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Introduction

Setting the Table

Peter Altmann, Anna Angelini, and Abra Spiciarich

1. Context and Purposes of the Present Volume

This volume represents a number of contributions presented at “The Larger 
Context of the Biblical Food Prohibitions: Comparative and Interdisciplinary 
Approaches” conference that took place in Lausanne, Switzerland on June 14–15, 
2017. The conference itself considered the topic of one subproject of the larger 
Swiss National Science Foundation Sinergia project entitled “The History of the 
Pentateuch: Combining Literary and Archaeological Approaches” carried out 
jointly by researchers at the Universities of Lausanne, Tel Aviv, and Zurich under 
the auspices of Konrad Schmid, Thomas Römer, Christophe Nihan, Oded Lip-
schits, and Israel Finkelstein. As part of the larger project, the aim of this confer-
ence and the resulting volume was to study the biblical food prohibitions from 
comparative and interdisciplinary perspectives.

The dietary prohibitions of the Hebrew Bible have long fascinated biblical 
scholars as well as anthropologists, and, more recently, have started to draw the 
attention of archeologists. These multiple areas of research have given rise to 
numerous publications in the different fields, but unfortunately they rarely cross 
the boundaries of the specific areas of scholarship. However, in our opinion the 
biblical food prohibitions constitute an excellent object for comparative and in-
terdisciplinary approaches for several reasons: their very materiality, their nature 
as comparative objects between cultures, and their nature as an anthropological 
object. The present volume tries to articulate these three aspects within a per-
spective that is both integrated and dynamic.

Food prohibitions in general represent a topic concerned with both symbolic 
representations as well as with materiality. The symbolic dimensions of biblical 
food avoidances have received lengthy discussion in previous research, leading 
to highly relevant overarching theories, which continue to raise debate in bibli-
cal scholarship.1 The material aspects of the food prohibitions have garnered less 

1 The huge discussion surrounding the work of Mary Douglas (Douglas 1966, 1972, 1999) 



attention in recent biblical scholarship. Such concerns merit a privileged role in 
theories concerning human consumption,2 and the work of Houston points in 
this direction.3 By affirming this point, we do not, however, suggest a return to 
the past, i. e., to purely materialistic explanations, like those suggested by Harris,4 
nor to exclusively functionalist theories. We instead propose an emphasis on the 
necessity of a more dynamic dialogue between biblical scholars, scholars of the 
broader ancient Mediterranean, and archeologists in order to outline more com-
plex and appropriate approaches to the biblical dietary prohibitions.

On the one hand, within archaeology, the recent development of zooarchae-
ology offers a relevant contribution to a wider understanding of the context for 
the biblical food prohibitions. An excellent example of the way in which recent 
archaeological developments challenge part of the assumed knowledge regarding 
patterns of consumption in ancient Israel appears in the studies on the pig con-
ducted by Lidar Sapir- Hen and others from the University of Tel Aviv.5 She con-
vincingly demonstrates that pig avoidance does not reflect daily life in the North-
ern Kingdom of Israel in the Iron Age IIB, and, more generally, that the presence 
or absence of pig bones cannot work, ipso facto, as an ethnic identity marker con-
cerning the presence or absence of Israelites. Overall, the newest methodological 
developments in the archaeology of food, such as organic residue, biomolecular, 
and DNA analyses, advance the discipline considerably and lead to the question-
ing of more traditional and “essentializing” approaches to foodways.6

On the other hand, the internal diversity of the logic underlying the formula-
tions of food prohibitions requires attention from archaeology. This means, for 
example, that the textualization of the food prohibitions may not have served 
simply and always to regulate societal practice: several divergent reasons can 
give rise to the mention or the exclusion of certain animal types. Moreover, the 
chronological process involving the redaction of the food prohibitions requires 
adequate attention. In order to renew the discussion and to foster fruitful dia-
logue between archaeological and textual data, we shift the focus from the issues 
concerning the ultimate origins of these prohibitions, as well as from the related 
question of “what came first, the taboo or the criteria?”7 Instead, we draw atten-
tion to the multiple contexts surrounding the developments, transmission, and 

constitutes a paradigmatic example. See further the essay of Altmann and Angelini in this 
volume.

2 Fowles 2008
3 Houston 1993.
4 Harris 1975, 1979.
5 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013; Sapir- Hen 2016.
6 See, e. g., the recent conference organized by Aren Maeir and Philipp Stockhammer for 

the “Minerva- Gentner Symposium, Food and Identity Formation in the Iron Age Levant and 
Beyond: Textual, Archaeological and Scientific Perspectives,” Weltenburg Abbey, April 28th to 
May 1st, 2019.

7 Milgrom 1990, 184; see also Houston 1993, 65–67.
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enactment of dietary laws in antiquity. Such contexts offer better documentation 
both in texts and archaeology; moreover, they can also be contrasted with com-
parative evidence from other ancient Mediterranean societies.

In this regard, food prohibitions fit particularly well with the proposed ap-
proach. They constitute a common feature of many ancient cultures and are still 
at the heart of some contemporaneous religions and philosophies. They there-
fore provide an intriguing subject for comparison. Despite the fact that ancient 
as well as modern religious systems might share food avoidances, it is worth 
remembering that food prohibitions are conceptualized divergently in different 
cultures. One of our goals is to highlight such divergent conceptualizations. More 
specifically, the way in which the Hebrew Bible presents dietary prohibitions dis-
plays relevant similarities, but also significant differences from their formulations 
in neighboring cultures, such as Egypt and Mesopotamia, where food prohibi-
tions largely concern locally oriented or specific cultic contexts. In this regard, 
the permanent and delocalized nature of biblical dietary prohibitions represents 
a rather exceptional situation in ancient contexts. However, the gaps between 
biblical formulations and what we can reconstruct about the sociology of food 
consumption in the ancient Levant calls for a reexamination of the relationship 
between the theory and the practice of the biblical dietary laws

2. The Essays in This Volume

In their opening contribution, Peter Altmann and Anna Angelini address the 
theoretical and methodological issues related to the peculiar nature of the food 
avoidances in ancient Israel. These issues point toward a more complex relation 
between the theory and the practice of the biblical food regulations. In this re-
gard, a close collaboration between biblical scholars and archaeologists proves 
fruitful.

After presenting competing perspectives on dietary prohibitions from cur-
rent anthropology with its focus on disgust and much of biblical scholarship 
that views the texts through a more structuralist lens, Altmann and Angelini 
turn to the texts of Lev 11 and Deut 14 themselves. They highlight a number of 
differences between the two chapters, leading to the conclusion that each indi-
vidual text performs significant and partly distinct functions within its immedi-
ate context. Thus, a diversity of meanings prevails: in Leviticus the prohibitions 
evince a ritual dimension concerned with the purity and holiness of the sanctu-
ary. In Deuteronomy on the other hand, the language of abomination (to‘ebah) 
serves to connect dietary prohibitions with a number of other types of practic-
es detested by Yhwh. Furthermore, the concern for meat consumption plays a 
larger role in Deuteronomy’s legal statutes, providing insight to the use of Deut 
14:4–5 to ground the prohibitions into Deuteronomy’s point of view. Utilizing 
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the theoretical perspective provided by Dan Sperber, the essay fleshes out the sig-
nificance of the diachronic and synchronic differences with regard to the genesis 
of the prohibitions as well as their reception in Judaism.

The essays of Youri Volokhine and Stefania Ermidoro provide what we might 
call the “broader context” of the biblical food laws. By illustrating the characteris-
tics of food avoidances, especially meat avoidance but also other foodstuffs, in the 
religious contexts of Egypt and Mesopotamia, they demonstrate the divergent 
ways in which these cultural- religious settings approached food prohibitions. 
The comparison casts the biblical texts in a new light. For unlike the ancient Near 
Eastern texts, the present form of the biblical texts conceives of the dietary laws 
as absolute prescriptions for Israel: i. e., as divine rules intended for everyday ob-
servance in every location, thereby constituting an unicum among the practice 
of food prohibitions in antiquity.

Ermidoro’s investigation of prohibitions in Mesopotamia in the first millen-
nium BCE addresses ritual, omen, medical, and hemerological texts. From this 
survey, she concludes that all meat prohibitions concern temporary though de-
tailed observances. One had to avoid different substances at different times or 
places such than no one item was completely banned. However, for the most 
part, these rules govern action in religious contexts, often serving the success of 
specific rituals. Generally speaking, the range of foodstuff prohibitions – as well 
as preparation techniques or etiquette – display considerably more diversity than 
what appears in Lev 11 and Deut 14 or the rest of the biblical material. Further-
more, the consequences for breaking the prohibitions in Mesopotamian contexts 
resulted, according to the texts, in a considerable variety of punishments, even 
for eating the same animal meat.

The essay by Volokhine highlights how the debate on dietary prohibitions in 
Egypt is largely constructed by Classical traditions. Ancient Greek and Roman 
authors considered Egyptians and Jews “nations of priests” who kept food taboos 
(especially the taboo of pork). However, such a discourse does not reflect social 
reality in any Egyptian contexts. Volokhine’s survey of the available Egyptian ev-
idence (funerary texts, calendars, Ptolemaic lists of nomes, and other scattered 
documents) reaches conclusions similar to Ermidoro’s analysis of Mesopota-
mian materials. No permanent dietary taboos existed in Egypt, but only tempo-
rary and localized prohibitions. Purity concerns for the king might explain the 
avoidance of particular animals in specific circumstances, as it is the case for the 
fish and, occasionally, for pork. Calendar texts also provide mythical etiologies, 
which trace the origin of particular food prohibitions back to a specific god or 
cult. However, no link whatsoever seems to be attested between occasional di-
etary prohibitions and issues of “Egyptian” identity outside of Greek texts. This 
also proves that the “sociology” of diet in ancient Egypt was a rather complex 
phenomenon, regulated by more factors than just priestly rituals and religious 
concerns.

Peter Altmann, Anna Angelini, and Abra Spiciarich4



Within the broader context of ancient Near Eastern cultural- religious in-
stances of food prohibitions, the volume also turns to discussions of the overlap 
between textual and material evidence within the southern Levant. Although 
some effort has been attempted in this direction,8 the time is now more fully 
ripe, we believe, to pursue this line of inquiry actively. While this collaboration 
helps biblical scholars by providing a concrete background against which to in-
terpret biblical food prohibitions, it also serves zooarchaeologists from a meth-
odological perspective, in order to evaluate the complexity of the relationship 
between the reconstruction of food prohibitions within the material culture and 
the information coming from the texts. To this end Abra Spiciarich addresses 
the methodological issues related to the identification of the biblical food laws 
in zooarchaeology.

Spiciarich, working from the archaeological perspective, uses zooarchaeolog-
ical methods as a means to connect the physical remains to the textual sources. 
She argues that applying zooarchaeological principles and methods to the dis-
cussion of the biblical food laws sheds light on the extent to which these laws 
were incorporated into ancient daily life. The core of her exploration follows the 
methodological issues of presence versus absence of not only certain species, but 
also of specific body parts deemed pure or impure in the biblical texts. Her dis-
cussion results in the establishment of a series of parameters for the identification 
of the biblical food laws within archaeological assemblages.

This second section goes on to explore the relationship between biblical food 
laws and zooarchaeology with specific case studies. These essays discuss meth-
odological issues, as well as new zooarchaeological data, addressing different 
patterns of animal consumption from different sites.

Jonathan Greer presents a case study from the site of Tel Dan in which he sug-
gests that, while tentative, the avoidance of pig consumption at Tel Dan proves 
significant. In order to push the discussion further, he proposes that support 
from the other side of the spectrum of specialized food status, the priestly pre-
scription of the right limb, demonstrates a link between cultic consumption and 
dietary prohibitions. Greer explores issues of ethnicity, socioeconomics, archae-
ological context, and environmental conditions in relation to the presence of the 
biblical food laws at the site of Tel Dan.

A further issue for exploration is constituted by the analysis of patterns of fish 
consumption, which was the subject of the presentation by Omri Lernau in the 
conference, although the author unfortunately did not choose to submit his work 
for publication in this volume. This analysis challenges the communis opinio of 
a generalized lack of interest in fish by ancient Israelites, thereby questioning the 

8 See for example Amar, Bouchnick, and Bar- Oz 2010 on the identification of some of 
the clean quadrupeds mentioned in Deuteronomy by crossing ancient literary witnesses with 
evidence coming from southern Levantine zooarchaeology.
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assumption of a straightforward relationship between the theory and the practice 
of the food prohibitions, instead suggesting the necessary reexamination of the 
origins of the biblical prohibitions on unclean aquatic animals.9

The third section of essays focuses on the relevance of dietary practices for 
the beginning of processes of ethnogenesis in different historical contexts: the 
distinction between Judea and Philistia by Deirdre Fulton and the fashioning of 
Jewish identity during the Hasmonean period by Débora Sandhaus. The analy-
ses of these processes also consider the role of other elements of material culture 
related to food, notably pottery.

Fulton’s essay, “Distinguishing Judah and Philistia: A Zooarchaeological View 
from Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon,” investigates the overlap and differences be-
tween the zooarchaeological remains from two specific sites – one Judahite and 
the other Philistine – and their meaning for dietary prohibitions. She specifi-
cally presents data from the late- Iron II marketplace, located in Grid 50 and 51 
in Ashkelon and several loci, including a festive pit in Locus 14109 from Ramat 
Raḥel. Her comparison yields a generally negative conclusion: little separates the 
consumption habits in the two locations, except for what arises from external 
economic pressures. Instead, both generally consume foods in accordance with 
the texts of the Pentateuch, though both exhibit consumption of Nile Catfish, a 
prohibited type.

On the other hand, the evidence collected by Reem from the Hellenistic peri-
od onwards (especially third- second century BCE), points towards a connection 
between patterns of food consumption and the expression of Jewish identity. She 
analyzes cooking assemblages in the central Shephelah, alongside the ’Ella Valley, 
a boundary zone between the provinces of Yehud/Judea (North) and Idumea 
(South), an area experiencing a large presence of foreigners. While the southern 
(Idumean) side developed significant openness to foreign pots beginning in the 
third century BCE, the expansion of Hasmonean hegemony over the entire val-
ley resulted in the rejection of foreign pottery types, presumably to solidify the 
Hasmonean identity in the region. Once this was secured, a renewed openness 
to foreign types developed, these being now produced in the Central Hill region 
of Judea. The different and partly new cuisine practices emerging in the region, 
and sometimes coexisting with older culinary traditions, involve different strat-
egies of acceptance, rejection, adoption, appropriation of foreign practices that 
eventually transformed the local cuisines.

9 However, one can see, e. g., the reports on fish bones in Reich et al. 2007; Lernau 2008; 
Lernau 2011; Horwitz et al. 2012; and Fulton et al. 2015.
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3. Results and Future Perspectives

With this volume we hope to offer a number of new and insightful perspectives 
on the dietary prohibitions. Especially viewed as a group, the contributions 
demonstrate the wide range of investigations required for understanding both 
the food laws specifically, and the more general ways in which these laws reach 
deeply into the archaeology, anthropology, and literature of the southern Levant 
and broader ancient Near East.

Several important directions for research and desiderata for future scholarship 
arise from the discussions in this volume. Integrating archaeological perspectives 
within the study of food prohibitions not only allows for the deconstruction of 
previous assumptions concerning both the rigidity and the extent of their ap-
plications as well as their supposed more or less symbolic meaning. It also sub-
stantially contributes to the appreciation of the complexity of the dynamics of 
exchange and cultural participation between ancient Israelites and neighboring 
societies.

In this regard, the dialogue between text and archaeology should extend to 
other areas of investigation related to foodways. A number of archaeological 
questions remain unexplored. While included in Omri Lernau’s presentation on 
“Remains of Non- Kosher Fish in Excavated Jewish Settlements in Israel” in Lau-
sanne, this volume does not offer a discussion of the widespread consumption 
of prohibited aquatic animals throughout the Iron Age and even later southern 
Levant. A similar overview discussion of the zooarchaeological evidence on birds 
could address this further category of prohibited animals.10

Moreover, the spectrum of the comparison with other prescriptions regarding 
food in antiquity requires further expansion. An important perspective could be 
offered through investigation of Persian, Greek, and Roman food avoidances. 
While these cultures remain a bit more removed from the likely provenance of 
the rise of the biblical dietary prohibitions, they offer suggestive ways of view-
ing animals and animal consumption that certainly influenced the reception of 
the biblical material, if not perhaps playing some role in their formulation. The 
enlargement of the comparative perspective should also carefully consider the 
role played by ancient discourses in associating foodways with issues of ethnic 
identity.

Finally, understanding the relationship between food consumption and pro-
cesses related to the construction of identity in ancient Israel biblical dietary pro-
hibitions calls for a larger complementary study of dietary habits and practices 
concerning ways of preparing, cooking, and consuming food. Patterns of storage 
and consumption of vegetables and liquids (notably oil, wine, and beer) should 
also be the object of an integrated analysis. This further venue is justified first 

10 See, however, Altmann 2019.
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by the fact that these items progressively became part of the Kashrut in ancient 
Judaism. Secondly, reconstructing discourses about identity requires interaction 
between food choices and the more complex dimensions involved in the entire 
sphere of a culture’s cuisine.

On the whole, this volume provides a number of larger parameters and several 
depth discussions necessary for circumscribing and understanding the practices, 
causes, and meanings of the biblical dietary prohibitions in their broader arche-
ological, cultural, and theoretical settings. As such, it both lays a foundation and 
provides a roadmap for further scholarly discussion.

Peter Altmann, Anna Angelini, and Abra Spiciarich8



Purity, Taboo and Food in Antiquity

Theoretical and Methodological Issues

Peter Altmann and Anna Angelini

Several methodological and theoretical issues arise with regard to topics that 
seek to combine the disciplines of ancient Near Eastern studies, archaeology, 
and Hebrew Bible studies, as intended in the contributions in this volume. The 
primary issues that this essay seeks to address are the questions of the nature, the 
structure, as well as the cultural meanings attributed to the practices in the texts 
of Lev 11 and Deut 14. In particular, we investigate the differences and overlap 
between the understandings of the dietary prohibitions in two different parts of 
the Pentateuch.

The discussion will develop as follows: (1) reflection on recent scholarship, 
(2) consideration of the biblical texts themselves, offering a discussion of their 
relationship with one another and their individual internal logics. (3) The iden-
tification of the complexity results in the need to articulate a different theoretical 
approach to account for the multiplicity of meanings throughout the composi-
tional history of the prohibitions within their literary settings of Lev 11 and Deut 
14. (4) The final section will highlight some of the meanings from their pre- scrip-
tural origins to their reception in Hellenistic contexts.

