Troy (Pausanias, 9.18.4). The Troad is an alluvial plain where both
Miocene and Pleistocene fossils constantly weather out, especially along the
Hellespont. In the second century AD, the sea washed out the beach in the
area where the Greek hero Ajax was thought to be buried. Crowds came to
marvel at the enormous bones, including the emperor Hadrian, who reburied
them in a fine tomb at Troy (Philostratus, On Heroes 7.9). According to
Pausanias (1.35.3), a witness estimated that the hero’s kneecaps were the
size of a ‘boy’s discus in the pentathlon’. Notably, the informant strove for
accuracy, avoiding exaggeration. The diameter of a boy’s discus was about 5
inches across, a detail that allows us to guess that Hadrian buried the bones



of a mastodon or mammoth in Ajax’s tomb at Troy, since their patellae
measure nearly 5 inches in diameter.

Philostratus (On Heroes 8.3–14) gives a realistic account of another large
fossil assemblage eroding out of an unstable cliff on the Trojan shore. After
sailors spotted a gigantic skeleton poking out of a promontory, an oracle
identified it as the great hero Achilles. Curious people sailed to the site to get
a good view of the exposure, visible for sixty days, before the bones crashed
into the sea. Another of Philostratus’s naturalistic descriptions relates that an
earthquake exposed a gigantic skeleton on his native island of Lemnos. ‘The
backbone was in pieces, and the ribs were wrenched away from the
vertebrae. As I examined the entire skeleton and the individual bones, I had
an impression of terrifying size, impossible to describe.’ Observers
measured the volume of the cranium by filling it with water from two Cretan
amphorae. This specific measurement, equalling approximately 40–50 litres,
matches the typical volume of a prehistoric elephant’s skull (Mayor, 2011:
118–19).

In yet another incident related by Philostratus, farmers digging vines on an
island off Euboea (Ikos) uncovered a gigantic skeleton that they estimated at
nearly 18 feet long (On Heroes 8.3–14). A scattered skeleton in the ground
appears to be longer than the animal was in real life, but this figure may be
only slightly inflated. It is possible that the farmers came upon the fossil
skeleton of a massive Dinotherium, a bizarre elephant ancestor that towered
more than 15 feet at the shoulder. An oracle explained that the skeleton
belonged to a terrible giant destroyed in the Gigantomachy.

Two locales in Greece had such dense concentrations of huge bones that
they were known as battlefields where Zeus had blasted armies of giants and
buried them under the earth. The area around ancient Megalopolis (‘giant
city’) in the Peloponnese was identified as the still-smouldering battleground
of the Gigantomachy (Pausanias, 8.29.1; 8.32.5), while Pallene (Kassandra
Peninsula, Chalkidiki, northern Greece) was said to have been the giants’
headquarters. According to Solinus (9.6), ‘before there were any humans on
Pallene, a battle was fought between the gods and giants. Traces of the
giants’ destruction continue to be seen today, whenever torrents flood. […]
People find bones of immeasurable enormity in the gullies.’ Recent ongoing
excavations by Evangelia Tsoukala on the Kassandra Peninsula have
unearthed fossils of mastodons and other megafauna. Earlier, in 1902, Greek
palaeontologists near Megalopolis discovered a great variety of Ice Age



mammal fossils buried in lignite (peat, soft coal), which stains the bones
very dark, giving them a burnt look. Indeed, once ignited by wildfire or
lightning, combustible lignite can burn and smoke for many years (similar
soft coal deposits exist at Pallene, also known as Phlegra, ‘Burning Fields’).
These natural facts—the presence of gigantic fossil bones in burning soil—
reinforced the ancient image of multitudes of giants destroyed by Zeus’s
lightning.

In about 200 BC, Euphorion (fragment in Aelian, Characteristics of
Animals 16.39) told of enormous primeval beasts called Neades, which
populated Samos before humans came to the island. Their huge stone bones
were displayed on the island to travellers in antiquity. Significantly, this
early folk interpretation of the Samos fossils was revised after elephants
became well-known in the Mediterranean world. In the first century AD,
Plutarch (Greek Questions 56) stated that the massive petrified bones of
Samos were recognized as those of elephants, perhaps brought from India by
the god Dionysus in the era of myth (Solounias and Mayor, 2005).
Beginning in the late nineteenth century, European palaeontologists
discovered abundant deposits of Miocene mammal fossils on Samos, many
of which can be viewed in the modern palaeontological museum on the
island (Mayor, 2011: 54–60, 180–3).

Numerous examples of animal, plant, and marine fossils observed,
collected, used, and displayed around the Mediterranean appear in Pliny the
Elder (e.g., Natural History 2.226, 7.73–5, 8.31, 9.10–11, 28.34, 36.134–5).
According to Suetonius, Augustus established the world’s first
palaeontological museum for ‘the bones of land and sea monsters’ at his
villa on Capri. Phlegon of Tralles (c.130 AD, Marvels 11–19) described
discoveries of bones of immense size in Messenia, Rhodes, Athens,
Dalmatia, Pontus, Carthage, and Egypt. Phlegon also explained how the
emperor Tiberius commissioned the earliest recorded reconstruction of an
extinct creature from its fossil remains, a palaeontological milestone that
went unnoticed until 2000. Tiberius instructed a sculptor to create a life-
sized bust of a giant based on immense molar from a skeleton exposed by an
earthquake near the Black Sea (Mayor, 2011: 145–6).

Pausanias and other writers tell us that the Greeks and Romans gathered
up the bones of giants and heroes and displayed them in temples or reburied
them in fine tombs. Why have so few been recovered by archaeologists? As
Pausanias learned, when he looked for the Pelops bone, fossils are fragile



things. But another reason is that, unfortunately, the fossilized remains of
extinct species were routinely discarded by modern archaeologists, even
after the advent of zooarchaeology in the 1970s. A few rare fossil relics have
been recognized from archaeological sites around the ancient world (Mayor,
2011: 167–9), although most have not received the care or analysis they
deserve. Heinrich Schliemann reported finding the bone of an extinct
mammal at ancient Troy in 1870 (Mayor, 2011: 178–80). In 1926,
palaeontologist Barnum Brown retrieved the molar of a prehistoric elephant
in the ruins of the Asclepion of Kos. German archaeologists at Samos
discovered part of the large femur of an extinct mammal (perhaps that of an
ancestral elephant) among a treasure trove of natural-history dedications in
the Temple of Hera (seventh century BC). This important find confirms
ancient reports that immense bones were displayed on the island (Kyrieleis,
1988; present whereabouts of the fossil unknown). Fossils as Graeco-Roman
votive offerings have also been reported by Raymond (2004). Tons of black,
river-polished fossil bones, excavated by Sir Flinders Petrie from Set shrines
at Qau el-Kebir, Egypt, in the 1920s languish in unopened crates in London
(Mayor, 2011: xxiii, 177–9; a few of the Set fossils turned up in a museum in
Bolton, UK). In the 1970s, the Minnesota Messenia Expedition excavated
part of the fossilized femur of a Pleistocene rhinoceros or Chalicotherium
that had been stored on the ancient acropolis at Nichoria, Greece. This fossil
was misplaced for decades but now resides in the Greek and Roman
Antiquities Department, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Mayor, 2011: xvi,
184–90).