1. Reflections on Explanations from 
Anthropology and Biblical Studies

Recent anthropological research highlights significant factors for the explana-
tion of the emergence of food taboos, with particular focus on meat avoidances. 
Among these factors, a relevant role seems to be played by the combination of 
specific features of the environment with normative moralization, i. e., the ten-
dency to attribute moral value to common patterns of behavior, and the subse-
quent prestige- biased transmission, that is, the propensity to conform to prevail-
ing patterns of behavior.1 Many studies underline the propulsive role of disgust 

1 E. g., Fessler and Navarrete 2003.



in eliciting meat avoidance.2 While these criteria may help with interpreting 
some of the aspects related to biblical dietary restrictions, such as the relation-
ship between delineation of food taboos and exercise of power by self- interested 
parties, they tend to overlook the religious dimension of the food prohibitions. 
This dimension instead constitutes a prominent characteristic of food avoidance 
in antiquity.

Conversely, structuralist approaches, beginning with Mary Douglas’ theo-
ries,3 and continuing on through all the explanations and corrections resulting 
from the numerous critiques that followed her work,4 point to a different series 
of issues that remain quite compelling for the study of ancient food restrictions. 
Largely viewing the food prohibitions as one piece of a larger cultural system, 
structuralist approaches are able to take into account the integration of food pre-
scriptions within broader aspects of ancient societies. This includes the relation-
ship between regulations concerning food and other purity rules, a relationship 
which is of primary importance, at least in the formulation of the dietary laws 
in the book of Leviticus. While the general questions raised by symbolic and 
structuralist approaches are central in approaching and interpreting biblical food 
prohibitions, the generalized view offered by structuralism, which tends to see 
the biblical food laws as a comprehensive system primarily conveying symbolic 
value, remains unpersuasive for a number of reasons.

First, as we will demonstrate below, biblical food prohibitions did not appear 
as a unified system from their beginning. They were instead the product of a long 
compositional and transmission process that developed in different historical 
moments. Moreover, the stages of this process are far from completely clear, and 
the two main corpora that preserve biblical food prohibitions, Lev 11 and Deut 
14, still present significant differences from one another. Second, although we ap-
proach the ensemble of the biblical food laws in their final form as a meaningful 
synchronic body of regulations, the texts do not always display a strict unified 
logic, and multiple differences remain in the formulations of the various sets of 
rules. The prescriptions concerning quadrupeds, fish, birds, insects, and reptiles 
neither follow a single scheme nor a consistent order. Most of the given criteria 
classify animals based on their means of locomotion, but this is not always the 
case (e. g., chewing the cud is one of the main requirements for the cleanness 
of ruminants, and there is no connection between this criterion and means of 
locomotion). In some cases, such as the fish, only criteria appear without any 
examples of clean or unclean types or species. In other cases such as that of 
birds, no criteria appear at all, but we instead only find a list of prohibited types. 

2 Rozin et al. 1997; for recent application of theories on disgust to biblical food prohibitions 
see Kazen 2011, 71–81.

3 Douglas 1966, 1993, 1999.
4 Tambiah 1969; Sperber 1996b; Eilberg- Schwartz 1990; Milgrom 1991; Nihan 2011; 

Meshel 2008; Burnside 2016.
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Furthermore, as we will explain below, a practical sacrificial pattern may have 
performed some functions in the case of the permitted and prohibited quad-
rupeds. In other cases, however, the species and types mentioned in the lists of 
unclean animals are such that it is hard to imagine that someone may have ever 
considered eating them, for example the bat or the vulture in the list of birds, and 
more generally the animals mentioned in the list of rodents and reptiles.

Due to this internal diversity, one can even question whether it is appropriate 
to speak of a “system” at all. For these reasons, the rigid application of the catego-
ries of structuralism, recently proposed again for the interpretation of the biblical 
food laws by Meshel,5 appears problematic. Reading the texts from a synchronic 
perspective and on this basis trying to discern a complete and coherent struc-
ture cannot avoid the risk of de- contextualizing them from their historical and 
cultural setting. Moreover, such an approach inevitably leads to a forced reading 
of the texts, in which one detects elements of a systematic classification that in 
most cases are simply not stated by the texts themselves.

The most recent attempt to detect a unified symbolic logic in the food pro-
hibitions is found in Burnside’s article.6 The author proposes an explanation of 
them through what he calls a “narrative paradigm.” He reads the laws in terms of 
a narrative, meaning that one should read from beginning to end, assuming the 
logic of the earlier portions of the text as the necessary context and foundation 
for understanding the latter portions. Following this logic, one can, for example, 
derive the unstated paradigm for clean birds from the previous paradigm that is 
explicitly settled for clean quadrupeds, and so on. He argues that the laws were 
intuitively clear to their original audience because the legislator referred to an 
assumed and implicit social knowledge that derives from the environment and is 
organized by a series of typified images, themes, and stereotypes. The normativ-
ity of the laws would depend on everyday ancient practice and would be shaped 
by practical wisdom, although we, as moderns, are no longer able to reconstruct 
all the elements of this practice.

This fascinating hypothesis nonetheless raises a series of problems. We argue 
that reconstruction of the implicit paradigms for the animal categories reveals 
too high a degree of arbitrariness with regard to the excluded animals for one to 
conclude that it actually corresponds to the inner logic of the texts. For exam-
ple, the fact that herbivores are the paradigm for the definition of clean quad-
rupeds and subsequently for the unnamed clean birds is not stated anywhere in 
the texts and cannot be easily proved.7 As a matter of fact, several herbivorous 
land animals, like the hare, are considered unclean. To provide another example, 
although the various kind of unclean lizards mentioned in Leviticus (11:29–30) 

5 Meshel 2008.
6 Burnside 2016.
7 Ibid., 232–33.
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appear to us as “half land and half aquatic” creatures,8 there is no trace in the 
text of their connection with the paradigm of fish. Moreover, it remains difficult 
to reconstruct which sort of practice can have given rise to the prohibition of 
eating animals such as bats or various kinds of lizards. Finally, this theory still 
cannot completely account for the internal diversity in the formulations of the 
food prohibitions.

Such difficulties point to a further issue, namely to what extent we are able 
to reconstruct ancient Israelite animal taxonomy through the lists of animals 
provided in Lev 11 and Deut 14. Although these texts offer an important glimpse 
into Israelite, or rather Levantine, zoological classifications, one should avoid 
a straightforward application of modern taxonomic categories to them. In this 
regard, Richard Whitekettle’s attempts to derive a coherent system of animal 
classification from Lev 11 are perhaps too optimistic.9 First, the identification of 
many items in these lists remains problematic, especially regarding the names of 
birds and of insects. Second, ancient animal taxonomies differ from the modern 
Linnean classification, especially with regard to the criteria used to differentiate 
between animal species and the less systematic character of the classification, and 
therefore of the implied hierarchies. For example, while it is highly probable that 
the expression lemino (“according to its kind”) identifies a group of animals shar-
ing similar features, it is difficult to evaluate whether this concept always operates 
as a specific species distinction or if it can serve also to separate between genera.

Instead of trying to detect consistency within the lists of Lev 11 and Deut 14 
at all costs, we follow the line of research inaugurated by Houston, in his mono-
graph Purity and Monotheism: Clean and Unclean Animals in Biblical Law,10 
which remains a major reference for the study of biblical food prohibitions. His 
reply to Milgrom’s question, “which came first: taboo or criteria?”11 contains 
one of Houston’s most important contributions for the research on biblical food 
laws. Houston correctly points out how two different cultural currents are ac-
tually merged in the text. On the one hand, the presence of a formal concern 
of organization through systematization and expansion is undeniable. On the 
other hand, the impact of historical dietary customs certainly played a relevant 
role, and this impact renders it probable that any system will remain imperfect, 
somewhat inconsistent, and sometimes absent.12 The combination of both these 
tendencies, which represents at once the fascination and the complexity of the 
biblical food prohibitions, pushes Houston into an initial survey of the material 
and social context surrounding biblical dietary rules. We intend, therefore, to 
follow in the wake of Houston’s methodological impulse, seeking to articulate 

 8 Ibid., 231.
 9 Whitekettle 2003, 2009.
10 Houston 1993.
11 Milgrom 1990, 184.
12 Houston 1993, 64–66; earlier Hunn 1979, 112–14.
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a robust methodological approach for these texts of dietary prohibitions in Lev 
11 and Deut 14.

2. Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14 in Their Biblical Contexts

The relationship between the two primary texts on dietary prohibitions, Lev 11 
and Deut 14, raises numerous redactional and text- critical issues on which much 
has been written.13 While these questions largely remain outside the scope of this 
paper, we will highlight several observations in order to provide the overall tex-
tual framework for understanding food regulations in the Hebrew Bible and the 
related theoretical and methodological issues that form the focus below.

2.1. The Relationship between Lev 11 and Deut 14

Although scattered passages of the Hebrew Bible make reference to the consump-
tion of unclean food (e. g., Hos 9:3; Isa 66:17; Ezek 8:10; Zech 9:7), the contents 
of the food prohibitions are largely concentrated in the texts of Lev 11 and Deut 
14. As is well noted in scholarship, these texts, when taken together, comprise an 
exemplary case: an extensive set of instructions is repeated twice in the Penta-
teuch. These two chapters share many similarities and contain several identical 
passages, such that they constitute something of a double corpus. Nevertheless, 
a notable number of differences remain between the texts of Lev 11 and Deut 14. 
Multiple and diverse theories of diachronic development and possible deriva-
tion exist,14 although we would argue that no satisfactory model can explain the 
derivation of one corpus from the other. We find the theory of a shared source 
originally containing some of the instructions concerning prohibited animals 
the most plausible alternative. However, the development from original (oral 
or written) tradition to the current forms of the texts took on a complexity that 
lies beyond the reach of current scholarly methods and the available evidence.

A first glance at the overall structure and the contents of Lev 11 and Deut 14 
provides a sense of some major differences between the two texts:

– As far as it concerns quadrupeds, Deut 14 (vv. 4–5) provides a list of five clean 
quadrupeds missing in Lev 11, where examples only appear for unclean species.

– Leviticus 11 has a longer section that includes a supplementary criterion in 
order to distinguish between clean and unclean flying insects (šereṣ ha‘of, lit-
erally: “swarming flying things”), also providing a list of four kinds of permit-
ted insects (vv. 20–22). The statement in Deut 14 (vv. 19–20) is much shorter 
and does not contain any such list. As a result, Leviticus exhibits a four- part 

13 Cf. Nihan 2011.
14 Cf. Otto 2016; Veijola 2004; Milgrom 1991.
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structure and a more complex taxonomy within vv. 2–23, which parallels Deut 
14:3–20: Lev 11:2b–8 addresses animals moving over the ground (behemah), 
Lev 11:9–12 aquatic creatures; Lev 11:13–19 large winged animals, and Lev 
11:20–23 small- winged animals or swarming flyers. On the other hand, Deut 14 
exhibits three categories, namely land animals (14:4–8), water animals (14:9–
10), and air/flying animals (14:11–20): here the swarming flyers (šereṣ ha‘of) in 
Deut 14:19 comprise a subsection within the third section on flyers.

– Leviticus 11 contains a longer and secondary section (vv. 24–40) dealing with 
impurity conveyed by different forms of contact with a carcass (nebelah) of 
both unclean and clean animals (cf. also Lev 11:8//Deut 14:8), and these verses 
provide instructions for purification. Within this section, rodents and reptiles 
are also listed among the unclean animals (šereṣ šoreṣ ‘al ha’areṣ, “swarming 
things that swarm on the ground,” vv. 29–30). This section is entirely absent 
from Deuteronomy. Moreover, this proposed addition provides for the clear 
distinction between subcategories of šereṣ, “swarming” or “creeping” animals, 
among those belonging respectively to the sea (v. 10), to the air (v. 20–21), and 
to the ground (vv. 29–30): these distinctions do not appear in Deut 14, which 
speaks only of šereṣ ha‘of.

– Deuteronomy 14:21 contains a couple of final instructions missing from Lev 
11, namely the reference to the prohibition of “cooking the goat kid in/by its 
mother milk” (cf. Exod 23:19; 34:26) and the permission to sell carcasses, 
which are unclean for Israelites, to foreigners.15

In addition to these main structural divergences, a large series of minor textu-
al differences occurs in the passages shared by the two texts: these differences 
concern the use of pronouns, adjectives, and syntactical marks, as well as slight 
variations in the ways of listing unclean quadrupeds and birds.16 While we do 
not deal with these issues in detail here, the lack of structural uniformity in the 
texts points to diachronic development. We view this – which is a key point for 
our paper – as raising theoretical problems for synchronic, systematic, symbol-
ic, and unitary explanations of the meanings of the prohibitions, as we will in-
dicate below.

The transmission of the list of birds, shared by Lev 11 (13–19) and Deut 14 (12–
18) constitutes a relevant example of the complexity involving the transmission 
of the food prohibitions into the Hellenistic Period.17 The earliest Greek manu-
scripts of Lev 11 and Deut 14 still show great fluidity in the transmission of the 
lists, characterized by a wide variance in the order of the birds’ appearance and 
by the absence of the raven (‘oreb) in both the lists in the earliest Greek texts. The 
texts, therefore, continued to interact and influence one another as each took on 

15 Cf. Altmann, forthcoming a.
16 Cf. Nihan 2011.
17 Angelini and Nihan, 2020.

Peter Altmann and Anna Angelini14



its unique structure and concerns. However, if the history of the textual relation-
ship between Lev 11 and Deut 14 remains very hard to reconstruct in detail, it is 
still possible to consider how each individual text came to perform significant 
and partly distinct functions within its immediate context.

2.2. The Logic of Dietary Prohibitions in Each Corpus

The intent of biblical food prohibitions is stated quite clearly within each of the 
texts. The concluding verses of Lev 11 (vv. 44–45) summarize their scope. Deu-
teronomy 14 opens and closes the section on dietary laws with a very similar 
declaration (vv. 2, 21). These passages overlap in many respects:

Lev 11:44–45: For I am Yhwh your God, so you shall sanctify yourselves and you shall 
be holy, for holy am I. But do not defile yourselves with all swarmers slinking upon the 
ground. For I am Yhwh who brought you up out from the land of Egypt to be for you God, 
so you shall be holy because I am holy.

Deut 14:2, 21: For you are a people holy to Yhwh your God; it is you Yhwh has chosen 
out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession. … For you are a 
people holy to Yhwh your God.

Though containing different formulations, both texts ultimately serve the inten-
tion of separating the Israelites to Yhwh, and for Deuteronomy apart from their 
neighbors. However, in the contexts of their final forms, the texts interact with 
the different logics of the particular literary corpora into which they are inserted, 
which at least partly account for their different structure. As such, the manner in 
which an earlier shared tradition on dietary restrictions has been incorporated 
into two different literary contexts shows how cultural representations of food 
avoidance could be radically reshaped to take on new meanings.

The text of Lev 11 presents the more detailed and developed structure regard-
ing food prohibitions, and, especially in the second section (vv. 24–40), extends 
its concerns to include issues of pollution and purification deriving not only from 
ingestion, but also from the contact with dead animals (this aspect is not com-
pletely absent from Deut 14, which however provides a much shorter indication, 
cf. Deut 14:8, 21). This is unsurprising, as purity is one of the central interests of 
the Priestly groups considered responsible for the redaction of the book of Le-
viticus. In this regard, we could say that food prohibitions in Lev 11 have a ritu-
al dimension, concerned with the purity and the holiness of the sanctuary. The 
focus on pollution transmitted by contact makes a connection between Lev 11 
and Lev 12–15, which deals largely with various forms of impurity derived from 
skin diseases and human discharges. Overall, these rules aim at establishing and 
controlling the degree of sanctity that Israelites should maintain in relation to 
the sanctuary, close to which the community is imagined to live, and preventing 
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the community from any kind of defilement.18 In the logic of Leviticus, Israelites 
ultimately maintain their holiness in order to avoid defiling the sanctuary itself, 
where the deity resides and which therefore must remain in a permanent state 
of holiness.

Moreover, food prohibitions in Leviticus have a cosmological dimension 
through their connection with the description of the God’s table (i. e., with the 
rules for animal sacrifice given in Lev 1). As scholarship has long noted, this 
cosmological link results in the division of the animal kingdom into three cat-
egories: sacrificial animals (God’s table) – clean animals (Israelites) – unclean 
animals (the rest of humanity).19 This categorization creates a comprehensive di-
etary structure in which God’s diet and humanity’s diet are at once made parallel 
and ordered hierarchically. Moreover, in the narrative logic of the Pentateuch, 
the food prohibitions of Leviticus express an intermediate position between the 
purely vegetarian diet of the origins, described in Gen 1, and the postdiluvian 
uncontrolled consumption of meat (Gen 9): this equilibrium serves to move 
one step toward restoring the creational order, which was broken by the flood.20

Finally, the food prohibitions in Lev 11 as a whole involve an epistemological 
dimension: the list of animals included in Lev 11 extends beyond the threefold 
division land- water- air, attempting to articulate the nature of the animal world 
more precisely through the mention of other categories or subcategories of ani-
mals such as the land and air swarmers, the smalls rodents, etc. This amplifica-
tion of the animal taxonomy expresses a concern for biological classification. In 
this regard, the fact that “technical terms” like lemino are exclusively attested in 
writings associated with Priestly or priestly traditions (Gen 1; 6–9; Lev 11; Deut 
14; Ezekiel) may suggest that zoological knowledge is a self- conscious intellectual 
interest of the Priestly élite.21

Unlike Lev 11, Deut 14 explicitly connects the food prohibitions to the land 
of Israel through the narrative logic of the book according to which Israelites 
should keep the food prohibitions once they have entered into the land. Eating, 
especially eating meat, relates closely to the Deuteronomic concern with central-
ization to influence the hearers to embrace a communal Yahwistic identity. This 
identity is focused around a singular sanctuary and, at the same time, is diffused 
throughout the land as Israel.22 Deuteronomy balances the drive toward one cho-
sen place with the allowance of domestic sacred slaughter and consumption of 
quadrupeds according to Deut 12. This connection provides special meaning 
to meat from clean quadrupeds, which are addressed in 14:4–5, a text miss-
ing from Lev 11 that concerns large game animals as noted above. As a result, 

18 On this see Jenson 1992; Nihan 2007, 296–394; 2013.
19 Milgrom, 1991, 721–22.
20 Houston 1993; Nihan 2007.
21 Whitekettle 2003, 165–66.
22 Altmann 2011.
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Deuteronomy’s logic of holiness transfers the exclusive link with the sanctuary to 
every Israelite household, at the domestic level.23 Moreover, Deut 14:3 introduces 
the dietary rules with the general prohibition of eating abomination (to‘ebah), 
absent in Lev 11. The word to‘ebah appears often in Deuteronomy, generally indi-
cating cultic faults that one might sum up as concerning “worshipping to‘ebah.” 
The term can also appear in ethical contexts, referring to non- cultic behaviors 
or speech incompatible with adherence to Yhwh, similar to the usage of the term 
in Proverbs. This is noted by Preuss:

Thus these tôʿēḇâ injunctions not only protect the purity of the cult (and not just from the 
practices of Israel’s neighbors; cf. 17:1) but also prohibit conduct that is ethically incom-
patible with Yahweh and his people (“abomination in your midst”: 13:15[14]). Israel must 
not adopt such practices (usually from its neighbors), because to do so would imperil its 
faith in Yahweh. … In Dtn/Dtr texts, therefore, the use of the tôʿēḇâ concept is intimately 
associated with the idea of the people of God and the uniqueness and nature of Yahweh.24

Deuteronomy 14, by placing dietary prohibitions in the category of to‘ebah, 
broadens the category of improper worship to include seemingly mundane prac-
tices removed for a sanctuary, thus bringing together the “wisdom” and the “cul-
tic” dimensions of the term.