In 2007, palaeontologist Mark McMenamin suggested that an ammonite
depicted on a Greek coin, minted in 350–250 BC, may be the earliest artistic
representation of an invertebrate fossil. Skeletons are rare in Greek art, but
what appears to be the fossil skull of an extinct creature was painted on a
Corinthian column-krater in about 550 BC, during the ‘bone rush’ begun by
Sparta. The vase (Fig. 32.2) illustrates the myth of Heracles killing the
Monster of Troy, a terrible creature that suddenly appeared on the coast of
Troy (Mayor, 2000; 2011: 157–62; Boardman, 2002: 36–8). Art historians
had assumed that the large, disembodied head was a poorly drawn ketos, sea
monster, peering out of a cave. But palaeontologists who examined the
painting were struck by the articulated jawbone full of jagged teeth, the
extended back of the skull, and the hollow eye socket. The broken-off
premaxilla is another naturalistic detail of a fossilized skull. The shape of the



skull and its size relative to the humans suggest that a large Miocene
mammal fossil may have been the model for the monster. One candidate
would be the Samotherium, a large Miocene giraffid whose skull is about 2
feet long, very common fossils along the coast of Turkey and in Greece. As
one of the earliest artistic depictions of a vertebrate fossil animal to survive
from antiquity, the Monster of Troy vase offers powerful evidence that
remains of prehistoric animals influenced ancient myths about primeval
monsters.



Figure 32.2. Heracles and Hesione versus the Monster of Troy, depicted as a large skull weathering
out of a cliff. Corinthian column-krater, 560–540 BC, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Helen and Alice
Colburn Fund, 63.420.

These examples of literary, archaeological, and artistic evidence related to
fossils represent the earliest inklings of palaeontological inquiry. Ancient
Graeco-Roman accounts of encounters with marine, plant, animal, and trace



fossils, expressed in mythological language more than 2,000 years before
Charles Darwin, were remarkably perceptive for a pre-scientific culture.
During Classical antiquity, people realized that stone shells found far from
the sea meant that mountains and deserts were once under water. Unlike
natural philosophers, who ignored large vertebrate fossils, ordinary folk
recognized remarkable prehistoric animal fossils as the organic remains of a
variety of extraordinary species that had lived when the earth was young,
while mountains were being formed, long before present-day humans
appeared. Perceiving that such enormous life forms no longer lived, they
speculated on their appearance, behaviour, habitat, and demise. They
imagined that the giant beings had perished in some cataclysm, by lightning,
flood, or earthquake. Taphonomic conditions were accurately described, and
taxonomies, genealogies, and geographies were created for large, no-longer-
extant creatures. In at least one instance, at Samos, popular explanations
were revised when new information became available. Not only did the
ancients collect, measure, and exhibit fossils, but there were attempts to
reconstruct extinct creatures from the fossil remains and to account for
observed anomalies inconsistent with human or known animal anatomy. This
set of notable achievements was not formal science, of course, but these
ancient insights and concepts constitute the preconditions for later scientific
palaeontological investigations. Remarkably, these perceptions about Earth’s
prehistory were not based upon advances in natural philosophy, but arose
from popular observations of evidence over generations. Such accurate
understandings of deep time, extinction, and change over time based on the
fossil record were lost during the Christian-medieval era, and would not
emerge again until the Renaissance.



SUGGESTED READING

Ancient observations and interpretations of fossils are surveyed and
analysed by Mayor (2011), who explains how myths about griffins,
Cyclopes, monsters, and heroes may have been influenced by
palaeontological discoveries in antiquity. Boardman (2002) discusses how
fossil discoveries and displays of monstrous bones helped ancient Greeks
understand their own mytho-historical roots. Lane Fox (2009) shows how
mythic tales of gods and heroes were related to ancient exploration and
observations of mysterious topographical features, including fossilized
bones of impressive magnitude.
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CHAPTER 33

VETERINARY MEDICINE

VERONIKA GOEBEL AND JORIS PETERS

INTRODUCTION
ACCORDING to Isidore, veterinary medicine was founded by a mythical
figure, the centaur Chiron (Touwaide, 2002: 146). This allegorical
personification, which goes back to the Greek term cheirizesthai (Isidore,
Origines 4.9.12), embodies the practical side of the veterinary profession
and its most important patient, the horse. At the same time, the development
of veterinary medicine in the ancient world was connected to the society’s
desire for well-being and prosperity. This depended essentially on well-
functioning, productive agriculture, an intact infrastructure for trade and
transportation, and an operational army. The structural change in Italic
agriculture at the beginning of the second century BC, which expressed
itself in an increase in the size of the farms and in slave labour, as well as
rationalization, is regarded as one of the driving forces behind this
(Suerbaum, 2002: 576–9). As a result of the expansionism beginning in the
fourth century BC, the army grew to be a significant economic factor. A
most crucial development was the shift from a moving army consisting
essentially of infantry legions to a standing one composed largely of
mounted troops for defending the frontiers of the imperium Romanum from
the second century AD onwards (Junkelmann, 1991: 72). This development
explains why it was necessary to have adequate medical care for these
economically and militarily important animals (Fischer, 1985: 255).

The theoretical basis of Classical veterinary medicine goes back to
human medicine (Vegetius, Digesta artis mulomedicinalis Prologue).
Nevertheless, veterinary medicine was influenced to a much greater degree
by empirical knowledge and pre-rational conceptions about the healing of



animals in folklore, since the same people who looked after the healthy
animals were responsible for the care of the sick ones (Fischer, 1985: 255).
The treatment of animals, despite its proximity to agriculture, was raised to
a healing art, as expressed in the cult worship of the God Asclepius
(Benedum, 1972: 311). However, this should not hide the fact that
veterinary medicine in the ancient world was ‘shameful and lowly esteemed
among honourable people’, although the treatment of animals is much more
difficult ‘as the dumb animals cannot point out their own ailments’
(Vegetius, Digesta artis mulomedicinalis Prologue 1.7).

WRITTEN SOURCES
Whereas human medicine reached a prime in Classical Greece with the
schools of Kos and Knidos, veterinary medicine received little recognition
due to the anthropocentric attitude of the time. This also explains why texts
on the topic are missing. In addition, we cannot expect that the practitioners
belonged to the group of people who were active in literary circles, but
rather that their knowledge was handed down verbally or through
observation. Only in Roman times does veterinary medicine gain admission
to Classical literature with the works of agricultural writers. A second,
somewhat later source consists of the agricultural and hippiatric compendia,
which are based on the writings of Roman and late antique authors.

The known high standard of Roman animal husbandry is reflected among
other things in the great attentiveness that was given to the feeding and care
of domestic animals, as well as their treatment in the event of illness.
Understandably, this interest was not applied so much to individual animals,
but rather to the preservation of the health of the stock as a whole. The
veterinary tradition in Roman agriculture is based on the works of the
Carthaginian Mago (fourth century BC), of which only fragments have
survived in the writings of later agriculturalists. While Marcus Porcius Cato
(234–149 BC) in his De agri cultura only deals with the concerns of animal
husbandry in passing, Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 BC) dedicates a
separate volume of his De re rustica to this topic (Flach, 1997: 34), but only
treats animal diseases rather superficially (Önnerfors, 1993: 347). In
contrast, the De re rustica by Lucius Iunius Moderatus Columella (middle
of the first century AD) fascinates by virtue of its substantial contributions



on the diseases of domestic animals and their therapy (Walker, 1973: 314;
Peters, 1998: 37).

A second climax in the written tradition of veterinary medicine is formed
by Late Antique writings in Latin and Greek, which have only partially
survived in the form of compilations of later date. In the Opus Agriculturae
by Rutilius Taurus Aemilianus Palladius (fourth to fifth century AD) as well
as the Geoponica (tenth century AD), the treatment of farm animals is
emphasized, while other works concentrate mainly on horse diseases.
Among these, especial importance is attached to the Corpus Hippiatricorum
Graecorum (CHG). This is a compilation of the fifth or sixth century AD
written in Greek by an unknown author (McCabe, 2007: 1). The first
chapters of this work are dedicated to systematic diseases such as fever,
glanders, and laminitis and the process of bloodletting. These are followed
by descriptions of the diseases a capite ad calcem (‘from head to foot’) and
an extensive collection of prescriptions at the end (Schäffer, 1981). Among
the excerpted authors are the contributions by Apsyrtos (third to early
fourth century AD) and Theomnestos (fourth century AD), which should be
noted especially, as they reflect the practical experience of horse-doctors in
Roman military service (McCabe, 2007: 8). Unfortunately, most of the
writings that the compilers could fall back on at that time have been lost.
One exception is the work of Theomnestos, which was translated into
Arabic in the eighth to ninth centuries and passed on in this cultural sphere
up to the High Middle Ages (Saker, 2008; Heide, 2008). The Latin
literature of the first half of the fourth century AD includes the Ars
veterinaria by Pelagonius Saloninus and the Mulomedicina Chironis by an
unknown compiler. The latter work takes into account texts by Mago,
Columella, Apsyrtos, Sotio, Farnax, and Polikletos, as well as the author
who published under the pseudonym Chiron Centaurus (Amberger, 1978/9:
236). Both of these works served as the basis for the Digesta artis
mulomedicinalis by Publius Vegetius Renatus.

While the therapy of stock on the hoof in late antiquity is characterized
by simple treatment suggestions with relatively easy-to-obtain remedies—
after all the preservation of the health of the animals was still the duty of the
herdsmen (Peters, 1998: 88)—the contemporary hippiatric texts show a
greater familiarity with human medicine. The medical-theoretical approach,
the technical language, the diagnostic procedures, and the therapies are
evidence of a higher medical standard. In their attempts to find the causes



of illnesses and to carry out causal therapies, the horse-doctors display the
first signs of a scientific mentality (Amberger, 1978/9: 258). Celsus
assigned the horse-doctors to the teachings of the School of Methodists,
although their works do not clearly refer to the medical thinking of a
particular school (McCabe, 2007: 15).

PRACTITIONERS AND THE VETERINARY
PROFESSION

The care and handling of animals lay in the hands of people of different
descent, social position, and education. The earliest epigraphically
documented term for a practitioner dates to 130 BC. It comes from Greece
and mentions a hippiatros (McCabe, 2007: 6), which suggests medical
training. Textual evidence points out that the treatment of sick animals was
often carried out by qualified laymen. Thus, the magister pecoris or head
herdsman not only had to keep books on the livestock (Varro, De re rustica
2.10.10), but could take care of ‘everything, that was important for the
health of the people and the animals which could be treated without a
doctor’ (Varro, De re rustica 2.10.1–3). In the course of transhumance, he
carried the appropriate medicines and instruments with him so that he could
intervene in case of illness. Columella (De re rustica 7.3.16) also stipulated
that the head herdsman should have knowledge about the treatment of
animals. He introduced the term medicina veterinaria for them; those
performing the treatments were referred to as veterinarius (Columella, De
re rustica 6.8.1; 7.5.14; 11.1.12). This term, which was still commonly used
in the early period of the Roman Empire, was later replaced by the equally
universal term mulomedicus (Fischer, 1981: 217; Adams, 1992: 91). The
latter first appears in the Edict of Diocletian (AD 301) in connection with
the determination of fees for certain tasks performed by this occupational
group, such as trimming hooves (aptaturae pedum) and draining and
purgation of the head (depleturae et purgaturae capitis). It can be inferred
from the Codex Theodosianus (XIII.4.2), published in AD 438, that
mulomedici, like architects and doctors, were freed from public duties. This
made it possible for them to perfect their skills and pass them on to their
sons (McCabe, 2007: 8). In view of the popularity of horse racing in the
ancient world, it is not surprising that horse-doctors were employed in the



treatment of racehorses. Their remuneration corresponded to that of a
charioteer (McCabe, 2007: 8–9).