Although the redactors of Deuteronomy seldom show concern with the top-
ic of holiness and defilement, this theme does appear explicitly in the context 
of the announcement of the food prohibitions (Deut 14:1–2, 21): respecting the 
food prohibitions thereby becomes a quintessential practice of holiness, and the 
dietary laws become representative of the election of the Israelites. This special 
connection between the dietary prohibitions and Israel’s election allows for a 
combined, and, in some regards, complementary reading of the food prescrip-
tions of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. This combined reading, which underlines 
the universal and de- territorialized character of the food laws, contains their po-
tential for becoming representative of the entire Torah. While this interpretation 
begins within the Hebrew Bible itself (for example in presumably late passages 
like Lev 20:25), the reference to dietary prescriptions as paradigmatic of the en-
tire law will become a topos in the apologetic literature of the Hellenistic period, 
where keeping of the dietary laws becomes the sign par excellence of the Jewish 
identity.25

To summarize, there are significant differences in some of the details of the two 
passages, in their conceptions of reasons for the prohibitions, and in their liter-
ary settings. However, there is little question that the ritual actions proscribed 

23 Cf. Markl 2012; Nelson 2002, 176. Note that this opens an important question with re-
gard to the nature of the overlap between the dietary prohibitions and household religious prac-
tice, a question that invites interdisciplinary discussion with household archaeology.

24 Preuss 2006.
25 Moore 2015, 204–54; Angelini, forthcoming.
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by Lev 11:2–23 and Deut 14:3–20 largely coincide. As a result, the formulation as 
well as the literary setting of each text provides the shared practices with a dif-
ferent significance.

3. Thinking and Performing Dietary Prohibitions

While Lev 11 and Deut 14 mandate the same ritualizing actions, their different 
contexts invite divergent reflections on the actions prescribed, some of which we 
have described in the previous section. In other words, the dietary prohibitions 
do not have one single meaning, even in the texts of the Hebrew Bible. Howev-
er, we will now take this hypothesis one step further: biblical food prohibitions, 
whose original background we can no longer fully reconstruct, were reworked 
and transmitted in different contexts throughout different times. This much has 
been argued many times within scholarship. Yet we contend that this process of 
transmission repeatedly transformed the laws, amplifying and adapting them 
according to the logic of the different groups responsible for their textualization 
while generally still retaining the possibility for a combined reading within the 
Torah as a whole. Once a particular reading was transmitted on its own terms, 
new modifications occurred, and new meanings could again be generated.

We turn to the work of the anthropologist D. Sperber to aid in explanation.26 
For one, Sperber’s anthropological work offers a useful tool to understand such 
processes of transformation, such as those involved in the different diachronic 
formulations for the dietary prohibitions from an early written or oral stage and 
eventually resulting in the different extant MT and LXX texts of Lev 11 and Deut 
14. He traces the mechanisms of the transmission of culture through the concept 
of what he designates the “epidemiology of cultural representations”: that is, 
how actions and meanings of culture become broadcast through a given group. 
He describes it as follows: “An epidemiology of representations is a study of the 
causal chains in which these mental and public representations are involved: 
the construction or retrieval of mental representations may cause individuals to 
modify their physical environment.”27 Intrinsic to this conception is the overlap 
between ideas or mental representations and materiality, which he terms “phys-
ical environment” – or theory and practice.

A second seminal concept for Sperber are “cultural representations,” that is, 
how humans communicate their individual understandings of shared practices 
to one another. Sperber explains:

When we talk of cultural representations … we refer to representations which are widely 
shared in a human group. To explain cultural representations, then, is to explain why some 

26 Sperber 1996a.
27 Ibid., 62.
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representations are widely shared. Since representations are more or less widely shared, 
there is no neat boundary between cultural and individual representations.28

Sperber’s conception provides insight in that it works to overcome the problem 
of the transmission of culture views of dietary prohibitions like those found in 
Lev 11 and Deut 14 from person to person, while allowing for variation among a 
particular group and over time. This contrasts with the notion of some kind of 
a structuralist system as argued by many interpreters of the dietary prohibitions 
since Douglas’ epoch- making work,29 which does not account well for diachronic 
differences between texts or literary traditions. Sperber’s more materialist focus 
offers a number of improvements. His approach not only allows for overlap and 
differences between the textual representations in the various versions of Lev 11 
and Deut 14, but it allows for them in the archaeological record as well. There 
can be widely shared representations, which means they provide explanations 
across a broad number of people in a shared tradition, but this need not imply 
that all individuals either understand or practice them in the same way. And, this 
is accomplished without needing to consider one particular formulation of the 
prohibitions (e. g., MT of Lev 11) as the most pristine conception.

Key to this analysis is his notion that “representations are transformed almost 
every time they are transmitted and remain stable only in certain limiting cas-
es.”30 In other words, almost every time a bit of culture, like the dietary prohibi-
tions, is passed on, it undergoes some change.

This theoretical point has far- reaching implications for our study of the dietary 
prohibitions in Lev 11/Deut 14 and the rest of the ancient literary and material 
remains addressed in this volume. Once we consider the dietary laws as cultur-
al representations, we should expect transformation in meaning. This also ob-
tains in those instances when the actual practice remains constant – in this case 
avoidance of the meat from a particular category of animal – in every iteration of 
the transmission of bits of culture like dietary prohibitions. It remains constant 
whether on the large scale of comparisons between Egypt, Greece, Assyria, and 
Israel, or on the much smaller scale of Leviticus and Deuteronomy’s uses of a 
shared source and versions of one another on the road to their received forms. 
As a result, one should not expect complete systemizations such as those pro-
posed by structuralists and those who continue to accept their methodology in 
their biblical, archaeological, and ancient historical studies, as we will discuss in 
the next section.

28 Ibid., 82.
29 Douglas 1966.
30 Sperber 1996a, 25–26.
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4. Meanings and Origins

Building on Sperber’s insights, how can one view the origins and development 
of meaning biblical dietary prohibitions? One prominent hypothesis concerning 
the origins of the biblical food prohibitions, which appears to fit quite well with 
the framing concerns in Lev 11:44–45 and Deut 14:2, 21, interprets them largely 
as an exilic- period formulation to affirm a distinction between the “Israelites” 
and their neighbors.31

Beginning with this interpretation as an example of a global explanation, a 
problem arises for its application to the prohibitions as a whole. The dietary cus-
toms of Levantine, Mesopotamian, and Egyptian neighbors differ too little from 
those prescribed in the Pentateuch to render the desire for Israelites to differen-
tiate themselves from the host culture a compelling singular explanation of their 
origins. A minimal number of animals appear in Egyptian and Mesopotamian 
documents and iconography that do attest to the consumption of some meat des-
ignated as unclean in the biblical sources. Mesopotamian deities found bandi-
coot rats delicious, which fall under the category of “swarmers upon the ground” 
(in the later text of Lev 11:29), but otherwise the menu of Mesopotamia deities 
consists of meats generally adjudged clean in the biblical texts, though the types 
of fish remain difficult to identify.32 Consumption of ostriches – prohibited if they 
are indeed denoted by bat ya‘anah in Lev 11:16/Deut 14:15 – is attested primarily 
for Persians33 and their eggs in Mari.34 Some consumption of swine also appears 
in Mesopotamia and Egypt.35 Finally, Arabian Bedouin tribes consumed cam-
els.36 Yet on the whole, these examples constitute exceptions: the greatest number 
of animals consumed – when they were consumed, given that meat constituted a 
high value and rare food throughout the ancient Near East,37 it largely consisted 
of animals deemed acceptable in Lev 11 and Deut 14.

As a result, there are some types of prohibitions that could arise from the de-
sire to distinguish the “Israelites” from others, as the two texts of Lev 11:44–45 
and Deut 14:2, 21 imply was part of the basic motivation. However, too many 
other members of the list do not accord with this conclusion: vultures and bats 
represent two good examples. There is little evidence for the consumption of 
any sort of these types of birds across the ancient Near East. As a result, Sper-
ber’s approach proves amenable: the collective cultural representations of animal 
prohibitions allow for a degree of divergence among explanations for avoidance 

31 Gerstenberger 2009, 185.
32 Scurlock 2002, 389–90.
33 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 4.145.
34 Salonen 1973, 166.
35 Houston, 1993, 155, 177.
36 Ibid., 87.
37 Altmann, forthcoming b.
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of certain types of meat. They could include but also extend beyond the expla-
nations given in Deut 14:2 and Lev 11:44–45, which represent late texts in their 
respective contexts.38

Given the lateness of this interpretive meaning within the texts, in terms of 
origins, we find it more probable that, as Houston already suggested, some of 
these laws originated in the context of preexilic Israelite sanctuary, from practices 
connected with a Yahwistic cultic setting.39 In this regard, their original context 
probably did not differ significantly from what we understand of food prohibi-
tions in other ancient cultures like Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Greece.40 The best 
textual evidence for this conclusion may appear in the first category of animals 
addressed in the text of Lev 11 and Deut 14: the large land animals that formed 
the focus for the offerings of animals in the ancient Levant.

Nevertheless, the present forms and intrinsic explanations of the food law texts 
in the Hebrew Bible do not correspond to the way they originated. Their forms 
and meanings appear, instead, to have resulted from a process of progressive 
transformation that continued as long as the texts were undergoing modifica-
tions and expansions. By moving beyond a specific ritual setting and ritual time 
and losing their connection with the sanctuary, biblical food laws draw near to 
the realm of custom in that they aim to regulate everyday practice. However, this 
does not mean that dietary restrictions assumed a purely mundane character. As 
a “religiously based system of prohibitions,”41 biblical food restrictions remain 
more than a custom, and they can therefore be situated on a continuum between 
mundane custom and sanctuary ritual, which is populated, as Bell has shown, 
by various ritualizing actions.42

This articulation of the biblical food prohibitions between ritual and custom 
has at least two important consequences for our discussion. The first one con-
cerns the relationship between meat prohibitions and sacrificial patterns. A sac-
rificial paradigm, that is the selection of perfect specimens of pure types based 
on the primary animals that can be offered on the altar (i. e., cattle, sheep, and 
goats), seems to work as an explanation for the distinction between clean and 
unclean quadrupeds.43 Yet a similar assumption appears more problematic in 
the case of other categories, especially the fish and insects, and doubts arise in 
the case of the birds. This discrepancy raises further issues with the possibility 
of detecting a singular overall logic that governs the formulation of the food laws 
as an ensemble. Moreover, this perhaps original sacrificial paradigm would not 

38 Milgrom 1991, 695–97; Altmann, forthcoming a.
39 Houston 1993, 123, 232; Nihan 2007, 334; however, now see Nihan 2011, 417.
40 Ermidoro 2014, 2019; Volokhine, 2019; Parker 1996, 358.
41 Houston 1993, 16–17.
42 Bell 1992, 74.
43 Firmage 1990; Milgrom 1991, 713–36; and for a critique of the sacrificial paradigm as an 

exclusive explanation Houston, 1993 114–22.
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have continued to carry the same weight once the dietary prohibitions extend 
beyond the sacred space and the sacred time of the sanctuary.44 In this regard, the 
relationship with “sacrificial consumption” and attending ritual actions proves 
more complicated than a singular explanation, once again indicating the prob-
lems with unified structuralist approaches.

The second consequence arising from the universalization of the biblical di-
etary laws and our reconstruction of their de- territorialization is their transfor-
mation into a paradigmatic case for the entire Torah. This is understandable 
partly because the practice of the food laws came to play a considerable role in 
processes of ethnogenesis and identity definition, as documented in later texts of 
the Hebrew Bible itself like Daniel or Judith, and especially in biblical writings in 
Greek, such as the books of Maccabees.45 Furthermore, the textualization of bib-
lical food prohibitions strengthened the ideological potential embedded in these 
laws, permitting them to survive the destruction of the Temple and to represent 
“Jewishness” in every time and in every space.

In this regard, the biblical dietary laws have often been studied as direct an-
tecedents of kashrut, which developed in early Judaism, and which can actual-
ly be considered in many respects as “ritualized everyday behavior.”46 Howev-
er, the reception of the biblical food prohibitions in the early rabbinic period 
implies both the considerable amplification and transformation of these laws. 
Biblical and rabbinic dietary restrictions, in addition to belonging to different 
historical and cultural contexts, respond to different concerns, are organized 
differently, and perform different functions. To provide a few examples, in rab-
binic sources kashrut regulations pay almost no attention to the selection of 
animals, for they take for granted the knowledge of which meat is edible and 
which is not. Instead, they focus on the definition of the participants in non- 
cultic slaughtering, and more generally on the proper ways to prepare and cook 
the food. Their concerns especially address issues of commensality, as the issue 
is no longer what Israelites can or cannot eat, but with whom Jews are allowed 
to share meals.47 The function of separation, which was attributed to the dietary 
laws in the biblical texts, is then reinterpreted in a broader sense as prohibit-
ing the sharing of meals with non- Jews.48 To set the study of the biblical food 

44 That is, they bring only minimal “ritualizing” aspects of sanctuary practice into daily 
practice. Ritual consumption can also include the time, the place, a specific order, matters of 
commensality (questions concerning with whom one consumes), and methods of preparation, 
manners, or disposal (which make a minor appearance in the Hebrew Bible in Ezek 4:12–15).

45 See, e. g., MacDonald 2008, 196–218; also see the discussions of Deirdre Fulton and 
Débora Sandhaus in this volume.

46 This seems still to be the implied rationale of the recent volume of Rosenblum 2016.
47 See, e. g., Rosenblum 2010.
48 Furthermore, the focus of kashrut regulations extends to include bread, wine, and oil: 

products which can be defined as clean only if produced by Jews (see, e. g., Goodman 1990 
on kosher oil).
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prohibitions in their earliest contexts can therefore help correct the tradition-
al view of the straightforward emergence of kashrut regulations from biblical 
texts. The complexity suppressed by the rabbinic view of the straightforward 
development from the biblical texts to kashrut consists in part in the attempt 
to identify an overarching meaning for the prohibitions of the specific animals 
or types of animals.

As a result, such a contextualization in the various periods of the historical 
development of the prohibitions serves to provide a framework to evaluate more 
precisely the processes of continuity and discontinuity between the different 
functions achieved by food prohibitions in ancient cultures. From this perspec-
tive, if the absolute value attributed to the biblical food prohibitions at a particu-
lar time differentiates them from the main tendencies observable in ancient cul-
tures, this same value can nonetheless be compared with other purity regulations 
that are typical of sectarians movements of antiquity, such as Orphics, Pythago-
reans, or Cynics, among whom dietary precepts function as part of a permanent 
way of life. Pythagorean doctrines are similar in some ways to biblical dietary 
rules in that they prohibit particular types of meat and fish (e. g., white rooster, 
red mullet, and others),49 or specific organs of animals for purity reasons (e. g., 
genitals, bone marrow, heart, and brain).50 Interestingly enough, these philoso-
phies arise in polemics against the territorialized cult of the polis, and their fol-
lowers conceived themselves as “citizen of the world” more than “citizen of the 
polis.”51 However, even in this case, significant differences emerge. Pythagorean 
and Orphic purity regulations do not focus exclusively on animals but also in-
clude abstention from certain kinds of vegetables (most notably broad beans). 
Moreover, in the traditions attributed to Pythagoras or Orpheus, condemnation 
of meat consumption is strictly associated with the critique of blood sacrifice. In 
this perspective, Pythagorean discourse is opposed to biblical prescription on 
quadrupeds, which seems to have been derived from, or shaped by sacrificial 
patterns, as we suggested above. Moreover, the scarcity of primary sources may 
point to a certain degree of difference between discourse and practice, as some 
prescriptions seem to have been circumscribed to cultic contexts.52

49 Diogenes Laertius, Vita Pythagorae 8.19, 33–34 (= Aristotle, Fr 195 Rose); Jambli-
cus, Protrepticus 21; Vita Pythagorae 98. See on this Berthelot 2001.

50 Porphyrius, Vitae Pythagorae 34, 42–43; Jamblicus, Vita Pythagorae 109; cf. Diogenes 
Laertius, Vita Pythagorae 8.19.

51 See on this Angelini, forthcoming.
52 Borgeaud 2013; on Cynics see Notario 2015.
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5. Conclusions

Scholarship since the twentieth century dealing with the topic of biblical dietary 
laws has primarily remained focused on questions concerning the origins of the 
practices mandated by the laws as well as the historical setting for their textu-
alization. Such a perspective is often accompanied by a search for a consistent 
structure in the formulation of the laws, and/or for an overarching explanation 
of their meaning: even the most recent scholarship seems not to have escaped 
this path.53

On the contrary, the more dynamic approach suggested here articulates for-
mal concerns of organization related to the textualization of the laws within 
their historical development, which may have been largely based on current 
custom and cultic practice. We believe that such an approach accounts better 
for the inclusion of evidence from archaeology and comparative ancient Near 
Eastern cultures within the study of biblical foodways in antiquity, while at the 
same time it helps explain the so- called “gaps” in the formulation of the laws. 
Moreover, conceiving food laws as cultural representations that are “epidemio-
logically” transmitted, we suggest distinguishing the issues related to the origins 
of dietary laws from those concerning the composition and the transmission of 
the corpora containing such prescriptions. Within this perspective, we prioritize 
the study of the ways in which these texts functioned in their ancient literary and 
cultural contexts, which seem more complex than what is usually acknowledged. 
The study of such diversity therefore offers fruitful avenues for further research.