In addition to the self-employed mulomedici, there were also some in
civil service. In the state-run courier and transportation service termed
cursus publicus, mulomedici ranked with the lower officials. They were
responsible for the care of around forty pack, draught, and riding animals,
above all mules (Adams, 1992: 94), which were kept in a mansio or
stathmos (‘stables’) (Bender, 1978: 12). Their clothes and food were
provided by the government (Codex Theodosianus VIII.5.31). The army’s
pack and riding animals were looked after by different categories of
medical personnel. According to Tarruntenus Paternus (second half of the
second century AD), the veterinarii were classed with the so-called
immunes (Adams, 1992: 92). Persons with the title (medicus) pecuarius or
pequarius had the rank of miles. The name hippiatros was also handed
down (Davis, 1969: 88). At the same time, inscriptions show that troop
units not only employed army members, but also freed slaves (Haberling,
1910: 413). The workplace in the camps was the veterinarium, which lay
between the forge, the sacellum where the insignia were housed, and the
hospital. A veterinarius was supposed to care for the horses, draught oxen,
and pack-animals of a cohort of around 400 men (Haberling, 1910: 417).
Among the health problems that occurred in everyday life in the military,
physical exhaustion and lameness from long marches or injuries to the
hooves, etc. were especially common according to the literature. This
statement is supported by pathological-anatomical changes in the skeletal
remains of horses, mules, and cattle excavated from archaeological contexts
of the Roman military (e.g., von den Driesch and Weidenhöfer, 2006). They
illustrate why many of the recommendations for medical treatment, as well
as the composition of medicines, had to be coordinated with their needs
while travelling (McCabe, 2002: 92).

DISEASE PROPHYLAXIS
Although there are occasional references in the literature to the importance
of religious ceremonies for the preservation of the animals’ health (Cato,
De agri cultura 83, 141), the recommendations of the agricultural writers
are without exception of pragmatic nature. In addition to a strong
constitution, great importance was placed on appropriate shelter, feed, and



care to preserve bodily health. The lay-out and orientation of the stables
needed for the accommodation of the valuable breeding and draught
animals was just as important as their careful littering down or the advice
that the stable floors should never be damp and must be easy to clean (Cato,
De agri cultura 5; Varro, De re rustica 2.2.7). When kept outdoors, special
attention had to be paid to climatic factors. Shelters were erected to protect
animals heavy with young from weather conditions. In the summer months,
these served as protection for the cattle from gadflies and other insects
(Varro, De re rustica 2.5.14–15; 2.7.10). In summer, the heat-sensitive pigs
should not only have an opportunity to drink at all times, but also to wallow
(Columella, De re rustica 7.10.6).

The feed was varied according to seasonal differences in workload and
the available food supplies. A contamination of the feeding trough should
be avoided at all times, as chicken droppings, for example, could be fatal to
cattle (Columella, De re rustica 6.5). By mixing plenty of salt into the green
fodder of the cattle to keep them healthy (Columella, De re rustica 6.4.1),
they used the great fondness of ruminants for this substance for therapeutic
purposes (Peters, 1998: 37). When necessary, they sprinkled their fodder
with the dark watery liquid from olives, amurca, which has been regarded
as a herbal remedy since ancient times (Cato, De agri cultura 103). Bowel-
cleansing was another preventive measure that was recommended for
horses (Varro, De re rustica 2.7.13) and cattle (Columella, De re rustica
6.4.4).

For work animals, the professional care of the extremities was given
priority. To prevent excessive wear on the hooves of the work cattle, Cato
(De agri cultura 72) advised that liquid pitch should be spread on the soles
of the animals before they were driven on roads. Cattle-shoes or horseshoes
(soleae ferreae) were also put on cattle and horses when they were
employed on paved roads. There is archaeological evidence of their use
(e.g., Peters, 1998: 36). For dogs, it was recommended that the area
between their toes and their ears should be carefully cleaned and then
rubbed with water and powdered almonds, so that no inflammation would
develop (Varro, De re rustica 2.9.14).

Since there could be several hundred animals in herds of small
ruminants, the danger of mutual contagion in the case of illness was
especially great. Mange was especially feared in sheep, which was why the
animals were prophylactically rubbed with an ointment of amurca, a



decoction of lupines, and yeast. After it had acted for three days, the herd
was then washed with seawater or saltwater (Cato, De agri cultura 96;
Columella, De re rustica 7.4.8).

It was advised that in the case of an outbreak of an epidemic disease, the
sick animals should be separated from the healthy ones and a change in
location should be undertaken (Columella, De re rustica 6.5.1; 7.5.2). The
arguments for this may lie in miasmatic theory, although this could hardly
have achieved a sufficiently effective protection for the remaining, healthy
animals. The literature also points out the constantly recurring risk of
infection on contaminated pastures. This can possibly be traced back to
experience with anthrax epidemics.

AETIOLOGY
Injuries and lameness that were caused by agricultural work, long riding, or
action in war and strongly reduced the utility of a draught, pack, or riding
animal were comparatively easy to diagnose. Sicknesses caused by animal
stings and bites, or by the intake of poisonous plants, were also relatively
easy to recognize. In cases without a clear aetiology, the origin of an illness
—in accordance with the Greek medical tradition—was often accounted for
by humoralism. Accordingly, there was a connection between the
‘imbalance of humours’ (Mulomedicina Chironis 164) or dyscrasia and the
weather (cold, heat) or overexertion. The aetiology of infectious diseases
also raised problems. The Hippocratic miasmatic theory offered itself as an
explanatory model, stating that poisonous particles in the air caused
illnesses. Correspondingly, Varro (De re rustica 1.4.4) warned of dangerous
vapours (pestilentior odor) and unhealthy winds (ventus non bonus).
Noteworthy is his description of the origin of illnesses through living
creatures that are not visible to the human eye. These microorganisms
developed in dried out swamps, forced their way into an animal body
through the mouth and nose and caused serious illnesses (Varro, De re
rustica 1.12.2). Whether Varro’s description was borrowed from the works
of the writer Lucretius is open to question (Phillips, 1982: 21).

Horse-doctors also knew that certain diseases, e.g., oculum album or
cryptorchidism, were inheritable (CHG I, 14.1; 104.5; Mulomedicina
Chironis 750). This explains why they recommended that only flawless
animals should be used for breeding.



Finally, the position of the stars was also thought to influence the origin
of diseases. Thus, there was a connection between the occurrence of
epilepsy (caducitas) and the new moon (Mulomedicina Chironis 330).
Similarly, the state of the moon was long made responsible for the
appearance of moon blindness in horses (oculus lunaticus) (Amberger,
1978/9: 247).