53 Meshel 2008; Burnside 2016.
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Animals in the Ancient Mesopotamian Diet

Prohibitions and Regulations Related to 
Meat in the First Millennium BCE

Stefania Ermidoro*

In structured, hierarchical societies, central authorities formulate and supervise 
well- defined sets of cultural laws that justify and guarantee their power over the 
lower levels of the population – which, in their turn, accept the status quo by 
virtue of the same repertoire of norms. Because of their authoritative nature, 
these sets of behavioral and cultural regulations determine the identity of each 
community. In a society permeated with writing such as the Mesopotamian one, 
rules of behavior could be conveyed by different sources: their origins could be 
explained in wisdom or etiological poems, their applications were depicted in 
historical and royal texts, myths assigned them a divine aura, and religious pro-
tocols guaranteed their observance – not to mention law codes, where the con-
sequences of breaking such rules were clearly stated. Explicit prohibitions, bans, 
and implicit ethical concerns appear in cuneiform tablets from the third millen-
nium BCE onwards, providing us a glimpse of what was abhorred, accepted, or 
compulsory – allowing us at the same time to verify the changes that took place 
in attitude and sensibility.

Among the attested regulations, dietary restrictions are continuously present 
in the ancient Near Eastern sources, starting from the earliest Sumerian texts to 
the Late Babylonian ones. In the Mesopotamian culture, food is a powerful and 
potentially dangerous substance, since it not only comes in contact with the hu-
man body, but it also becomes part of it – and the physical body is the means 
through which humans can interact with the earthly and, most importantly, the 
supernatural world. Among the edible substances, meat has been considered 
throughout human history as a supreme food, the core around which the main 

* This article is a revised version of the paper presented at the conference The Larger Context 
of Biblical Dietary Prohibitions: Interdisciplinary and Comparative Approaches, which was held 
in Lausanne. I wish to thank the organizers Peter Altmann, Anna Angelini, and Abra Spiciarich, 
as well as the other participants for the constructive and fruitful discussions we had throughout 
the conference. Prof. Lucio Milano (Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia) has also provided me with 
valuable comments and suggestions, for which I am very grateful.



meals and feasts can and should be arranged. Red meat, in particular, is usually 
associated with ideas of masculinity, power, and prestige – whereas vegetables 
hold a lower status, being mainly considered as mere supplements.1 Meat is also 
broadly conceived as symbolically charged with meaning: despite its elite nature, 
in fact, it is the most likely target of vetoes and regulations, when compared with 
other edible substances.2 The purpose of this article is to investigate the essence 
and purpose of prohibitions concerning meat in first- millennium Mesopota-
mian society.

Animals had a particular relationship with Mesopotamian gods. Several de-
ities were in fact associated with creatures which embodied particular charac-
teristics or functions: god- animal couples can be found in texts and images all 
over the Near East.3 The most crucial role of animals in the ancient Near Eastern 
religion was, however, that of sacrificial victims to be offered to the gods, who 
ate them in their temples during ceremonies which took place on a daily basis.4 
In addition to the ordinary meals, gods also enjoyed rich banquets on the oc-
casion of the major festivals of which the Mesopotamian religious calendar was 
full. The divine diet was certainly particularly rich in meat:5 mostly unblemished 
fattened sheep and goats, but also other kinds of animals were offered to deities 
(pigeons and other birds, rodents, game, and even seafood). One notes the rarer 
presence of pig on the gods’ tables, as well as the absence of draft animals from 
the divine menu. Pig sacrifices, however, though rare are still present in Meso-
potamian religion (mostly in rituals with nocturnal or chthonic nature),6 while 
the absence of horses and donkeys may be explained by the fact that this meat 
was not commonly eaten by humans either, being an “unconscious taboo”: it was 
not, then, an explicit ban.7

The abovementioned special associations between gods and animals might 
have led to the development of special interdictions against specific kinds of meat 
that could not be offered to the gods. Such prohibitions are, so far, attested by just 
one text: a Late Babylonian ritual from Uruk,8 according to which: “In the temple 
of Šamaš mutton will not be served to Šakkan. In the temple of Sîn beef will not 
be served to Ningublaga. Fowl will not be served to Bē1et- ṣēri; neither beef nor 

1 Cf. Fiddes 2004 and, with regard to the association between men and meat (particularly 
in contemporary Western societies), Sobal 2005.

2 Fessler and Navarrete 2003; Fonseca 2015; Simoons 1994.
3 Scurlock 2002a, 361–63; Watanabe 2002, 156.
4 See Ermidoro, forthcoming; Nowicki 2014; Scurlock 2002b.
5 Cf. Gaspa 2012.
6 See Lion and Michel 2006.
7 On the involuntary dietary restrictions, compared to the voluntary ones, which are present 

in all human societies see Beer 2010, 11–12.
8 The text, TU 38, dates from the beginning of the second century BCE: it provides detailed 

instructions for the regular offerings, to be observed for the four daily meals set up in the tem-
ples of Uruk. See Linssen 2004, 132–38 and 172–83.

Stefania Ermidoro26



fowl will be served to Ereskigal.”9 Lambert has already explained these interdic-
tions in the light of the attributes of the mentioned animals and the associations 
between the gods and the creatures from which meat would have been taken.10

Humans, thus, depended on animals not only for their sustenance and daily 
diet, but also for their religious life: because of such tight relations, and given 
the animate nature of animals, it is not surprising that these were subject to em-
blematic and symbolic reasoning, as it is witnessed by the written sources at our 
disposal.11

This article includes at first two introductory paragraphs in which I consider 
the Sumerian and Akkadian words referring to interdictions and their relevance 
in the realm of dietary regulation, and then present the texts dated to the first 
millennium BCE that provide the most useful information on the relationship 
between Mesopotamian people and meat, with a particular reference to its ban. 
Then, I discuss in detail the types of prohibited animals and the particular cir-
cumstances in which vetoes were observed, giving some practical examples par-
ticularly from the hemerological texts. Finally, the consequences of the infringe-
ment of dietary proscriptions are discussed, together with the countermeasures 
taken in order to appease the gods and regain a pure status.

1. The Notion of “Taboo” in First- Millennium Mesopotamia

Before considering which kinds of meat were prohibited and in which specific 
occasions meat- related bans were observed, it might be useful to recall how the 
notions of “taboo” and purity were conceptualized and expressed in the Meso-
potamian vocabulary.12

My analysis of the terminology used in the cuneiform writing tradition to ad-
dress these notions will be synthetic, due to the wide and recent bibliography al-
ready available on this topic.13 My purpose is not only to list the three Akkadian 

 9 TU 38, ll. r. 40–42.
10 Lambert 1993, 199.
11 On the animal symbolism in ancient Mesopotamia see Watanabe 2002.
12 I use here the term “taboo” in its connotation of “Set apart for or consecrated to a special 

use or purpose; restricted to the use of a god, a king, priests, or chiefs, while forbidden to gen-
eral use; prohibited to a particular class (esp. to women), or to a particular person or persons; 
inviolable, sacred; forbidden, unlawful; The putting of a person or thing under prohibition or 
interdict, perpetual or temporary; the fact or condition of being so placed; the prohibition or 
interdict itself. Also, the institution or practice by which such prohibitions are recognized and 
enforced” (Oxford English Dictionary definition). As the introductory pages and many papers 
published in this volume prove, however, such term should be only cautiously used in relation 
to ancient societies, including the Mesopotamian one.

13 Terms for “taboo” have been discussed by many Near Eastern scholars: the last ones in 
order of time who addressed this issue have been Böck 2016 (esp. pp. 305–11) and Durand 
2015, but see also Geller 1990, 2012, and previously Hallo 1985; van der Toorn 1985, 42–43.
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terms used to express the idea of “prohibited action/thing,” but to investigate also 
if and how these were applied to restrictions related to food.

1. Sumerian n íg . g ig  = Akkadian ikkibu
As it has been already proved,14 the semantic fields of these two terms are overlap-
ping, though they are not exactly alike. The Sumerian n íg . g ig  is a compound 
noun constructed with the terms for “thing” ( n íg )  and an adjective which has 
the basic meanings of both “sacred” and “sick” ( g ig ) . Originally, it denoted 
something which should and could not be approached. In the Sumerian Prov-
erbs, the term n íg . g ig  appears in different contexts which depict improper 
behaviors, conceived as outrages committed against the gods or the customary 
practices of a developed human society.15 It is also used, however, to indicate 
something that is set apart from the general consumption and, as such, reserved 
for the deities alone, as in the case of wheat flour.16

Such meaning evolved and was enriched with the passing of time, and in the 
first millennium BCE the term ikkibu referred to something “sacred,” set apart, 
and hence taboo; to something incongruous, a direct affront to a god; or also to 
something conceived to be against nature, not conforming to the expectations.17

2. Sumerian a z ag  = Akkadian asakku
The Sumerian term is considered to be an artificial back loan from the Akkadian 
asakku.18 The Sumerian sign is written with two logograms: that for “pure” ( k ù ) 
and the one for “god” ( d i ng i r ) . In origin, it indicated the treasure belonging to 
the temple, but in a translated meaning it also pointed to something which, being 
consecrated to a deity, was consequently withdrawn from profane use.

3. Sumerian a nz i l l u  = Akkadian anzillu
Originally, this term designated holy objects and substances handled in religious 
contexts; very soon it came to denote a “prohibited thing, transgression” in gen-
eral. Mostly used in the Old Babylonian literature, it is less attested in the writ-
ten sources of the first millennium BCE. According to Durand,19 this is the term 
which specifically denotes a contact taboo.

Thus, among the Akkadian words used to define something “abhorred,” ikkibu 
is the one that covers the broadest semantic spectrum. It transmits, in fact, the 

14 Geller 1990.
15 See the instances collected by Alster 2005, 337–38.
16 See the Proverb 3.169, edited by Alster 1997: “Wheat- flour ( z í d -  g ig )  is a ‘reserved 

thing’ ( n íg . g ig )  for his (personal) god.”
17 A fourth notion expressed by the Sumerian níg.gig was that of something causing trouble 

or difficulty, rendered into Akkadian with the term maruštu, “hardship.”
18 Geller 2012.
19 Durand 2015, 3. See also CAD A, 153, s. v. anzillu.
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notions of dread and holiness; it encompasses many of the connotations of the 
other two terms asakku and anzillu, but it goes even beyond them.20 With regard 
to food, ikkibu is the only term used in the first millennium BCE in association 
with dishes and ingredients that must not be eaten.

It must be highlighted that none of these three terms conveyed an idea of 
wickedness in itself. In the course of time, however, the expression “to eat a ta-
boo” became synonymous with “to commit an infringement” – thus assuming an 
entirely negative connotation. In such phrasing, the first two above- mentioned 
terms may appear: both “ikkiba akālu” and “asakka akālu” are in fact attest-
ed. Remarkably, these particular expressions are always used in a metaphorical 
sense, and they do not refer to interdictions related to food.21

Because food laws and dietary regulations are very often linked to the issues of 
cleanliness and purity, it is also noteworthy to mention the fact that there is no 
Akkadian term which denotes “pollution” as a separate entity.22 On the contrary, 
several expressions are attested, which signify an unclean state caused by the in-
fringement of a taboo. The adjective lu’û meant “soiled, dirty, unclean,” and it was 
used especially in ritual contexts; (w)aršu/maršu designated an impure state. The 
two adjectives lu’û and aršu appear together in the ezib formulas of the Neo- As-
syrian divinatory queries. In these texts, it was requested of the gods that they may 
answer the diviner, disregarding that he may be “dressed in his ordinary soiled 
garments” (ginêšu aršāti labšu) or may have “eaten, drunk, anointed himself with, 
touched, or stepped upon anything unclean” (mimma lu’û).23 An additional ex-
pression was the negation lā ellu, “not pure”: this referred to a state which ren-
dered a person or a situation unfit for ritual or divinatory performances.24

2. First- Millennium Sources Providing 
Information on Dietary Regulation

Scholars from Ancient Mesopotamia never brought together all their thoughts 
on the moral code that was to be observed in one coherent compendium, nor 

20 According to van der Toorn (1985, 42–43), among the Akkadian terms for “taboo,” ik-
kibu was the closest to the idea of a deviation from a proper religious context and, as such, it 
especially referred to matters of cultic etiquette and moral code.

21 Böck 2016, 309–10; Geller 2012.
22 This aspect of the Mesopotamian language differs from the Hittite cultural world in which 

not only the expressions āra = “suitable, correct, right” and natta āra = “not permitted, not right, 
not allowed” are attested (see Cohen 2002), but also the substantive papratar = “pollution” ex-
ists. Cf. Feder 2016; Mouton 2015 (the author discusses the establishment of taboos, includ-
ing those related to food, as a consequence of the existence of the idea of the “sacred” itself in 
the Hittite religion). On the concept of “purity” in the Hittite religion see also Mouton 2012.

23 See, to mention just one example, SAA 4, 267, r. 1–2. Many more instances can be found 
in the volume by Starr 1990.

24 For an analysis of these terms in their textual contexts, cf. Feder 2016.
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did they codify it in a systematic text or series. Thus, we are compelled to use 
a variety of written sources in order to understand their mentality. Cuneiform 
tablets show how the criteria of cleanliness and decency varied over time, being 
also tightly bound to each single place and event.

The fact that some animals were bearers of impurity was widespread knowl-
edge: wisdom literature testifies to the fact that even the commoners knew that 
some bans were to be observed in order to maintain a state of cleanliness. The 
clearest example can be found in the so- called Popular Sayings25 – a collection of 
aphorisms preserved on a large Neo- Assyrian tablet (ninth–seventh c. BCE). In 
this source, various anecdotes are arranged by subject, reproducing short animal 
or insect fables together with human stories. Four lines taken from the section 
that refers to the pig state:

“The pig is unholy (lā qašid) [ . . .] bespattering his backside,
Making the street smell, polluting the houses.
The pig is not fit for a temple, lacks sense, is not allowed to tread on pavements,
An abomination to all the gods (ikkib ilāni), an abhorrence [to (his) god],
 accursed by Šamaš.”26

Here, thus, the flesh of the pig is not explicitly mentioned as food, but it is the 
animal itself which is depicted as impure and defined with the term ikkibu. The 
pig might have been abhorred by the sun god Šamaš because of its connection 
with the Netherworld and the chthonic deities, but one should also remark that 
pigs do not always have negative connotations in Mesopotamian texts: not only 
was their meat generally eaten by kings and common people, but pigs might also 
have positive features in omen literature – being considered in a few instances as 
bearers of good fortune and progeny.27

Prayers and ritual texts provide us with interesting information related to food 
prohibitions that had to do with etiquette. Humans had to be pure in order to 
approach the gods, not only in their external appearance (thus having no flaw 
in their body, being clean and dressed up with immaculate robes), but also “in-
ternally,” having committed no crime and no other action that could bother the 
gods. Among the cultic prescriptions, one often finds the prohibition of eating 
leek, onion, and garlic because of their effects on the breath (one finds this ban, 
for example, in the namburbî series according to which abstinence had to begin 
three days before the ritual took place).28 Other dietary laws were mentioned as 
well: it is the case of a so- called šu . í l . l a  prayer (lit. “lifted hand(s)-prayer”) ad-
dressed to the goddess Tašmetum, in which one finds (ll. r. 45–46): “When you 

25 Lambert 1996, 213–21.
26 VAT 8807, ll. r. iii 13–16.
27 For the first millennium BCE, see the papers by Villard (“Le porc dans les sources Néo- 

Assyriennes”) and Abrahami (“Le cochon dans les collections d’oracles de la Mésopotamie”) 
in Lion and Michel 2006.

28 Maul 1994, 39.
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perform (the ritual), you must not eat garlic, cress, leek and pork: it is indeed 
forbidden (lū ikkibu).”29

More incantations, invocations, and instructions for ritual practices have been 
collected by the people of the Ancient Near East in large series, one of which was 
given the title Šurpu (its name, “Burning,” refers to the cultic operation that was 
to be carried out while the recitations took place).30 Although some parts of Šurpu 
have been dated to the Old Babylonian period, it was in the first millennium BCE 
that the series enjoyed its broadest distribution: the largest number of witnesses 
for this text has been found, in fact, in the so- called “Library of Ashurbanipal.”

The second tablet of this series contains an invocation to the gods and god-
desses, beseeching them to forgive and release the downcast patient who suffers 
as a consequence of his moral or cultic offences or of accidental contact with an 
unclean person. The term níg.gig/ikkibu(m) is attested three times: once, the 
idea of offence against the gods is conveyed by referring to someone “who has 
eaten what is preserved to his god, who has eaten what is preserved to his god-
dess.”31 Then, the supplicant is said to be in pain “because of the evil taboo he 
has eaten” (i. e., “because of evil infringement he has committed”).32 Finally, the 
offence is committed against the city or city community: “he ate what was pre-
served for his city.”33

References to possible contagion derived from having eaten at the table or 
having drunk from the cup of an accursed person are listed in ll. 102–103.34 At 
the end of this tablet (II 185–192), the gods are asked to “extirpate the sins, the 
errors, the crimes, the offences, the oaths”35 of the beseecher: interestingly, nei-
ther one of the terms for “taboo” appears in this list – a confirmation that none 
of the previously discussed words had an inherently negative connotation. In the 
third tablet, there is a list of other possible infringements of a ban: in this passage, 
among the inventoried offences one finds “to eat stolen meat.”36

29 Ebeling 1953, 124–27.
30 For the edition of this text cf. Reiner 1958.
31 L. II 5: níg.g[ig] dingir- šu i- ku- lu níg.gig dxv- šu i- ku- lu. The same expression “to eat 

what is taboo to one’s god” appears in the fourth tablet, l. 4.
32 L. II, 69: ina níg.gig mar- ṣi šá i- ku- lu.
33 L. II, 95: níg.gig uru- šú i- ta- ˹kal˺. Note that Geller 2012 has suggested to translate the 

term níg.gig/ikkibu as “taboo” in these lines (hence “one has violated a taboo of one’s god” 
and “violated a taboo of one’s city:” he states that since “these acts are not punishable by law, 
they can be classified as ‘taboos’).”

34 ina gišbanšur ta- mi- i i- ta- ˹kal˺ / ina dug.gú.zi ta- mi- i il- ta- t[i].
35 [ár- ni]-šu ḫi- ṭa- ti- šú gíl- la- [ti- šú] [en- ni]-ti- šú ˹ma˺-ma- ti- šu.
36 L. III, 58: ma- mit uzu šur- qí a- ka- lu. The fear for contagion appears again at ll. III, 131–137: 

“The ban: to eat an accursed man’s food, the ban: to drink an accursed man’s water, the ban: to 
drink an accursed man’s leftovers, the ban: to talk to a sinner, the ban: to eat a sinner’s food, the 
ban: to drink a sinner’s water, the ban: to drink a sinner’s leftovers.” The term for “ban” used in 
these lines, māmītu, originally referred to an oath and, possibly, to the maledictions linked to 
its infringement. In a translated meaning, māmītu, was also used to indicate a spell or a cause 
of disease: see Maul 2004.
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These lines from Šurpu clearly show the mechanism of “contamination ap-
praisals” at work: according to the Mesopotamian conceptualization of the 
world, “physical contact between the source and the target (of contamination) 
results in the transfer of some effect or quality (essence) from the source to the 
target.”37 In this case, eating prohibited meat could contaminate a person who in 
turn could become a source of contagion for other people, situations, or objects 
just by coming into contact with them. For this reason, a polluted person need-
ed to be distanced from the cultic environment until he/she became pure again.