DIAGNOSTICS
Besides the careful observation of the behaviour, gait, nutritional state, and
appetite of their patients, practitioners also examined the condition of their
body surfaces and skin temperature. In the earliest times, it was not
common to measure the pulse. Instead, they used the palpation of the body
temperature on the ear and shoulder for diagnosing fever (Björck, 1932:
86). Moreover, the practitioners recorded the colour, odour, consistency, and
quantity of discharges from the eyes, nose, mouth, and the anus. In this
manner, Apsyrtos observed that in the case of glanders (termed arthritis), a
‘thick, stinking, quince-yellow pus’ dripped from the nostrils (Kämpf,
1984: 21). If necessary, the condition of the retropharyngeal lymph nodes
was examined by inserting a hand into the mouth cavity and palpating
(Mulomedicina Chironis 557). To diagnose illnesses in the intestinal and
urinary tracts of large animals, a rectal examination was undertaken. In
doing so the horse-doctors took care to use gentle procedures, by smearing
their arm with oil or fat, or prescribing that the evacuation of the rectum
should be done by a boy (CHG I, 75.5). In the context of the rectal
examination, the excrement of the animals was checked with regard to
amount, consistency, colour, smell, and admixtures. While the Hippocratic
School practised the catheterizing of the urinary passages (Oder, 1926:
131), the horse-doctors limited themselves in the case of urinary retention
to procedures with which the horse could be brought to spontaneous
urination. To this end, it should be moved in a circle, doused with warm
water, or the bladder should be massaged with the hand from the rectum.
Changes in the amount, colour, smell, or the consistency of the urine were
taken into consideration for the diagnosis of kidney diseases or gall-stone
ailments (Schäffer, 1986). Furthermore, the colour and consistency of the
blood was examined. Due to the fact that the horse was often bled at the
beginning of the treatment, but the amount drawn was so small that it was



therapeutically useless, it can be assumed that blood analyses were also a
part of the diagnostics (Schäffer, 1985). From the standpoint of animal
breeding it is worth noting that the horse-doctors also examined the
consistency of the stallion’s sperm (Schäffer, 1986: 160).

Aristotle (History of Animals 8.21) and other authors recommended the
testing of bristles, in which some hairs were torn out to judge their physical
condition, when buying more pigs. This practice, however, was
unrewarding. In contrast, Aristotle’s reference (History of Animals 8.21) to
the occurrence of cysticerci under the tongues of infested pigs is still used
today on living animals to determine if they are infected with the human
tapeworm (Taenia solium).

THERAPY
The symptoms, the general condition of the patient and the theory of four
humours (or humoral theory) dictated the treatment. As in the human
medical tradition, there were dietary measures, medicinal treatments, and
surgical interventions (Celsus, De Medicina proem. 9). Theoretical
knowledge was thus mixed with findings obtained through empirical
experience. The success of the therapy must be questioned, however,
especially in cases of internal diseases and animal epidemics. Symptomatic
treatment could, at the very most, ease these sufferings, but was seldom
able to fight them effectively. The helplessness of the mulomedici when
faced with these types of illnesses was expressed in the great number of
alternative therapies and the use of magical or superstitious remedies
(Amberger, 1978/9: 248). Certain prescriptive instructions, e.g., the
repetition of the number ‘three’ in the quantities stated, or the
recommendation that medicines should be administered while standing on a
platform, were supposed to give the cures a magical character (Phillips,
1981: 57–60).

Often a therapy began with blood-letting. In ignorance of blood
circulation, it was carried out on different areas of the body depending on
the site of the sickness; for example, in the case of fever or intestinal
disease blood was let under the tail (Columella, De re rustica 6.6.4, 6.9.1),
in the case of lung suppuration on the palate (Columella, De re rustica
6.14.3), and in the case of abrasions or neck sprain on the ear (Columella,
De re rustica 6.14.2). If the skin was only scratched until blood appeared,



this was referred to as scarification (Önnerfors, 1993: 364). Occasionally,
cupping was also undertaken (Mulomedicina Chironis 508). Aside from the
withdrawal of blood, other methods were applied to rid the body of putrid
humours in the event of dyscrasia (imbalance of the humours). Pungent
embrocations or sweat cures were used to promote perspiration. Purgation
was carried out with the help of substances with diuretic or laxative
qualities as well as medicines that irritated the mucous membranes of the
head. For example, a sneezing agent was administered or the animals were
exposed to steam or smoke. Another method used to remove putrid or
surplus humours from the body was the seton stitch, e.g., for ailments of the
hip (Mulomedicina Chironis 43). If an effusion collected in the abdominal
cavity, it was punctured according to the precise instructions of a horse-
doctor and the liquid drained off through a windowed hypodermic hollow
needle or cannula (Rieck, 1932: 7).

In addition to blood-letting, cauterization was one of the most frequent
methods of treatment in horse medicine (Mulomedicina Chironis 27).
Square or round instruments were utilized, e.g., for burning polyps or wind
galls, irons in the form of a point were employed on sensitive places. Knife-
shaped cauteries were also used for cutting (Rieck, 1932: 10). The
cauterization wounds were subsequently treated, e.g., with butter or goat fat
(Columella, De re rustica 6.12.5).

Single and double-bladed knives were available for surgical operations,
as were straight and curved blades and scissors. Chiron, for example, used
these to take the edge off an eyelid while operating on trichiasis. To hold
soft tissues, the practitioners used forceps, pincers and hook-shaped
instruments, e.g., a type of lid holder during cataract operations. Fistulas
were examined by means of a probe. If a surgical suture had to be made, the
mulomedici had recourse to needles of various sizes. A specially formed
needle, referred to as a paracenterium, was used for cataract operations. It
was provided with a spherical thickening underneath the point, to prevent
an unintentionally deep penetration into the eye (Rieck, 1932: 8). To work
bones, e.g., chiselling the ringbone, the practitioners used the corresponding
instruments. When finished, the wounds were protected by dressings made
from bandages, swabs, pieces of cloth, and sponges, which were in some
cases soaked in anti-inflammatory, anti-irritant, and protecting substances
(Rieck, 1932: 9).



To make it easier to treat large animals that were ill, they were fixed in
stocks for restraint. Columella gave a detailed description of this
construction (Columella, De re rustica 6.19; Gitton-Ripoll, 2007: 266). To
reposition a dislocated thoracic limb the mulomedici used a wheel and
developed an apparatus that was similar to a winch (Cam, 2009: 201).

The medicines mentioned in the agricultural texts consisted of easily
available medicinal plants. During late antiquity, the horse-doctors not only
made use of pharmacologically effective substances of Mediterranean
origin, but also had access to raw materials from central and southeast Asia
and the Far East through far-reaching trade relations (the Incense Route, the
Silk Road). The Latin authors of late antiquity name not less than 500
different active ingredients, of which three-quarters originated from plants
and one-quarter from minerals and animals. The universal solvents were
wine and oil, as well as vinegar and water. As a base for ointments, they
used honey, fat, wax, pitch, and various plant resins. Among the
pharmaceutically active substances were, for example, incense, myrrh,
soda, laurel, saffron, sulphur, and pepper (Sackmann, 1997). Nevertheless,
substances from the ‘Dreckapotheke’ were still in use. For example, the
horse-doctors prescribed a covering of warmed pig’s excrement for bite
wounds (Mulomedicina Chironis 518).