Not only the meat source (in the case of Šurpu, a possibly accursed person) but 
meat itself could turn out to be dangerous. After the ritual killing and the offering 
to the god(s), the meat of the sacrificed animal was available for consumption 
to those who carried out or attended the ceremonies, or else to the king himself 
and members of his family.38 In the case of oracular requests, the answer obtained 
from the query was crucial: as it is inferable from a medical text,39 ill- omened 
meat (that is, the flesh of those sheep from which an inauspicious omen came) 
must be avoided because it would cause severe illness.

Another important source for dietary regulations is represented by omen liter-
ature, a peculiar component of Mesopotamian erudition consisting of thousands 
of imaginable situations (both possible or impossible in the real world), each one 
accompanied by an interpretation. A passage of the text entitled Šumma ālu ina 
mēlê šākin (“When a city is set on a height”) reads as follows:

“If a man, having risen to go to the house of his god, he touched the bolt: he is pure;
 if a man ditto and touched Gula’s dog: he is pure.
If a man ditto and he chews kakkussu- plant: he is pure;
 if a man ditto and chews tamarisk: he is pure.
If a man ditto, washed himself, drank wine and ate: he is pure;
 if a man ditto and put meat into his mouth: he is pure.
If a man ditto (but) he ate leek, cress, garlic, onion, beef or pork: he is not pure.
If a man ditto but he ate apple?40: he is not pure.”41

The context, here, is clear: in order to be able to approach a god, the Mesopo-
tamian worshiper must observe some basic purity rules. He/she could eat and 
drink, but must pay attention to the foodstuffs that he/she ingested: meat was 
generally allowed, but not that of cows or pigs. Failure in the observance of these 
proscriptions would make him/her an impure man/woman, and as a conse-
quence the god would not listen to his/her invocations and prayers.

37 Feder 2016.
38 On the symbolic significance of such redistribution see Milano 1998, 120–27. For a dis-

cussion on the profound meanings of the ceremonial practices linked to the offering, distribu-
tion and consumption of meat in Mesopotamia, particularly in third- millennium BCE Ebla, see 
Milano and Tonietti 2012.

39 BAM 468, ll. 4–5.
40 For this translation see Guichard and Marti 2013, 83.
41 Šumma ālu, tablet 96 (K.4057), ll. 8–12.
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Although considerable data can be inferred from the sources mentioned so far, 
the largest amount of information on first millenium Mesopotamia forbidden 
meat undoubtedly comes from a specific class of texts, i. e., hemerologies. These 
form a special branch of the omen literature that introduces the time element 
by linking various acts and circumstances to the cultic calendar.42 Though a few 
exemplars are known already for the mid- second half of the second millennium 
BCE, most of the witnesses stem from the main cities of Assyria and Babylonia 
of the first millennium, up to the Seleucid time.43 Allowed or prohibited acts are 
listed in these tablets according to the fas or nefas nature of each day, which in-
fluences the possibility to carry out specific or general actions.

Food taboos also appear in medical texts: these are linked to hemerologies not 
only since the consequences of breaking a taboo is often depicted as a sickness,44 
but also due to many literary cross- references.45 A person who had lost divine 
protection by knowingly or unknowingly breaking a taboo was open to any kind 
of misfortune such as financial ruin, social problems, or sickness. Dietary regu-
lations and banned meat as they appear in hemerological and medical texts will 
be discussed more extensively below.

Finally, one Late Babylonian tablet links food taboos to the Zodiac: at least one 
text has been edited46 in which each zodiacal sign is associated with a stone, a 
tree, a plant, a date (month and day), and finally specific advice taken from hem-
erologies, mostly of the “not eat/drink” type. Here, the prohibition concerns fish 
and leek, milk, pork, and an unidentified food.

3. Forbidden Meat According to the Hemerologies

As already mentioned, hemerological texts are the richest in information on di-
etary proscriptions, and the ones in which vetoes directed towards the consump-
tion of some animals (on specific days) most often appear. Interdictions are in 
fact attested ever since the earliest witnesses of this genre known so far, the Old 
Babylonian bilingual tablet H77:47

42 The assumption that days are charged with an inherently favourable or unfavourable na-
ture was common to all ancient cultures where a specific genre, that of hemerologies, developed. 
For a synthetic overview of the specific features of hemerologies in various past societies see 
von Stuckrad 2006.

43 These texts have been recently published by Livingstone 2013. See also, however, the 
important additions and corrections to this edition made by Marti 2014.

44 Marti 2015, 54–60.
45 On the relationship between medical texts and food prescriptions see Ermidoro 2014, 

82–86.
46 BM 56605, edited by Heeẞel 2000.
47 The edition of this text has been provided by Cavigneaux and Al- Rawi 1993.
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(Sum.) “He shall not eat fish, there would be būšānu disease
 (Akk.) Fish shall not be eaten, it is unsound because of būšānu disease.
(Sum.) He shall not eat raqqu turtle or šeleppû turtle, the illness …
 (Akk.) … shall not be eaten, it contains illness.
(Sum.) He shall not eat … flesh.
 (Akk.) Pork shall not be eaten, because of …”48

As for the later first- millennium hemerological texts,49 a thorough analysis of 
their contents shows that they record a total of twenty- three prohibited food and 
drinks, namely: beef, goat, beer, blood, cress, dates, dairy products, dormouse, 
fish, fowl, frog, fruit, garlic, leek, meat, milk, onion, pigeon, pork, rooster, wa-
ter, wine, and the so far ambiguous na- ad- du- ta?. Thus, ten taboos are related to 
types of animals or meat, four to vegetables, four to liquids, two to fruit, one to 
dairy products, and one is unknown.

The food that incurs in the most frequent proscription is fish (being banned 
seventeen times), followed by leek (fourteen times), pork and beef (nine times), 
dates (six times), fowl and garlic (five times), onion and cress (four times), dor-
mouse and water (two times), and then all the others, which appear only once. 
This result must not be taken as a rigorous, mathematical statistic: our knowledge 
is compromised by the partial and incomplete nature of the written sources.50 
However, the other sources mentioned in the previous paragraph confirm these 
data: looking at the ritual, medical, omen, and even literary texts,51 the foodstuffs 
that are prohibited the most are again fish and leek (which appear often as a cou-
ple, for example in the Zodiac, while the leek is mentioned alone in Šumma alu). 
Pork should not be eaten according to the Zodiac, the already mentioned šu . í l . l a 
prayer, and Šumma alu – while pig is defined an “abomination” in the Proverbial 
Sayings. Beef is also prohibited, as the species of the onion genus, in Šumma alu; 
garlic appears together with cress in the šu . í l . l a  prayer. Fish, garlic, leek, and 
cress are banned when one has to get ready for the namburbî ritual.52

Fish is, then, the most abhorred animal in the first- millennium Mesopota-
mian sources, but the reasons behind this prohibition are not easy to identify. 
Fish were certainly commonly consumed in human meals; they were set upon 
the royal table on the occasion of big banquets and were offered in temples for 
the gods’ consumption.53 In the Mesopotamian symbolic worldview, the fish 

48 H77, ll. 10–15.
49 See Livingstone 2013.
50 The long- awaited complete edition of the hemerological texts by Livingstone has, in fact, 

intensified the discussions on their problematic rather than decreased them; see, for example, 
Marti 2014, 2015.

51 See, for example, the description of the demons who accompany Inana in her Descent to the 
Netherworld, l. 305: “they eat no fish, they eat no leeks.” Cf. ETCSL translation: t.1.4.1.

52 Maul 1994, 39.
53 For a synthetic overview on fish consumption and processing in Ancient Mesopotamia, see 

Curtis 2001, 238–40, and the bibliography mentioned there. There is admittedly one case in 
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was a powerful creature, living in the silent and invisible realm under the earth-
ly surface, the Apsû, and thus in contact with its king, the god of wisdom Enki/
Ea. Therefore, fish might have been banned because of their liminal nature – al-
though a more practical reason, due to their effect on human breath in cases of 
specific recipes cannot be ruled out. It has been suggested, in fact, that fish (and 
the other forbidden meat, as well) at that time was often consumed “rancid, thus 
giving out a strong smell of rot.”54 A specific, better explicable case of fish avoid-
ance is represented by the first three days of Nisannu, when a festival for Marduk 
was celebrated. On this occasion, fish was likely avoided because, according to 
the Enūma Eliš, after their cosmic battle Marduk divided his enemy Tiamat in 
two parts “as a dried fish.”55

In hemerologies, prohibitions related to meat are sometimes directly linked to 
a specific god, who is said to consider the consumption of that specific animal on 
that specific day as an ikkibu. Thus, dormouse is “taboo to Enlil” (one tablet has 
“Ninlil,” Enlil’s spouse) on the first day of Tašritu; on the seventh day of the same 
month, pigeon and rooster are “taboo to Bidu,” fish and leek together are “taboo 
to Šulpa’e,” and a stalk of leek is “taboo to Ennugi.” Though the understanding 
of these connections is hampered by the fact that they only appear once in our 
sources, and even listed in a somewhat decontextualized frame of reference, in 
few instances it seems possible to identify the reasons behind these definitions.

For example, Šulpa’e is one of the gods that are considered “fish- eaters”  – 
moreover, he oversees the growing of vegetables: thus, eating “his food” might 
have been considered an offense to him. The consequences of breaking such reg-
ulation, in effect, is an illness which was thought to be sent directly by the god: in 
medical texts, in fact, his hand is the cause of epilepsy.56 Pigeons and rooster are 
taboo to Bidu, the “Gatekeeper of the Netherworld.” Another text confirms the 
association between these birds and the realm of the dead: that is the so- called 
Birdcall Text,57 a composition known from Neo- Assyrian tablets in which bird-
calls were interpreted as short phrases with a mythological content, and each 
bird was thus linked to the deity to whom the phrase applied. In the Birdcall Text, 
the rooster is said to be “the bird of Nusku” (protective god associated with the 
night and the light), but also the “the bird of Enmešarra” (another god associated 
with the Netherworld), and his cry was rendered as taḫtaṭâ ana Tutu, i. e. “You 
sinned against Tutu” (the god associated with the art of spells).58

which a fish is explicitly said to be prohibited and not suitable for the gods’ altars: the so- called 
Home of the Fish (cf. Civil 1961). This is, however, a peculiar literary Sumerian text dated to the 
Old Babylonian period, and the term n íg . g ig  does not refer here to the entire animal category, 
but only to the m u r - fish, i. e. a stingray (see ll. 93–94).

54 Guichard and Marti 2013, 84, n. 155.
55 Enūma Eliš IV, 137.
56 Cf. Delnero 2012, 286, § 6.
57 Lambert 1970.
58 Cf. STT 341//K. 10832, 2 and KAR 125, 15, both edited by Lambert 1970.
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One of the most interesting facts of the proscriptions related to meat in ancient 
Near Eastern sources is that hemerologies also present some cases in which the 
generic term for “meat,” šīru, is used without being referred to a specific prohib-
ited animal, but rather to a cooking technique. The ban may thus concern “meat 
grilled on a skewer,” “grilled meat,” “dried meat,” and “meat cooked on char-
coal.” 59 The first three are attested exclusively for the first six days of Tašritu, the 
seventh month – whose seventh day was characterized by complete fasting. This 
was a delicate moment within the cultic calendar, a preparatory period coincid-
ing with the beginning of the second half of the year that has been associated to 
a “lent” 60 and that ended with purification rites to be performed the eighth day 
of Tašritu. The taboo for “meat cooked on charcoal” appears with an extremely 
high frequency exclusively in one hemerology, Inbu bēl arḫi (“Fruit, lord of the 
month”) which collected regulations valid for one person only, i. e., the Neo- As-
syrian king. It is possible that this particular ban went against the kindling of a 
fire, in general – since it could be sometimes expressed through the phrase “the 
shepherd of the numerous people will eat nothing that has touched fire.” Two 
more non- hemerological cases are attested: “stolen meat” is defined as an ikkibu 
in Šurpu (as mentioned above), while raw meat is considered an abomination in 
the Sumerian literary text The Marriage of Martu.61

A specific characteristic of food prohibitions in ancient Mesopotamia is un-
doubtedly their transitory nature: the hemerologies themselves in fact invite 
people to eat the same foodstuffs that were prohibited on some other well- estab-
lished occasions. On the first day of the first month Nisannu – a day in which 
fish was banned – it was actually recommended to consume beef, mutton, or 
fowl together with emmer bread and beer.62 Scurlock has explained this as a 
way to express the desire for the opportunity to eat more meat in the year that 
was beginning.63 Also the tenth of Ayyaru (the second month of the year) was 

59 See also the instructions sent to the Assyrian king by the exorcist Nabû- nādin- šumi, includ-
ing purity rules to be observed before performing an exorcistic ritual: “Concerning the injunc-
tions about which the king wrote to me, the king should observe the injunctions carefully: ‘The 
king does not eat anything cooked, the king wears the clothes of a nurse’” (SAA 10, 275, 14- r.5).

60 Casaburi 2000.
61 For a translation of this text see ETCSL t.1.7.1. Although raw meat is not directly linked to 

a term for “taboo,” it appears in connection with the word a nz i l l u  in the description of the 
god Martu at ll. 126–141, where he is described as the one who “eats what Nanna forbids” ( a n - 
z i l   g u 7  dn a n n a -  [ k a m ] , l. 128) and who “eats raw flesh” ( u zu   n u -  c e j 6-  j a 2  a l - g u 7- e , 
l. 136). On this passage and the food proscriptions that it contains, cf. also Charpin 2015, esp. 
pp. 35–38.

62 Cf. SAA 8, 38, a letter reporting the text of a hemerology, ll. r.1–2: “He eats emmer bread 
and beef, he drinks emmer beer: when he speaks to god, king, mighty or noble, it is favourable 
for him.” In another letter, SAA 8, 231, referring to an unknown month since the upper part of 
the tablet is broken, there are both positive and negative instructions: see ll. r.3–6: “He may eat 
emmer bread, he may drink emmer beer; he may eat beef, mutton and fowl; he may not eat gar-
lic, leek or fish; afterwards, he should … happiness.”

63 Scurlock 2002, 394–95.
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propitious for eating bread, beef, mutton, or fowl and drinking date wine.64 Fish, 
usually quite a “dangerous” food, was actually recommended on the first day of 
the same month of Ayyaru, when celebrations for Ea were carried out – not only 
this: a pious worshipper should also bathe in fish oil instead of water that same 
day, obtaining as a consequence that “he will achieve attention (from the gods) 
and will quickly be granted mercy.” This unusual recommendation could be ex-
plained because Ea was the lord of the Apsû, the ocean that flowed underneath 
the earth: these acts were thus meant to be signs of devotion towards him.65

4. Consequences and Countermeasures for 
Having Eaten Prohibited Meat

Hemerologies do not just list food prohibitions, they also provide us with infor-
mation about the consequences of eating some specific animals on the wrong 
days of the year: as a matter of fact, the cases in which the outcome of the in-
fringement of a dietary law was explicit are more than the ones in which the 
prohibitions were not “justified.” The conscious or unconscious infringement 
of food laws, including those related to meat, had consequences for the sinner’s 
health and/or lifestyle. Each ban was in fact directly linked to its consequences, 
mostly referring to illnesses but also to social disgraces. Gods acted as senders of 
diseases and misfortunes: for a person to fall ill, a superhuman being – god or 
demon – must have placed the ailment inside the body of the person, by physical 
contact (for example, by food).

Eating the same animal on different days did not always have the same con-
sequences. Thus, eating fish could lead to either loss, sickness, or a bad reputa-
tion; when combined with leek, the consequences were misfortune, darkness of 
demeanor, or the sting of a scorpion – together with fowl, instead, it provoked 
jealousy. Fowl by itself led to headache and shivering. Pork would have as con-
sequence maškadu- disease or lawsuit; if eaten with beef and mutton it caused 
headache – with beef, it would mean loss. Beef could provoke the “hand of a 
ghost” (i. e., sickness) or loss; “hand of a ghost” was also the consequence of 
eating pigeon or rooster on the wrong day; frog would also cause loss – misfor-
tune or jaundice were instead provoked by dormouse. Finally, as for the cooking 
techniques, grilled meat caused leprosy or seizure by a demon; meat grilled on a 
skewer meant headache; dried meat led to a curse. No explicit consequences are 
described for “meat cooked on charcoal.”

64 Cf. the ritual text SpTU 2, 23, 8.
65 This prescription is mentioned in the Assyrian tablets of the Prostration Hemerologies, 

particularly in the § 2, l. 5. See the edition of this text by Jiménez and Adalı 2015, with their 
comments on p. 184.
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All the consequences of eating prohibited meat on an unpropitious day ac-
cording to the hemerologies are listed in the chart below. It should be highlight-
ed that when the third column is empty, this is due not to a lacuna on the tablet 
(with the exception of the twenty- seventh day of Šabatu) but to the absence of 
explicit consequences on the tablet.

Day Prohibited Food Consequences Source
I.1 Fish and leek He will experience misfortune OBH
I.2 Fish and leek He will experience darkness of demeanor OBH
I.3 Leek He will experience darkness of demeanor OBH
I.3 Fish He will experience loss BA
I.3 Fish and leek He will experience darkness BA Bors.
I.3 Fish and leek He will experience darkness of demeanor HN
I2.2 Fish OBH
II.9 Fish Sickness will seize him BA
II.10 kintur- frog He will experience loss OBH
V. 16 Fowl He will sicken with headache and 

shivering
PH

V. 25 Fruit||Fowl He will be rescued from headache and flu PH
V. 30 Pork The maškadu- disease will seize him BA
VI.17 Fish OBH
VI.18 Pork BA
VII.1 Fish and leek BA
VII.1 Dormouse He will experience misfortune HN
VII.2 Fish He will have loss OBH
VII.2 Grilled meat Leprosy will clothe him PH
VII.2 Grilled meat Leprosy will clothe him HN
VII.2 Beef, mutton, and pork He will get a headache HN
VII.3 Fish BA
VII.3 Fish Insolence and slander will fall on him PH
VII.3 Fish Malicious talk will fall upon him HN
VII.4 Fish His eyes? […] OBH
VII.4 Beef, mutton, and pork He will get a headache PH
VII.4 Fowl [Let him release a captive bird] HN
VII.5 Pork There will be a lawsuit against him HN
VII.5 Grilled meat A demon will seize him HN
VII.5 Beef There will be the hand of a ghost upon him HN
VII.5 Meat grilled on a skewer There will be headache for him HN
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Day Prohibited Food Consequences Source
VII.6 Dried meat A curse will get him PH
VII.6 Dried meat A curse will get him HN
VII.7 Pigeon and rooster The hand of a god will seize him OBH
VII.7 Fish and leek A scorpion will sting him OBH
VII.7 Dormouse He will sicken with jaundice PH
VII.12 Beef and fowl EH
VII.13 Beef and fowl EH
VII.14 Beef and fowl EH
VII.27 Pork and beef He will experience loss BA
VII.8 Pork OBH
XI.12 Dairy products and meat EH
XI.12 Dairy products and meat EH
XI.12 Dairy products and meat EH
XI.27 Beef […] IBA
XII.12 Fish and fowl EH
XII.13 Fish and fowl EH
XII.13 Fish and fowl People will wish for his fortune PH
XII.14 Fish and fowl EH
XII.20 Milk, flesh, and blood The income of Šakkan (= shepherding) 

will be regular, the work of Uttu (= tex-
tile production) will proceed smoothly

PH

XII.27 Beef He will experience loss BA

Chart: Detailed list of all the prohibited animals according to the hemerologies, linked to 
the consequences of the infringement of each prohibition (when mentioned). Abbrevia-
tions for the sources are as follows: BA = Babylonian Almanac (including the Borsippean 
version); EH = Eclipse Hemerology; HN = Hemerology of Nazimaruttaš; OBH = Offering 
Bread Hemerology; PH = Prostration Hemerology.

It is not easy to identify the link between these causes and effects: though in a 
few non- meat- related cases the connection seems to be quite self- evident – it is 
no surprise that “his teeth will become loose” or “he will sicken with stomach 
disease” are listed as consequences for eating dates – literary puns, paronomasia, 
wordplays, or assonance, which we see often at work in omina,66 do not work 
for food prohibitions in hemerologies. The only link that might be found is the 
one that connects grilled meat and leprosy: this particular food was defined in 
the text as a “taboo to Sin,” and leprosy was described in medical text as being 

66 See, for example, Ermidoro 2016 for omina related to eating and drinking in dreams.
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provoked by Sin himself. The god also had demons at his disposal who could be 
sent as his intermediate, to hit someone with his ailment.67

Medical texts provide us with further information with regard to the external 
appearance of a person who had more or less consciously committed an infringe-
ment. The treatise on diagnostic and prognostic omens entitled sa.gig = Sakikkû 
(“Symptoms”), in fact, states that the “eating” of an asakku can be inferred from a 
constricted windpipe and the subsequent choking,68 while having eaten an ikki-
bu caused the patient’s repeatedly crying “my belly, my belly.”69 In the first case, 
then, the abominated item got stuck in the throat provoking chocking, while in 
the second instance it caused a stomach- ache.70

Clearly, thus, eating forbidden meat (and food, in general) would cause a state 
of inability to act, a loss of agency, and the suffering from bodily and mental ill-
ness. Luckily enough, should this have occurred, Mesopotamian people could 
become healthy again and gain back their status of purity by means of specific 
rituals that were especially devised to adapt to each individual case.71

It should not be forgotten that in the Mesopotamian ideological world evil 
could not be annihilated, especially after it had entered into someone’s body: the 
only way to remove it was to transfer it to another carrier (a substitute living be-
ing or also a material object such as a figurine made of clay) and then to distance 
it, sending it as far away as possible.72

Interestingly, the most common use of animals in Mesopotamian religion, 
apart from being presented to gods as sacrifices and offerings, was precisely that 
of absorbing pads for evil. According to the first millennium written sources, in 
fact, dogs, pigs, birds, and fish were often used in rituals symbolically to divert 
evil. Animals, thus, became precisely those carriers who first assumed the wick-
edness on themselves (a result which was usually obtained by making them eat a 
loaf of bread in the shape of the enemy or some other symbolic food, or by hav-
ing the patient touch them) and then brought this negative force away – to the 
Netherworld (in these cases animals could be killed and buried) or somewhere 
else (in these cases, animals were left in some wasteland, birds were released in 
the sky, or fish were thrown into rivers).73

67 See the examples given in CAD S, 36–37 s. v. saḫaršubbû a. Cf. also Scurlock and An-
dersen 2005, 232–33.

68 Labat 1951, 84 l. 28.
69 Ibid., 124 l. 22.
70 These lines show the same “contamination appraisals” at work, as discussed also above 

with regard to the Šurpu text. Cf. Feder 2016.
71 For example, the already mentioned Šurpu ritual, or also the Nambûrbi (for which see 

Maul 1994) or, if the person who ate the prohibited meat was the Assyrian king, the Bīt- rimki 
ritual (cf. Ambos 2012).

72 Cf. Ambos 2012.
73 See, for example, the already mentioned letter SAA 8, 38 which reports a purification rite 

involving two doves and a fish (ll. 10–12) to be performed on the first day of the first month of 
the year, Nisannu. Interestingly, this same ritual is described in a Neo- Assyrian tablet (A 522, 
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5. Concluding Remarks

In many societies, modern and ancient alike, behavioral and moral laws are 
needed in order to define proper human behavior, differentiating the seemly 
from the unfitting, the civilized from the intolerable. Conscious and uncon-
scious food bans and self- regulations build the cultural identity of each human 
community, creating boundaries with the “other” and instilling in the members 
of that group a sense of righteousness.74 Rules linked to the eating of meat are 
particularly strict because of the ideological and symbolical implications hidden 
behind the killing and consumption of living creatures.75 In first- millennium 
BCE Mesopotamia, such rules seem to have been effective almost exclusively in 
a religious context, and even more so, for special rites or religious performances.

The observance of rules, including the dietary ones, was crucial for positive 
maintenance of the mutual relations between worshippers and deities: any act 
directed towards the Mesopotamian gods had to be done properly. Conversely, 
by acting according to the rules, human worshippers could create that balanced 
reciprocal relationship which would ensure the functioning of the basic princi-
ple of do ut des. Thus, well- defined sets of laws and regulations were absolutely 
essential in order to avoid any possible failing of rituals.

Ancient Mesopotamian prohibitions related to meat have been explained from 
a materialistic perspective: certain ingredients would have been banned for 
reasons related to personal hygiene,76 and especially due to their effect on hu-
man breath. Such concerns were certainly present in the Near Eastern religion 
because in order to approach a god, humans had to be pure and clean in every 
sense. Yet, proscriptions directed toward meat seem to have been related more 
to concerns of etiquette.77

In first- millennium BCE Mesopotamia, purity was not an absolute concept, 
but it depended on the time of the year and the specific circumstance. Pigs might 
have been considered impure as an animal, but the act of eating them, as well as 

ll. r. iv 8–24) that collects various therapeutic and ritual texts connected by shared interest in 
ensuring a person’s happiness, success, and favourable treatment by the gods. The ritual text 
was edited by Schwemer 2013.

74 Beer 2010.
75 For ancient Mesopotamia, see Milano 1998.
76 On the notion of personal cleanliness and its special connection to the religious practices, 

see Sallaberger 2007, 2011.
77 Van der Toorn has been the first to highlight in a strong and consistent way the special 

link between dietary laws and etiquette. See, for example, van der Toorn 1985, 10: “Detailed 
descriptions of cultic ceremonies focus on what can be termed the etiquette, the seemingly 
arbitrary rules of conduct to be observed in the intercourse with the gods. As such the lists of 
tabooed food, sacred animals and the like are founded on the ethical command to worship the 
god in a proper manner.” Cf. also ibid., 21: “These texts establish rules of conduct, but on a level 
different from that of the moral code. Their concern is not the choice between right and wrong 
but between proper and improper, seemly and unseemly, fitting and unfitting.”
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eating fish, beef, or any other meat was not prohibited per se, neither was this act 
unseemly in itself. It became so, however, whenever it was carried out under the 
wrong circumstances. It was not a matter of moral code, then, but of etiquette.

None of the ritual, omen, medical, or hemerological texts discussed above 
declares a specific addressee of the dietary laws or bans: a generic “man” is the 
subject of the sentences, with the voluntary purpose of conferring a universal 
validity upon the given rules. Every individual must observe them, regardless 
of his/her social status: what was important, instead, was his/her intention to 
maintain a state of cleanliness, in order to be able to approach the gods and stay 
safe and prosperous.

Meat prohibitions in first- millennium BCE Mesopotamia were a transitory re-
ality. There were no permanent, unchangeable food regulations which remained 
valid across the Near East but, instead, we see multiple well- defined, temporary 
prohibitions which targeted different members of the society in different social 
contexts.
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“Food Prohibitions” in Pharaonic Egypt

Discourses and Practices

Youri Volokhine

The topic of dietary prohibitions in ancient Egypt needs to be explored from at 
least a twofold perspective: 1) the priestly theological view; and 2) actual dietary 
practices. Articulating these two types of evidence raises a number of issues: as 
a matter of fact, there is a significant gap between the realities of diet and dis-
courses about food in Egypt.

1. Theoretical Approach

When dealing with prohibitions, the word “taboo” comes to mind. This word 
belongs to a series of terms gleaned by anthropologists in the nineteenth cen-
tury from non- Western cultures (such as totem, mana, potlatch, and so on) and 
functioned as an incantatory vocabulary.1 The structuralist approach, especially 
in the wake of Claude Lévi- Strauss’s works, has helped improve this conceptu-
al apparatus – one which was informed by evolutionist thinking – first of all by 
deconstructing the place and meaning of totemism (itself often connected with 
the concept of taboo) within classification systems.2 It is also within this renewed 
theoretical framework that Mary Douglas sought to reevaluate prohibitions, 
mainly those of a dietary type.3 Taking as an example the prescriptions of Levit-
icus, Douglas argues that it is possible to identify a classificatory logic at work, 
in which some animals are taxonomic aberrations that cannot be classified, and 
are therefore prohibited for consumption. Moreover, she also develops an emic 
approach in later works, where she argues that some dietary choices are heavily 
invested in issues of identity. Later interpretations of food and diet, while impact-
ed by these works, also develop new approaches. Some scholars, like M. Harris,4 

1 Mauss 1968, 40–42; Frazer 1875–1889; Radcliffe- Brown 1939; Steiner 1956; Volo-
khi ne 2019.

2 Lévi- Strauss 1962; Descola 2005, 202–40.
3 Douglas 1966.
4 Harris 1985.



adopt a materialistic approach, privileging economic and ecological aspects, yet 
often to the neglect of symbolic or cultural data. Yet those data are particularly 
significant, as M. Sahlins and S. Tambiah among others have shown.5

In contemporary societies, public discussions are regularly fueled by topics 
like alimentary concerns, ethical issues linked to the industrial production, or 
the consumption of meat,6 as well as dietary prohibitions of a religious nature. 
Among other factors, the new visibility of Islam in Western societies has brought 
the latter topic back to the center of discussions.7 In this context, debates sur-
rounding the pig, in particular, usually carry identity issues that have been essen-
tialized, and which are exploited by various political groups that use them to fuel 
their own discourses.8 As a matter of fact, the oversignified connection between 
dietary prohibitions and identity issues has become a defining feature of con-
temporary discussions. In order to dispel any possible ambiguity, I will propose 
here that the question of “dietary prohibitions” in ancient Egypt is not essentially 
linked to matters of identity, whereas this idea instead emerges in the Greek dis-
course. Additionally, the anthropology of diet shows that one needs to take into 
account symbolic and religious as well as socio- cultural data, and combine them 
in the analysis. What one finds in Egypt is a classificatory system that is specific 
to this civilization, and the primary issue is to understand its construction rather 
than its raison d’être. It is a system that proceeds from priestly norms and that 
essentially applies to the realm of the temples.

Ancient Egyptian thinking forms classificatory systems that may lead to a 
given species being removed from an approved diet. Such decisions are based 
on various grounds. They may originate from a socio- cultural perspective, at-
tributing a favorable or unfavorable position to an animal; moreover, they often 
proceed from a priestly way of thinking that defines categorical imperatives of 
purity and tends to eliminate impurity (outside of the temple, the tomb, etc.). 
The concept of purity is fundamental to Egyptian religious thinking, where it is 
designated first and foremost by the term w‘b.9 The term denotes a quality that 
applies first of all to issues of access to the temple, to funerary contexts, or to 
the afterlife. It stands in opposition to the broad category of repugnant things, 
among which are excrement, filth, worms, spilled blood, or even (this time from 
the sphere of morality) lies, crimes, etc. The classification of an object in the cat-
egory of impure things is not, however, definitive: it is more a delineation that 
is established in relation to a specific time or specific circumstances; and the 
classification as an “impure thing” is not necessarily determined by the intrinsic 
features of an object.

5 Sahlins 1980, 216–25; Tambiah 1969, 1985, 169–211; Poulain 2012.
6 Ferrières 2002.
7 Fall et al. 2014.
8 Birnbaum 2013.
9 Meeks 1975; Quack 2013.
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This fact is crucial for understanding what is at stake within the dietary sys-
tem. In order to safeguard things that are possibly concerned with the w‘b puri-
ty, Egyptian religious thinking provides certain measures. It defines notions that 
allow one to conceive of the protection and sheltering of everything that could 
contaminate purity. The term used to qualify those elements that endanger the 
preservation of purity is bwt. This concept applies to everything that repels and 
horrifies, and must therefore be removed or put aside from the gods; it is various-
ly translated with “abjection,” “abomination,” and sometimes “taboo”; however, 
“aversion,” which (from an etymological perspective) involves the idea of diver-
sion, aptly renders its meaning (AnLex 77.1237). The notion of bwt has been the 
subject of several studies, especially by P. J. Frandsen.10 In the priestly world, that 
which is considered to be bwt must be removed from before the god, the temple, 
or the priest. It is in this context that dietary restrictions may occur. It is import-
ant to emphasize that everything known about dietary restrictions must be con-
sidered in the context of a specific time (i. e., a fixed period) and/or place (i. e., a 
specific region and/or temple area). In effect, there is no dietary prohibition in 
Egypt that has a general value, being either collective or permanent.

It is the Greek authors who first conceptualize Egyptian attitudes toward 
food. They observe the Egyptians’ avoidance of animals or of specific animals 
in specific circumstances. By highlighting these facts, the Greeks contributed to 
the invention of the debate about Egyptian dietary prohibitions, a debate which 
was viewed from the start from a comparative perspective.11 Scholarship is still 
influenced by these discourses, which, by inventing new issues, have carried over 
the centuries. One can think here, as a first example, of the pig.12 It is Herodotus 
(II, 47) who declares the beast unclean for the Egyptians, from whom the idea 
proceeds that they tended to avoid it. Herodotus’ view, while relying on some 
evidence, nevertheless stands in tension with the view offered by the Egyptians 
themselves, who may occasionally be ill inclined towards this animal but usually 
eat its flesh nonetheless. The idea that the bean would be unclean in Egypt like-
wise proceeds from Greek ideas, which interpret this plant according to Pythag-
orean categories (II, 36);13 yet no evidence can be found in the Egyptian sources 
to corroborate this assertion. The Greek discourse on Egypt also pays consid-
erable attention to the priest, who is guided by strict prohibitions. For Plutarch, 
Egyptian priests abstain from leguminous plants, as well as from mutton and 
pork, because these foods generate abundant excrements or excretions (Is. Os., 
352F). This discourse builds on Greek ideas about diet, which are characterized 
by dietetic concerns that are foreign to Egyptian thinking. Plutarch is particularly 
concerned with these questions. Everything, or almost everything, becomes the 

10 Frandsen 1986, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2002–2003, 2004, and 2010.
11 Borgeaud 2004.
12 Volokhine 2014, 41–57.
13 Darby et al. 1976, 682; Bras 1999, 2001.
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object of temporary prohibitions from his point of view: the water of the Nile, 
leguminous plants, onion, wine, salt, ewes, pigs, and fish.14 This Hellenic vision 
sometimes leads to the conclusion that the Egyptians were especially devout, 
entirely devoted to the observance of strict dietary rules.15 When they are repo-
sitioned in their Egyptian context, however, each of these data only corresponds 
to temporary configurations, which, in addition, are mainly linked to the rules 
of priestly purity. The ambiguity of these rules in Egypt even becomes a topos 
in the Greek discourse: this network of imperatives contradicting each other re-
peatedly leads, according to Greek authors, to fights among neighboring popu-
lations that can take the form of small civil wars that were frequently concerned 
with the status of sacred animals.16 Here again, such discourses do not directly 
reflect a particular social reality, although it is possible to observe hostile features 
in some late inscriptions that may result from this sort of interreligious conflict.17 
Eventually, the Greeks also compare the dietary practices of the Egyptians with 
those of the Jews. In this context, the conception of Pharaonic- period customs 
leaves no room for differences between the habits of the priests and those of the 
rest of the population. Egyptian dietary prohibitions are consistently overvalued, 
to the point that according to Celsus (quoted by Origen), not only the priests but 
even all the Egyptians abstain not only from pigs, but also from goats, ewes, oxen, 
and fish (Cels., 5.41.8).

In short, we can observe that the Greek tradition tends to maximize prohibi-
tions in Egypt; and this may have in turn led some Egyptologists to overestimate 
this issue.18 The development of zooarchaeological studies has made it possible, 
however, to moderate these opinions.19

2. Tastes and Distastes, Avoided Aliments, and Substances

For Egyptian religious thinking, some aliments are emblematic of purity, such as 
bread or beer, while other substances are considered repulsive (filth, excrement). 
This well- structured, polarized system reflects a dietary ideology, denoting tastes 
and distastes, compatibilities and aberrations.20 The ideology itself is predomi-
nantly documented in the following sources:

14 Hani 1976, 311–30.
15 Volokhine 2014, 39–245.
16 Ibid., 218–23.
17 Traunecker 1984.
18 Montet 1950.
19 Ikram 1995, 5–39.
20 Lévi- Strauss 1965.
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– Funerary texts (Coffin Texts, Book of the Dead), which mention aliments that 
were avoided because of their repulsive character.

– Religious ephemerides from the New Kingdom (Calendar of Lucky and Un-
lucky Days), mentioning aliments whose consumption is prohibited during 
specific days (P. Sallier IV = p. B. M. EA 10184, Nineteenth Dynasty; P.Cair.
CG 86337, Twentieth Dynasty).21

– Ptolemaic lists belonging to the genre of religious geography (Monograph of 
the Nomes), which provide a canonical summary of the “sacred matter” of the 
provinces.