For internal applications, they infused the animals with medicines orally
and per nares or applied them per vaginam or per rectum. Ointments,
compresses, and plasters were applied externally. Collections of
prescriptions from late antiquity contain exact instructions for the
production, administration, and application of medicines. For the
administration of potions, they used wooden vessels (Columella, De re
rustica 6.6.4), horns (Columella De re rustica 6.2.7), small cups
(Columella, De re rustica 7.7.2), cannulas, or straws (Columella, De re
rustica 6.18.1). In the case of constipation, the horse-doctors administered
an enema of warm wine and oil by means of an instrument called a klyster,
which consisted of a small tube that was put on a greased reed (Rieck,
1932: 10). The application of medicines was often combined with
physiotherapy. Thus, horses suffering from abdominal pain were led into a
steam bath and rubbed with wine and warm oil (Rupp, 1984: 44). Massages
with oil and salt were also the preferred therapy for tendon pains and
haematoma in the limbs (Columella, De re rustica 6.12.2). A prescription of
dietary feedings was regularly added to the therapy.



Although the methods of the veterinarii and mulomedici can be classified
as empirical-rational in the light of the medical-theoretical conceptions of
the time, their therapies still include instructions that go back to
superstitious notions of animal folk medicine. As such, Columella
considered consiligo or lungwort to be an outstanding medicine when its
roots were stuck in the ear of cattle with the help of a perforation to
withdraw poisoned humours from the body. According to Columella (De re
rustica 6.5.4), lungwort was especially effective ‘when the root was dug up
with the left hand before sunrise’.

SPECIFIC ILLNESSES OF THE INDIVIDUAL
ANIMAL SPECIES

Cattle
The great economic importance of cattle, whether as draught animals in
agriculture and transportation, as a supplier of manure, meat, and raw
materials (bones, hides, sinews), or as sacrificial animals explains why there
was interest in having a healthy herd. Among the thirty-two illnesses and
injuries that Columella described for cattle (Peters, 1998: Appendix 2),
there are unspecific weak conditions accompanied by sluggishness and
vomiting that cannot be identified more exactly, epidemic diseases, and
illnesses of the individual organ systems such as the gastrointestinal and
respiratory tracts. Due to the impairment of their health through hard work,
sweat, and wetness, an illness referred to as coriago developed, which
could lead to death when animals that were still steaming and breathing
heavily were not immediately sprinkled with wine and given fat
(Columella, De re rustica 6.13). Eye diseases were generally treated with
honey. Columella (De re rustica 6.17.8) distinguished swellings of the eyes,
oculum album, and epiphora. He warned against infestations of flies, not
only in the case of eye diseases, but also in suppurating wounds, as he had
recognized the connection between the appearance of maggots on neglected
suppurations and flies. The affected wounds should be cleansed with cold
water or a mixture of horehound, leek, and salt and protected with a
dressing of pitch, oil, and old lard (Columella, De re rustica 6.16.3; 6.33.1).
Among the ectoparasites, there were ticks, which usually sat on the thighs
of the cattle (Columella, De re rustica 6.2.6). Of the endoparasites, it was



the worms that especially harmed the young animals. According to
Columella (De re rustica 6.18.1), leeches could also be dangerous for cattle.
When swallowed with water they could fix themselves in their throats and
obstruct food intake. Other animals whose bites were at that time
considered to be fatal for cattle were snakes, lizards, and the shrew mygalē
(Columella, De re rustica 6.17.1–4).

Small operations to cut out abscesses or foreign bodies were carried out
by the cattle breeders and farmers themselves (Peters, 1998: 37). The
treatment of lameness, which Columella thought could have its seat in the
hooves, sinews, or knees, i.e., the carpal joints, was important. Various
injuries also occurred due to hard work during farming: the back of the neck
could be chaffed by the yoke and the ankles or hooves injured by the
ploughshare. After a long march or the ploughing of soil that was hard or
interspersed with roots, the cattle could even incur a shoulder injury
(Columella, De re rustica 6.16). Chronic, degenerative diseases of cattle,
attributable to the heavy workload, have also been verified by the
osteological findings on cattle bones from Roman archaeological contexts:
besides a flattening of the horncore that resulted from the pressure of the
straps for attaching the yoke, pathological-anatomical changes in the region
of the tarsal, carpal, metapodial, and toe joints were conspicuous (Peters,
1998: 70f.).

Sheep and Goats
The small ruminants not only served as sources of meat for large sections of
the lower class, but principally for the production of wool and milk that was
processed into cheese (Peters, 1998: 75, 89). Epidemic diseases such as
‘holy fire’, which presented a danger for the whole herd, were fought
primarily with quarantine measures. The identification of these epidemics
from our present point of view is as difficult as the diagnosis of internal
diseases, e.g., lung disease (Peters, 1998: 87). Due to their economic
importance, much attention was given to the description of mange in sheep.
Although it was not known that mange was caused by the mite Psoroptes
ovis, Columella wrote that sheep were affected more frequently than all
other animals. His statement that undernourished sheep were especially
susceptible is just as correct as the fact that a cold and wet climate favoured
outbreaks (Ryder, 1983: 166). Moreover, freshly shorn sheep that injured



themselves on thorns were just as endangered as those sheep that were
stabled together with horses or mules. Columella (De re rustica 7.5.6–7)
warned of the danger of infection that came from ill animals. For this
reason, the herdsman should pay special attention to signs of itching, for
example, if the animals gnawed themselves or rubbed against a tree or wall.
If the wool was separated, one would discover rough pieces of skin or a
kind of scab. Columella also described the treatment of mange for cattle,
horses, and dogs (Columella, De re rustica 7.5.5; 6.13.17; 6.31.2; 13.1–2).
The medicines that were supposed to be applied to the areas of skin affected
with mange usually contained protective covering substances (amurca, wax,
tallow) and antiseptic or antiparasitic ingredients such as sulphur, liquid
pitch, the juice of boiled lupines, white hellebore, or hemlock (Peters, 1998:
88). Besides mange, the agricultural writers also mentioned the treatment of
lameness, fractures, abscesses, animal bites, and infestations with lice and
ticks (Columella, De re rustica 7.5, 7.7; Geoponica 18.16–17).

Horses
The high standing of the horse in antiquity as a riding, transport, racing, and
military animal, along with his great value (Adams, 1995: 109), is also
expressed in hippiatric literature, which describes more than one hundred
illnesses of this species (Doyen-Higuet, 1984: 119). In the first chapters,
dangerous illnesses and those that were difficult to treat were usually
described (Vegetius, Digesta artis mulomedicinalis 1.29). Among these
were fever, which was considered to be an independent illness, and a typical
epidemic disease of horses, glanders. The horse-doctors distinguished
between as many as seven forms of glanders, which was known to be a
highly contagious and incurable illness. Without knowledge of the
infectious agents known today, Chiron attributed the origin of glanders to
climatic and atmospheric causes that spoilt the breathed air and thus the
blood of the animals. In this manner, the disease could be passed from
animal to animal, but also from its pasture and drinking water (Fischer,
1991: 355). The horse-doctors with their numerous therapeutic
recommendations were powerless in the face of this epidemic disease,
whose pathogen, Burkholderia mallei, was only discovered in 1881. Among
the other sufferings that were difficult to treat were pneumonia and an
illness described as a lung laceration. Another typical horse illness is



laminitis. The horse-doctors were correct in the assumption that a large
amount of barley or cold water was connected with the occurrence of these
typically painful conditions on the distal extremities. Accordingly, they
proceeded with the treatment from a modern point of view and administered
diets and laxative medicines, bled the animals, and prescribed light
exercise, massages, and hoof care (CHG I, 8). The presence of laminitis can
be documented on the basis of the archaeozoological finds (von den Driesch
and Weidenhöfer, 2006). Animal ophthalmology, which lay far behind
human ophthalmology in the first century AD, reached a considerable
standard in the course of the following three centuries under the influence
of the medical system of the Methodists (Rieck, 1936: 57). For example, the
anatomical details and the procedures for a cataract operation in the
Mulomedicina Chironis go back to the corresponding passages in medical
texts (Fischer, 2007: 246). The horse-doctors did not consider coughing,
like fever, to be a symptom, but rather a disease in its own right. They
distinguished different forms, such as recent and old coughs, travel coughs,
coughing from the lungs or from the throat. The therapeutic actions taken
are in accordance with present principles, such as prescribing expectorants,
bronchospasmolytics, and cough sedatives (Kämpf, 1984: 122). From the
descriptions of cerebral illnesses it can also be concluded that they had
extensive experience in dealing with horses (Wäsle, 1976: 30), whereas the
accounts of epilepsy, which seldom affects horses, can be traced back to
influence from human medicine (Doyen-Higuet, 1984: 119).

Among the horse diseases that arose from improper handling were
pressure wounds and abrasions on the backs and necks caused by chafing
harness parts or loads (CHG I, 23, 25). For young animals that were tied up
for the first time or those that had a halter laid on them, there was,
according to Theomnestos, the danger that they might twist their neck
(Saker, 2008: 119). Theomnestos also observed that fractures and dislocated
shoulders could be the result of overexertion on journeys or after races
(Saker, 2008: 109). Apsyrtos even differentiated between subluxation and
luxation of the shoulder joint, which could be treated by reposition and
immobilization. In the case of a luxation of the hip joint, he gave an
unfavourable prognosis (CHG I, 26).

Demanding surgical measures, such as the treatment of injuries to the
peritoneum (CHG I, 71.1), the extirpation of the neck lymph nodes, the
treatment of a crooked neck, oedemas, chest injuries, hernias, and fractures,



can be traced back to Alexandrian surgeons (Björck, 1932: 81, 83). Even
the procedure that treated a collapse of the uterus with disinfection,
repositioning with the help of an animal bladder filled with air, and the
fastening of the cut, was probably borrowed from human medical sources
(Fischer, 2005: 15).

Among the diseases of the gastrointestinal and the genitourinary tract, the
horse-doctors’ descriptions of different forms of colic are evidence of their
skills. They differentiated colic resulting from urinary pain and from
illnesses of the gastrointestinal tract such as bowel constipation, stomach
overload, or worm infestation. The description of the characteristic
symptoms, such as trembling, sweating, striking with the legs, and the horse
looking back in the direction of his stomach are evidence of their practical
experience. Treatment through blood-letting, manual emptying of the
bowels, enemas, the administration of laxative and spasmolytic substances,
diet, and gentle exercise are to some extent still important parts of colic
therapy today (Appel, 1983: 103f; Rupp, 1984: 22). The written accounts of
twisting of the bowels, tetanus, and oedema are excellent (CHG I, 34, 36,
38). On the whole, the collective writings of the horse-doctors can be
compared with the therapeutic handbooks of early Byzantine human
medicine (Touwaide, 2002: 146).

Pigs
During antiquity, pasture farming a stock of pigs was carried out on the
estates to produce meat and fat (Varro, De re rustica 2.4.3). Less
importance was attached to their illnesses in the Classical writings than to
those of the ruminants and horses (Peters, 1998: 111), as they were cared
for by the cattle breeders and herdsmen. Columella named seven internal
illnesses and infectious diseases that cannot be identified further, that could
afflict individual pigs, but also the whole herd. They are characterized by
the following main symptoms: diarrhoea and weight loss, fever and head
tilting, swelling of the glands (struma), dizziness, weight loss and
weakening of the herd, lung disease, and swelling of the spleen (Columella,
De re rustica 7.10.1). Aristotle, and also Pliny, had already mentioned the
so-called brownness, branchos or angina, that accompanied an
inflammation of the trachea and quickly led to death (Aristotle, History of
Animals 8.21; Pliny, Natural History 8.206). It remains open whether



anthrax or swine erysipelas was meant. On the basis of archaeozoological
finds, it can be noted that individual animals had developed a Periostitis
ossificans on the tibia and fibula as the result of trauma or wound
infections. These changes may possibly be the result of tying the pigs to
stakes (Peters, 1998: 134).

Dogs
Dogs were kept in antiquity to guard the house and farm, as herding,
hunting, and companion dogs, as well as for deployment in war and fighting
in circuses (Toynbee, 1973: 102ff.; Peters, 2005). Rabies was known as the
most dangerous dog disease, although Aristotle excluded the possibility that
it could be transferred to humans by bites (Aristotle, History of Animals
8.22). In contrast, Pliny referred to the danger to human health arising from
the bites of rabid dogs and mentioned the symptoms of hydrophobia (Pliny,
Natural History 8.152). His suggestions of administering chicken manure
prophylactically or shortening the tails of forty-day-old pups seem to be just
as senseless from our present point of view as the advice to feed hellebore
after the disease had broken out or the belief that the root of the dog rose
could help against the bite (Pliny, Natural History 8.153). In the Cynegetica
by Grattius (first century AD) and from Pliny, we hear about the removal of
the ‘worm under the tongue’ referred to as lyssa. This refers to a spindle-
shaped form of connective tissue and cartilage that occurs under the tongue
in many carnivore species and was held responsible for outbreaks of rabies
up to recent times (Peters, 1998: 176). The authors of late antiquity, such as
Theomnestos or the writer of Mulomedicina Chironis, recommended that
dogs or people suffering from rabies should be treated by burning the site of
the bite and then bringing them to a dark place, immersing them in darkness
and giving them the cooked liver of a rabid dog. The wounds should be
treated with bird’s-foot trefoil and old fat (Mulomedicina Chironis 515). In
the treatment of dogs, infestations with ectoparasites, such as flies, ticks,
and fleas, and mange also played important roles (Columella, De re rustica
7.13.1; Jung, 1986: 69).