– Occasional enumerations of bwt- prohibitions, which are documented in var-
ious sources from Greco- Roman times.

The issue of the possible abstention from food in daily life is very difficult to as-
sess: in effect, the religious sources predominantly document the world of tem-
ples, gods, ritual times, and so on. In general, we have no information regarding 
the existence of collective dietary restrictions proceeding from religious instruc-
tions. And in any event, such restrictions are in no way permanent. In the ephe-
merides of the New Kingdom, the species excluded are relatively few. They main-
ly comprise various sorts of fish, some plants, and sometimes birds, all of which 
are excluded from the table on a specific day; the dietary prohibitions mentioned 
are especially concerned with the first month of the akhet- season (eleven days in 
total). From there it becomes possible to hypothesize a link between the season 
of the water rise – which corresponds to a beneficent renewal – and alimentary 
restraint. One may suppose that if the fish are specifically avoided during akhet, 
it may not be for their impurity but rather because of their significant link with 
new waters and the simmering of life.

The so- called Monograph of the Nomes (Edfou I2, 329–344)22 is a canonical 
summary of the scale of the land that systematically mentions a bwt- prohibi-
tion for each nome.23 When an animal is mentioned, one may suppose that the 
corresponding species – when it is edible – was locally protected and therefore 
implicitly excluded from the table. Yet no clear dietary prescription is usually 
given. The only explicit prohibition concerns the fish in the Latopolite nome of 
Upper Egypt. Still, other documents pertaining to religious geography suggest 
that the lists of priestly prohibitions were in fact much more developed. The 
evidence at our disposal is unequal and scattered. This is the case, for instance, 
in the Jumilhac papyrus, where twenty bwt- prohibitions are mentioned in con-
nection with the nome, although only one refers to a single dietary matter: “(it 
is bwt) “to eat the flesh of any torn beast” (XII.20).24 Honey is mentioned also 

21 Leitz 1994.
22 Leitz 2014; Waitkus 2014; Osing 1998, 230–47.
23 Aufrère 1986, 1998.
24 Wilson 1998, 837; Vandier 1962, 123.
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as being prohibited in the sixth nome of Upper Egypt, a fact stated in Dendara 
and Edfu.25 This prohibition of honey, which is not mentioned in the Monograph 
of the Nomes, presumably goes back to the consubstantiality of this matter with 
Hathor, who is herself sometimes qualified as a “bee” (Dendara IX, 27.13).26 In a 
list of prohibitions from Philae, only “pure” (w‘b beings can access the sanctu-
ary,27 and this state requires the abstention from eating all sorts of things, among 
which are some plants,28 and to avoid some animals – not all of which, however, 
have dietary implications. By contrast, in Esna a list specifying the prohibitions 
related to entry into the temple in cases of impurity does not contain any clause 
possibly linked to dietary matters.29

Another religious source casts some indirect light on this issue. Mentioned in 
the formulas of imprecation against Seth (p.Louvre 3219) is a series of misdeeds 
committed by Seth against the gods of Egypt.30 Mentioned among these infa-
mies are fishing in the Fayum lake, having the intent to “devour Mafdet” before 
Mut and Bastet, eating  fish before the Eastern bau, eating ram in the temple of 
Ammon in Thebes, taking away the menhep- lettuce in Mendes, and eating fish 
in Heliopolis (p.Louvre 3219, C 23–36). One senses here implicitly a series of 
local religious prohibitions that were trampled upon by this ill- intentioned god.

The Jumilhac papyrus and the list from Philae thus allow for the conjecture 
of the existence of multiple prohibitions specific to the temples of each region, 
a point obscured by the list from Edfu. This gap in the documented evidence is 
regrettable, as it does not permit us to form a general picture on the scale of all 
Egypt of the prohibitions pertaining to animals and plants. It is difficult to deter-
mine precisely in which period this exclusion system was established at the local 
level. One may surmise, however, that the significant development of the animal 
cults in the Late Period had some influence on that issue, in virtue of what Vernus 
and Yoyotte called the “rejaillissement sur les congénères” of the sacred character 
of an animal valued by the local theology in a province.31

There are indisputably some points of convergence between the ephemeri-
des of the New Kingdom, the information derived from late priestly sources, 
and classical sources. The nature of these documents differs, and the religious 
landscape they illuminate is not the same: the ephemerides are not particularly 
concerned with the mythological data that belong to the specifics of each nome 
(and which are expressed later); the priestly monographic lists never mention 
dietary prescriptions linked to the calendar; and classical sources are partial and 

25 Frandsen 2006, 197–201; Spieser 2014, 284–86.
26 Derchain 2008, 302–5; cf. Fissolo 2014.
27 Junker 1959, 152–53.
28 Aufrère 1986, 1–32.
29 Sauneron 1962, 340–49.
30 Altmann 2010.
31 Vernus and Yoyotte 2005, 33.
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incomplete. It remains useful to compare these sources without deriving gener-
alizations about the dietary evidence, the reality of which escapes us.

3. Some Aliments Occasionally Avoided: 
Fish, Small Cattle, and Pigs

Ritual concerns sometimes imply avoiding some foods. The symbolic diet of the 
dead, the diet of the priest, and the royal diet are especially relevant in this re-
gard. I would like to briefly review a few cases here.

3.1. Fish

The explicit mention of a dietary restriction concerning the king is found on the 
Abydenian stele of Ramses IV (Twentieth Dynasty, Cairo, JdE 48831). The king 
enumerates a series of emblematic misdeeds that he rejects, specifying: “I have 
not eaten my bwt- aversion” (KRI VI 23.11 [l. 16]). There are few sources that can 
enlighten us regarding the constraints that may have weighted on royal diet, 
for the king was subjected to specific rules of ritual purity. One of the few cases 
that explains the palace practices with regard to prohibitions that constrained 
consumption appears on the stele of Piânkhy (Twenty- Fifth Dynasty, Cairo, JE 
48862). According to the text of the stele, Piânkhy, meticulous about the appli-
cation of rules, appears to use the high regard for prohibitions for the (thinly 
veiled) purpose of humiliating the vanquished. In effect, it is under this pretext 
that he refuses them access to the palace:

They did not enter the Palace, because they were impure (‘m‘) and ate fish: it is a bwt- 
aversion for the Palace. King Nemrod, as for him, entered the Palace, because he was pure 
and did not eat fish.32

The consumption of fish is highlighted here, and it is also the object of a specific 
prohibition.33 It induces a state of impurity forbidding entrance into the palace, 
a protected space that can be compared to the temple.

In funerary contexts, other exigencies of ritual purity lead to the avoidance 
not only of fish, but also of other animals. The final notice of chapter 148 of the 
Book of the Dead must therefore be recited only while the person is in a state of 
“being pure and spotless, having not eaten cattle (‘wt) and fish.”34 Likewise, the 
prescription in chapter 64 specifies that “this formula be read while being pure 
(w‘b) and spotless (twr), having not eaten cattle (‘wt) or fish, and having not had 

32 Grimal 1981, 176–77; § 26, pl. 49, 147, 153.
33 Gamer- Wallert 1970; Brewer and Friedman 1989, 17–19.
34 Naville 1886, pl. CLXVII; Barguet 1967, 208.
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intercourse with a woman.”35 As in the stele of Piânkhy, the latter formula joins 
two distinct categories: diet and sexuality. Both pose a risk of compromising a 
state of ritual purity.

There is, in principle, little doubt that fish were abundantly consumed in 
Egypt. Although recent studies based on the isotopic examination of mummies 
from the Musée des Beaux- Arts in Lyon would appear to point to a limited con-
sumption of fish, it is actually difficult to draw general conclusions based on 
observations made on a relatively small group of individuals (forty- five mum-
mies).36 On the contrary, written sources show that fish was especially enjoyed 
in the New Kingdom, for instance in Deir el- Medineh, and even in the palace of 
Tell el- Amarna.37

Fish occasionally appear among the offerings brought to the gods, as is shown 
for example for the New Kingdom by papyrus Harris I,38 but they were also 
susceptible to practices of food avoidance. If scenes depicting fishing and the 
preparation of fish are well attested, it is also clear that, for some periods – es-
pecially the Old Kingdom – and certain contexts, one can observe an absence 
of fish in representations of offerings: sometimes gods, kings, and the dead do 
not touch them.39 Fish can even become emblematic of rejected food: “eating 
mullet” sometimes occurs as a transgression of a divine prohibition (P. Leiden 
I 346, III.8).40 This may be due to several factors. On the one hand, there is the 
issue of dietary hierarchy: fish – like pigs – are a modest food from everyday life, 
which does not necessarily fit the dignity of a prestige meal. On the other hand, 
mythological factors may occasionally denote fish negatively and thus remove 
them temporarily from the diet. Several mentions in the Calendar of Lucky and 
Unlucky Days link the abstinence of fish with a (unspecified) cause related to 
the cult of Sobek – a big devourer of fish – and especially with the mythological 
events associated with the month of Thoth (I akhet- season 22) (Cairo Calendar 
r°VI, 4–8).41 One of the myths recounted in the Calendar mentions that fish and 
birds are the products of Re’s vomiting after he swallowed the gods; having fall-
en in the water, the divine vomit metamorphoses into fish, whereas the bau take 
the shape of birds. One can observe here that this dietary restriction does not 
imply the notion of the fundamental impurity of these animals, but rather that of 
their consubstantiality with divine matter. This sort of relation is one of the main 
configurations invoked by the Egyptians in order to provide a religious motiva-
tion for the local bwt. On the twenty- second day of the same month of Thoth, a 

35 Budge 1898, 141–42; Barguet 1967, 105.
36 Touzeau et al. 2014.
37 Brewer and Friedman 1989, 15–16.
38 Grandet 1994, I:250; II:98 (n. 94–97).
39 Yoyotte 2013, 564–65.
40 Bommas 1999, 123–35; Volokhine 2014, 161.
41 Bakir 1966, 11–12; Aufrère 1998, 76.
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similar prohibition is expressed, and even enlarged: on that day it is forbidden to 
eat any birds, or even to use fish oil to light a lamp. The Calendar further men-
tions a prohibition on eating fish on the twenty- eighth day of the fourth month 
of akhet: that day corresponds precisely to a feast for the dolphin goddess Hatme-
hyt.42 The same prohibition also concerns the twenty- ninth day of the same sea-
son. Still according to the Calendar, it is prohibited to eat fish (rmw) on the day 
of the feast of Sobek of Crocodilopolis (I akhet 11), or to eat dry bread on that day. 
It is also forbidden to eat fish on the seventh day of the fourth month of akhet.43 
Finally, on the fourteenth day of the first month of the akhet- season, it is forbid-
den to eat of the siou- fish.44 The month of the rise of waters is therefore clearly 
the one where people abstain from fish, implicitly linked to the new waters.

The idea that fish is suspect because it is linked to the devouring of Osiris’ 
member is Greek, and it is not clearly attested by Egyptian texts. Specific cases 
of ritual execration where fish (similarly to other hunted animals) play the role 
of the enemies have no link to dietary prohibitions.45 Prohibitions concerning 
fish – whether eating or fishing – occur fairly frequently in the list of Edfu and 
its parallels.46 The reasons given are always mythological, sometimes possibly 
in connection with Osiris, sometimes because the fish refers to the figure of the 
local god. The overall picture that emerges from this documentation is fairly 
complex and ambiguous, presumably because of the conceptual richness of fish 
in the Egyptian imaginary.

3.2. Small Cattle

The explicit avoidance of cattle figures, in particular, in the measures for ritual 
purity indicated in chapter 64 of the Book of the Dead. A prohibition on the ‘wt- 
cattle is probably mentioned for the ninth nome of Upper Egypt in the papyrus 
of Tanis.47 In the list of Edfu, a prohibition concerning the goat (‘r‘r) in the Men-
desian nome is mentioned, which can be related with the Greek tradition as well 
as with the data about the cult of Banebded (since the “ram” Mendes takes the 
form of a male goat in the Late Period).48 That being said, an explicit prohibition 
about sheep is not directly attested. Nonetheless, the animal does not figure on 
offering plates, and its domestic role is for dietary purposes, so some scholars 
have suggested the existence of a “taboo” on sheep.49

42 Leitz 1994, 187.
43 Ibid., 155–56.
44 Ibid., 437.
45 Sauneron 1962, 25; Von Känel 1984, 151–54.
46 Aufrère 1998, 104.
47 Petrie and Griffith 1889, pl. X, frag. 11, col. 4; Leitz 2014, 84.
48 Volokhine 2011 (Edfou I2, 334.7; Leitz 2014).
49 Herodotus 2.42, 37, 81; Plutarch, Is. Os. 352F; Darby et al. 1976, 220–21; Vernus and 
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3.3. The Pig

While the prohibition of the pig is the subject of a Greek discourse, no explicit 
prohibition against its consumption is attested in the Egyptian sources. None-
theless, the pig is clearly associated on the mythological level with a bwt- aversion 
as early as the Coffin Texts (CT II, 343–44; cf. CT II, 362c). The myth, which is 
again attested later in the Book of the Dead (ch. 112),50 asserts that Horus, after 
being injured by a Sethian black pig, develops an aversion to the animal from 
this episode, even though the texts affirm that it was previously sacrificed to him. 
However, it is impossible to draw a prescription to abstain from the pig’s flesh 
from this myth; on the contrary, archaeology has amply demonstrated that it was 
widely eaten. That said, the pig is generally excluded from offering tables, except 
for specific ritual circumstances mentioned in some texts since the Twentieth 
Dynasty and later on in Ptolemaic texts.51 Evidently, the pig provided meat that 
was appreciated, although its place among “low level” cattle set it apart from the 
élite culinary apparatus. The mythological link between the male pig and Seth 
may also have contributed to the disdain for the animal in the priestly world, 
at least from the time when the process leading to Seth’s identification with the 
embodiment of a largely evil principle was activated. Still, no prescription on 
avoiding the animal is attested in the priestly monographs, or elsewhere for that 
matter. On the contrary, the sacrificial killing of pigs for Sekhmet is mentioned 
in Ptolemaic texts.52

4. Agricultural Hierarchy and Dietary Preference

Another dimension of the issue at hand concerns the demotion of a number of 
species in the agricultural hierarchy affirmed by the élite on account of their lit-
tle- valued status. Some animals, like the pig, although they are abundantly eaten, 
only figure discretely in the funerary iconography. If pigs are not represented in 
the scenes from the mastabas of the Old Kingdom, it is presumably because these 
animals are not elements of prestige, contrary to the bovines which dominate 
symbolically over the herd.53 The links between this classificatory system and 
priestly thinking – which from at least the Middle Kingdom seeks to represent 
male pigs negatively – are not established. This situation does not point to “di-
etary prohibitions” strictly speaking, but rather to choices, preferences, interest, 
and disinterest in relation to some animals. Nonetheless, during the Eighteenth 
Dynasty, especially in the region of Thebes, the depiction of pig in tomb scenes 

50 Cf. Volokhine 2014, 104–26.
51 Vernus 2012; Volokhine 2014, 192–99.
52 Vernus 2012; Volokhine 2014, 192–99.
53 Moreno Garcia 1990, 2001.
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is no longer avoided. The agricultural hierarchy places cattle on the top, followed 
by goats and sheep, while pigs and donkeys come last.54 The alimentary impact 
of this system on society as a whole is difficult to evaluate, yet it seems clear that 
oxen represent the preferred animal in contexts of prestige, in addition to being 
the sacrificial animal par excellence.

Alimentation is based on social hierarchy; the diet of the court and the élite 
was surely more varied than that of the rest of the people.55 One must also take 
into account differences between meats from livestock and from game, the latter 
symbolizing, for some, the enemy. The case of the animals “eaten in the myth” – 
such as the hippopotamus, the turtle, etc.56 – testify to an imaginary of diet that 
goes beyond the usual categories of edible animals. One should also remark in 
this context that the process of transforming a live animal into butcher’s meat in-
volves several instances of selection and exclusion because the rules observed are 
related to an ideology of purity. As regards bovines, it is the oxen – i. e., castrated 
males – which, as long as they do not evince nefarious signs that would prevent 
them from being slaughtered, provide the meat for the table. On the other hand, 
this is never the case for the bull. Therefore, only its castration makes it apt to be 
butchered for its meat.57 In the case of heifers, their function is different, being 
more related to calving and the production of milk; they could therefore some-
times be excluded from this dietary chain. If bovines could be excluded from 
sacrifices, this could also explain the particular status of a local god whose avatar 
would be a bovine.58 In the list from Edfu (and its parallels), bovines – especially 
heifers – are thus mentioned several times among prohibited animals.

5. Conclusion: Toward the Relativity of Prohibitions

In some instances the avoidance of a species is due to an “excess of sacrality”; 
namely, the specific link of a species or an animal with a deity that protects it 
from any breach, implicitly from being killed and, therefore, from being eaten. 
This system belongs to the sacred geography, which is expressed in particular in 
Ptolemaic texts. Temporary and local prohibitions certainly have an impact on 
the diet of the populations whenever the species concerned belongs to the cate-
gory of edible animals, yet the whole issue remains difficult to apprehend. Such 
prohibitions may legitimately be designated as “priestly” because they seem to 
concern first and foremost the priests themselves.

54 Meeks 2012.
55 Tallet 2003, 20–26.
56 Bouaniche 2005, 152–53.
57 Servajean 2011, 2011b; Rouvière 2013, 148–53.
58 Labrique 2014.
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In parallel to this, one should consider more broadly the question of cultur-
al prohibitions that remain implicit or, more exactly, of dietary exclusions that 
are related to categories of edibility. The evidence regarding sheep raises several 
difficult problems in this regard. If goats are frequently enjoyed as meals, on the 
one hand, a certain degree of reluctance seems to characterize the consumption 
of sheep, on the other hand, although one should note that no clear prohibition 
is attached to them. Sheep do not figure in the lists of choice foods, and they are 
curiously absent from the animals butchered for meat. Like the pig, which was, 
however, frequently eaten, the sheep is never depicted in scenes showing the cull-
ing and cutting of animals. Greek authors consider it obvious that sheep were 
prohibited as food for the Egyptians, and that the priests even loathe touching 
their wool.59 Everything happens as if the theological validation of the ram had 
contributed to the avoidance of the whole species. Nevertheless, one would be 
mistaken to think that the status of “sacred animal” granted to one member of a 
species would systematically protect all fellow creatures; as F. Labrique reminds 
us concerning bulls, the distance between the animal that can be sacrificed and 
the animal considered sacred (and therefore untouchable) was, in fact, quite 
short (“la distance semble bien courte entre l’animal sacrificiable et l’animal sacré 
et donc intouchable”).60

I will not deal here with the question of occasional dietary restrictions: mourn-
ing or certain feasts may involve the avoidance of various aliments. Thus, one 
must not eat bread or drink beer, two types of food that are emblematic of Egyp-
tian diet, on the nineteenth day of the fourth month of akhet.61 Yet other feasts, 
especially in connection with Hathor, were associated with abundant drinking.