Poultry



The keeping of poultry, such as chickens, pigeons, peacocks, geese, and
ducks, reached a high standard during antiquity. As part of the pastio
villatica, chicken farming was carried out intensively in coops on the farms.
Whereas cock-fights were especially popular in Greece, the Roman
agricultural writers appreciated the high returns from the fattening of
poultry and egg production. Since up to 200 animals could be
accommodated in the explicitly described chicken coops, great value was
placed on hygienic principles and disease prevention during their erection.
Thus, the chickens should not sleep on the wooden floors, but on square
bars, so that the manure did not attack their claws and cause podagra
(Columella, De re rustica 8.3.7). To prevent the chickens from getting
pituita (an infectious cold), their runs and drinking water should be kept
clean, so that water dirtied by manure did not cause the illness (Columella,
De re rustica 8.3.8). Today, we know the bacterial agent that causes this
disease, Haemophilus paragallinarum. It multiplies well in dirty water, so
that the infectious source observed by the agricultural writers can be
verified. The Geoponica mentions the treatment of three illnesses not
further described: an eye disease, diarrhoea, and an infestation with ‘lice’,
which probably refers to bird lice (Sommer, 1985: 48).

Bees
Beekeeping, carried out for the production of honey and wax, could also be
harmed by an infectious disease, pestilentia. For this reason, Columella
advised separating the bee hives from one another (Columella, De re rustica
9.13.1). He had observed that bees were in danger of getting diarrhoea,
profluvio, when arnica and elm trees bloomed in spring. If this was the case
he recommended, for example, feeding the animals with pomegranate seeds
moistened with the wine of Aminaea. Another illness, which was
characterized by the decay of the honeycombs, was referred to as
phagēdaina (Columella, De re rustica 9.13.11).

CASTRATION
Castration is regarded as the oldest ‘surgical’ operation and was carried out
for several reasons: castration was urgently necessary in the course of
transhumance to prevent conflicts over rank within the herd and to select



the best sires. The castration of bull calves prior to their use as draught
animals in farming was carried out in a bloodless manner by pressing the
testicles together with a split stipe of asafoetida (Columella, De re rustica
6.26.1). From the age of two, another technique was used. After the bull
was fixed in stocks for restraint, the kremastēres were clamped with two
thin wood strips to prevent a great loss of blood. Then the testicles were
exposed with a knife, pressed out and cut off. The wound was coated with
ash of grapevine-wood and lead oxide. The animal should get only a little
feed and a potion and save its strength. To promote the healing of the
wound, it should be coated with liquid pitch, ash, and some oil every three
days (Columella, De re rustica 6.26.4). Small ruminants should be castrated
in the same manner as cattle (Columella, De re rustica 7.5.22). Horses were
also castrated to make them more docile for deployment in the cavalry and
transportation (Peters, 1998: 145). The most favourable time for the
castration of boars, like ruminants, was spring or autumn. Either the
testicles should be taken out of separate openings or both through a single
cut, so that only one scar developed (Columella, De re rustica 7.11.1). The
sterilization of the sows, which is only possible through a laparotomy, had
already been mentioned by Aristotle, as had the use of female camels in
military interventions (Aristotle, History of Animals 9.50). However, the
success rate of such dangerous operations is nowhere discussed. The
caponizing of the cocks was done in different ways: Aristotle (History of
Animals 9.50) writes that the birds should be burnt on the lumbar region,
whereby the testicles were not removed, but possibly just made functionless
to some extent (Peters, 1998: 211). The procedure mentioned by Columella,
in which the cartilaginous spurs on the tarsometatarsus of the young cocks
was burnt out with a glowing iron (Columella, De re rustica 8.2.3), does not
describe a castration either. Rather, the removal of the spurs of the young
cocks would have made them inferior to those cocks having spurs when
fighting for dominance in the poultry yard and therefore excluded them
from reproductive activities, rendered them calmer, and produced better
fattening results (Peters, 1998: 212). In contrast to mammals, where
castration was deliberately practised for reasons of behaviour and fattening
performance, there is no evidence in the Classical writings that such a
measure was also taken with poultry.

BIRTH ASSISTANCE



The Roman agricultural writers exactly described the best age for mother
animals, the selection of the fathers, and the most advantageous time for the
birth. To prevent a miscarriage, they recommended that one should go easy
with gravid animals, feed them a balanced diet, and shelter them separately.
The head herdsman was responsible for the supervision of the birth and
should have knowledge of veterinary medicine. If, for example, a lamb lay
crossways, this had to be corrected or an embryotomy had to be carried out
without hurting the mother animal (Columella, De re rustica 7.3.16). Post-
partum disorders, such as swelling of the genitals and the non-expulsion of
the afterbirth, had to be recognized by the herdsmen and treated (Schäffer,
1998). The horse-doctors of late antiquity described the treatment of
sterility, gestation, and birth disorders more exactly than the Roman
agricultural writers (Doyen, 1981: 541). Depending on the stage of
gestation, they used different techniques to perform an artificial abortion. If
the foetus was still very small, it was damaged in utero, either manually or
through an intrauterine infusion of irritating substances; larger foetuses
were extracted after an embryotomy (Schäffer, 1998).



SUGGESTED READING

For a general overview about veterinary practice in ancient Greek and
Roman writings, the works of Rieck (1932), Walker (1973), Doyen-Higuet
(1984), and McCabe (2007) are recommended. Important contributions to
philological aspects in hippiatric writings can be found in Björck (1932),
Fischer (1981, 1991), Adams (1995), and Saker (2008). Diagnostics and
therapy in equids are covered by the works of Schäffer (1981, 1985, 1998)
and other authors of the Munich Institute dealing with the Corpus
Hippiatricorun Graecorum and the Mulomedicina Chironis. Discussion of
the diseases of barnyard species and their treatment can be found in Walker
(1973) and Peters (1998), the latter author also drawing upon the
archaeological record.
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