In the end, explicit references to dietary prohibitions are infrequent. It is there-
fore possible that the issue of diet was neither decisive nor central for achieving 
ritual purity. It could certainly contribute to it, but it may not have been the 
object of scrupulous attention. The notion that Egyptian dietary prohibitions 
would be emblematic results fundamentally from the Greek outlook on Egypt. 
Except for the case of the priests, who were compelled to observe a set of rules, 
and perhaps also in the case of other ritual participants who could access certain 
parts of the temple in specific circumstances (festivals, processions, etc.), it re-
mains difficult to evaluate the dietary consequences of priestly prescriptions for 
everyday life. The idea that the entire population would have devoutly followed 
these rules is certainly excessive, and it is probably more realistic to assume that 
individual observance of dietary prohibitions and restrictions was dependent on 
a number of factors, according to social rank and the degree of implication in the 
religious life. One must, additionally, take chronology into account. The sources 

59 Plutarch, Is. Os. 352C–D.
60 Labrique 2014, 66.
61 Leitz 1994, 170–71; also IV Shemu, 23, Leitz 1994, 411.
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available suggest that the development of theologies specific to each nome in the 
course of the first millennium BCE, in connection with the success of the ani-
mal cults and the development of the cult of Osiris, generated a new religious 
approach that may have directly impacted alimentation. In this process, local 
particularities were highlighted, reflecting a network of multiple priestly prohi-
bitions that made for a highly complex and contradictory landscape owing to the 
variability of the prohibitions within the provinces.

The sociological reality of diet, which is largely determined by mythical think-
ing and alimentary ideology (in terms of validation and invalidation of species), 
is more difficult to interpret. Explicit sources are rare. Archaeozoology provides 
some results that can be linked with textual data. As regards pigs, for example, 
the study of multiple food remains has made it possible to confirm this animal’s 
popularity.62 In the case of goats, however, the identification of bone remains 
does not always provide a secure basis, insofar as small fragments of sheep and 
goats are difficult to distinguish one from the other.63 Archaeozoology presents 
us with a partial, yet nonetheless useful perspective because it illuminates spe-
cific contexts.

The system of prohibitions characteristic of the Pharaonic culture offers fertile 
ground for research of the anthropology of diet. The articulation between nor-
mative discourses and actual practices in Egypt can contribute to the study of di-
etary selections (and deselections) and their relationship to identity definitions. 
One may think here, in particular, of the studies on dietary norms in the biblical 
world. The system of prohibitions reflected in the Egyptian documentation is 
predominantly linked to priestly concerns; it involves first and foremost tempo-
rary constraints, limited in time and/or in space, and even possibly according to 
social status. No evidence indicates (or implies) that a given food was the subject 
of a general, permanent prohibition.

62 Hecker 1982.
63 Monchot 2012.
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Identifying the Biblical Food Prohibitions 
Using Zooarchaeological Methods

Abra Spiciarich

1. Introduction

Prohibition, as defined by Oxford English Dictionary, is “the action of forbidding 
something, especially by law.” In the Hebrew Bible, it is assumed that food pro-
hibitions, or sumptuary laws, are dictated by the authority of Yahweh. In reality, 
the probable authority was the priestly scribes, dictating social and possibly elitist 
norms. It is these norms that are the basis for the development of the food pro-
hibitions in the biblical texts. Biblical scholarship’s dialogue regarding the food 
prohibitions originates in their ambition to date and comprehend the lists of an-
imals in Lev 11 and Deut 14. Archaeological theory has entered the conversation 
using zooarchaeological methods as a mean to connect the physical remains to 
the textual sources. The application of zooarchaeological principles and theories 
may be able to shed light on the extant that these laws were incorporated into 
ancient daily life.

There are four key statutes or categories of biblical food laws to which zooar-
chaeological methodologies may be applied. The first is kashrut, which dictates 
which animals are acceptable or prohibited to be eaten. In archaeological terms, 
it may be evident in the presence or absence of certain species in a given context. 
Kashrut is based on the list of animals in Lev 11 and Deut 14. The second cate-
gory is religious butchery practices of Shechita and Nikur, which regulates food 
preparation (i. e., slaughtering and butchering) of sacrificial offerings, as dictated 
in Gen 32:33; Lev 7:26; and Deut 12:16. The Priestly tithe in Lev 7:28–37 is the 
third statute as it is closely related to the system of religious butchery. The tithe 
dictates the redistribution of the right limb of sacrificial offerings to the priests 
or priestly class. The final category of laws relates to the sourcing of sacrificial 
offerings, specifically referencing the species that were sacrificed and their origin. 
Understanding these prohibitions and laws through zooarchaeological method-
ologies is varied and intricate; however, if conciliated we may be able explore the 
introduction and development of these biblical customs.

The objective of zooarchaeological research is to understand the relationship 
between humans, animals, and their environment. Humans pass through a series 



of stages when they interact with food; in terms of animals, they produce or gath-
er them, either by hunting them, raising them, or trading for them. They process 
them through slaughtering, butchering, and then cooking them. They consume 
the meat and marrow. And finally, they discard the remains.1 The remains of this 
process, namely bones, horns, and teeth, can be used to reconstruct culturally 
specific social structures and ideologies of past cultures.2

Social zooarchaeology is based on how animals functioned in various realms 
and at different levels to provide sustenance, to create commodities that denote 
status, and to serve as ideological symbols.3 Identifying patterns in archaeofau-
nal collections is based on differential access to meat, distribution mechanisms, 
trade, and when applicable, literary sources.4 Paradigms of social zooarchaeolo-
gy have their roots in Durkheimian principles. In that it tries to interpret or ap-
ply social facts, based on patterns found in data, to culture, and further deems 
these patterns rational and inarguable. The essence of these principles naturally 
leads to varying opinions of methodological applications, which this paper will 
attempt to mediate and reconcile.

2. The Statutes

2.1. Kashrut and the Lists of Prohibited and Permissible Animals

Similar lists of consumable species in Leviticus and Deuteronomy gain the most 
attention by scholars.5 The context of the list in Leviticus primarily focuses on the 
priests, specifically the priestly laws.6 However, what makes Lev 11:3–47 unique 
is that it is one of the few series of laws in Leviticus that is not just for the priest 
but also for the entire nation. The verses are a part of instructions to Aaron, his 
sons, and their decedents to teach them how to distinguish between the sacred 
and profane.7

The verses contain a summary of dietary laws that are concerned with which 
animals are pure or impure to consume. The criteria for all animals mentioned 
in this chapter are so worded as to emphasize means of locomotion:8 The deter-
mination of pureness is based on the assumption that those animals which are 
permitted to consume, move in a way that is natural to their environment, such 

1 Twiss 2012.
2 Dietler 2007; Twiss 2008.
3 deFrance 2009, 106.
4 Ibid.; Russell 2011; Twiss 2012.
5 Wood 1869; Aharoni 1943–1946, 103, 239–55; Bilik 1961; Felixs 1984; Houston 

1993; Borowski 1998; Kislev 2000; Amar et al. 2010; Nihan 2011.
6 Milgrom 1991, 1.
7 Carmichael 2006, 14.
8 Ibid., 619.
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as land animals walk, water animals swim, and air animals fly.9 However, one 
should keep in mind, this determination or explanation of pure and impure is 
not universally agreed upon.10

Whereas, the context for the list in Deuteronomy is less constitutional, the 
instruction comes after the covenant at Horeb (Deut 5–11). There Moses dic-
tates who the Israelite people are going to be with the Deuteronomic Code 
(Deut 12–26), what follows are the dietary laws, which will set them apart from 
their neighbors.11

Interestingly, it is in Deuteronomy that the list of consumable, pure, species 
is dictated. The importance of these verses is not the social law or taboo that is 
created, but rather these verses are the most complete list of mammals known 
by the people of the Southern Levant. The first three species listed are domestic 
livestock: the ox (Bos taurus), the sheep (Ovis aries), and the goat (Capra hircus); 
their identification is unquestionable.12 The identification of these remaining sev-
en, as well as the prohibited birds, are ambiguous. Scholars have battled over the 
identification of these species though no consensus has been made.13

2.1.1. Kashrut and the Pig Taboo

Prohibition of the pig garners the most attention by scholars because it is one of 
the few animals specifically declared impure by the biblical texts (Lev 11:7; Deut 
14:8). Leviticus states that a pure ungulate is determined as one that has cloven 
hoofs and chews its cud (Lev 11:4). The pig is the only one of the four quadru-
peds listed that has cloven hoofs and does not chews its cud. The chapter could 
have stipulated only one criterion, cloven hoofs, and it would have eliminated the 
other three quadrupeds (i. e., camel, rock badger, and hare). Therefore, scholars 
assume the scribes must have added cud chewing as a second criterion for the 
sole purpose of eliminating the pig.14

Biblical and anthropological scholarship on the pig prohibition influenced ar-
chaeology to propose and debate the hypothesis that the presence or absence of 
pig remains in archaeological contexts could determine cultural identity.15 Brian 
Hesse was the first to look at pig frequencies at sites in the Southern Levant.16 

 9 Ibid., 655.
10 See Douglas 1966, 1993; Houston 1993.
11 Lundbom 2013, 477.
12 Amar et al. 2010, 3.
13 Wood 1869; Aharoni, 1943–1946, 103, 239–55; Bilik 1961; Felixs 1984; Houston 

1993; Kislev 2000; Amar et al. 2010.
14 Milgrom 1991, 649.
15 Douglas 1966, 2003; Hübner 1989; Hesse 1990; Milgrom 1991, 649; Finkelstein 

1996; Harris 1997; Hesse and Wapnish 1997, 1998; Horwitz and Studer 2005; Grigson 
2007; Bunimovitz and Lederman 2011.

16 Hesse 1990.
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He demonstrated that pig frequencies were low in the Iron Age (1130–586 BCE), 
except in Philistine sites.17 The use of pig as an ethnic border was established. Its 
application was suggested with an air of caution, as other factors influence pig 
raising, such as economic and political factors, ecological aspects, and site func-
tion. Further inquiry into Philistine pig consumption showed an increased con-
sumption during the early Iron Age and a recession of consumption later into the 
Iron Age, which probably related to the Philistines arrival and subsistence prac-
tices of newcomer societies.18 This conclusion was further supported by ancient 
DNA of pig haplotypes indicating that Philistines brought with them local pigs 
from their countries of origin.19

The capstone to the pig taboo debate is Sapir- Hen et al.’s results from their re-
search in to the dichotomies of pig frequencies in the Southern Levant.20 They 
found that there was a dichotomy of pig consumption between Philistine urban 
and rural settlements, where pig remains were more prevalent in Philistine ur-
ban centers. Their research suggests that pig consumption was a convention of 
urban populations rather than an ethnic trait. Further, Sapir- Hen found there 
was also a dichotomy of pig remains in the Iron IIB (780–680 BCE) between the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel, where pigs are present in significant numbers, and 
the Southern Kingdom of Judah, where pigs are largely absent.21 Israelite pork 
consumption most likely then related to the need for a quickly maturating meat 
source in order to feed a growing population, during a period of peak prosper-
ity. After Sennacherib’s campaign of the Northern Kingdom in 720 BCE, Judah 
continued to avoid pork consumption, suggesting that the pig taboo may have 
originated as a reaction to Israelite refugees, as pig consumption was already on 
the decline in Philistia.22

2.1.2. Kashrut and the Debate of Presence versus Absence

The methodology behind the pig taboo debate, as well as for all species named 
in the prohibited lists, rests entirely on their presence or absence within a given 
context. Determining presence of a species in a zooarchaeological assemblage is 
based on identifying remains to the lowest taxonomic level as possible based on a 
comparative collection. The methodological problem with using presence or ab-
sence to determine the adherence to the biblical laws is the possibility for a num-
ber of biases. In the case of pigs, their presence or absence at sites can be related 
to a variety of factors such as the environment, demographics, and sedentism.23 

17 Ibid.
18 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013.
19 Meiri et al. 2013.
20 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Horwitz and Studer 2005.

Abra Spiciarich60



Important biases to consider when interpreting pig frequencies are that pigs 
thrive in moist environments, maturate quickly, survive as an urban commensal 
species, and cannot traverse over great distances.

Another prevalent and notably prohibited species found at many sites in the 
Southern Levant is catfish (Lev 11:9–12; Deut 14:9–10). Following the further 
classification of kosher fish according to the Talmudic law, catfish are deemed 
un- kosher because their scales are not visible to the naked eye (Levush, YD 83:2, 
SA, YD 83:2). Catfish consumption is surprisingly common throughout the 
Southern Levant. Presence of catfish has even been noted in Jerusalem during 
the first and second temple periods.24 Similar to presence versus absence of pig, 
the presence of catfish at a site can relate to variety of factors such as the site’s 
proximity to a source, trade relations, and archaeological retrieval strategies of 
the excavation. By happenstance, ichthyological remain are usually overlooked 
during archaeological excavations. Due to their small size, they are rarely col-
lected by hand and only retrieved when an excavation has implemented wet 
and dry sieving protocols. The frequency of catfish consumption, and fish con-
sumption as a whole in the Southern Levant, is drastically under- represented 
in modern scholarship and further studies are needed in order to fully under-
stand their role.

2.2. Shechita and Sacrificial Butchering Practices

Additional biblical regulations for the consumption of animals can be seen in 
Gen 32:33; Lev 7:26; and Deut 12:16. It is from these verses that the Shechita 
or kosher style of butchering originates. Further literary evidence of religious 
butchering practices are prescribed in the Mishnah, which was written in sec-
ond century CE, and the Gemara, which was written centuries later in the fourth 
to fifth centuries CE.25 It is unknown to what degree the laws and regulations of 
the Mishnah and Gemara were followed during the periods of the biblical tran-
scription and redaction.

The practice of removing the sciatic nerve (Gid HaNashe) stems from the 
commandment not to consume the hipbone muscle of animals, following Jacob 
becoming injuring after a struggle in Gen 32:25–33. An additional reason to avoid 
consuming the sciatic nerve is that this nerve contains an abundance of blood 
vessels that if pierced would go against the prohibition of consuming blood (Lev 
7:26).26 Deuteronomy 12:16 is another verse that prohibits the consumption of 
blood, but it is in reference to the initial slaughtering of animals and the need 
to drain the blood (Nikur) of the animal in an efficient manner for meat 

24 Lernau and Lernau 1989; Van Neer et al. 2004.
25 Levine 2002, 157; Halivni 2009; Greenfield and Bouchnick 2010, 7.
26 Greenfield and Bouchnick 2010, 7.
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preservation.27 The modes and methods of biblical religious butchery all relate 
to the prohibition of consuming blood, as stated in a multitude of verses (Gen 
9:4; Lev 3:17; 7:26; 17:10–14; 19:26; Deut 12:16, 12–25; and 15:23).

The biblical abhorrence or aversion to blood has logical origins. Draining an 
animal of blood as prescribed in Deut 12:16 minimizes the passage of intrinsic 
bacteria into the flesh of the meat. A common bacteria found in animals is Clos-
tridum perfringens, which is the organism that causes the gas gangrene in necrot-
ic wounds. When Cl. perfrigens is consumed, it can cause a mild form of poison-
ing.28 Putrefaction or spoilage of meat can be avoided if the carcass is divided into 
smaller pieces and either dried or salted. Drying and salting of meat allows the 
good bacteria to break down the muscle tissue, causing it to ferment and produce 
lactic acid, which lowers the pH and kills off harmful bacteria.29 Modern halal 
and kosher practices require meat to be soaked salted within 72 hours of initial 
slaughtering in order to drain the remaining blood from the meat.30

Drying and salting of meat and fish is well known from Greek and Roman gas-
tronomic literature (see Pollux, Apicius, Columella, and Palladius). Traditional 
forms of preservation included salting, pickling, potassium nitrate, common-
ly known as saltpeter, and even immersing the meat in honey.31 The degree of 
change of meat preservation strategies in the region is minimal, as ethnographic 
studies of Levantine Bedouins support Shechita butchery as a practical form of 
preservation for the region.32

2.2.1. Identifying Biblical Butchery in a Zooarchaeological Assemblage

According to ethnological and anthropological literature, the social identity of a 
group can be expressed in the manner they produce their food.33 The taboos, cus-
toms, and rituals specific to individual groups or societies influence the butchery 
practices performed, which translates into specific food- processing activities.34 
By reconstructing the processes of the butcher, it is possible to retrace the inten-
tions and technical skills of the butcher.35

Identification of cutmarks is commonly based on Lewis Binford’s ethnologi-
cal study of Inuit animal processing.36 He codified each cutmark and categorized 

27 Cope 2004, 27; 2016; Greenfield and Bouchnick 2010, 7.
28 Ingram 1972, 121.
29 Frost 1999, 250.
30 Regenstein et al. 2003.
31 Frost 1999, 250.
32 Cope 2004.
33 E. g., Fischler 1988; Simoons 1994; Lalhou 1998; Politis and Saunders 2002; 

D’Iatchenko et al. 2007; Serra Mallol 2010.
34 Soulier and Costamagno 2017
35 Vigne et al. 1987.
36 Binford 1981.
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them into three categories: dismemberment/disarticulation, filleting, and skin-
ning.37 Cope was the first to put forth a method for analyzing religious butcher-
ing marks, based on her research from Gamla and Yodefat, known Jewish settle-
ments, during the classical periods.38 Her work was followed by a historical and 
zooarchaeological approach by Greenfield and Bouchnick.39 Cope readdressed 
her methodology with clearer descriptions of each cut mark.40

Bone elements that would typically show signs of biblical butchery patterns are 
the neck vertebrae’s atlas and axis, the pelvis, and the femur. It is debated wheth-
er presence or absence of cut marks on the ventral side of neck vertebrae should 
be considered an indicator of Shechita or Nikur.41 Marks on the pelvis relate to 
the removal of the sciatic nerve. Indication of sciatic nerve removal can be seen 
with cut marks around the acetabulum on the arms of the ischium and ilium, 
as well as the pubis symphasis being entirely cut through. Marks on the femur 
relate to the stripping of the gluteus medius in order to expose the sciatic nerve. 
Femoral indicators can be found on the trochanter major, trochanter minor, be-
neath the femoral head, and on the posterior distal just above the condyle;42 as 
many of these markings also correlate to disarticulation; their identification as 
Kashrut butchery is arguable. The humerus, radius, scapula, and tibia have also 
been found to have marks relating to biblical butchery practices.43

Application of Cope’s methodology is limited, as she describes the markings 
in depth but does not create a usable atlas in order to identify similar cutmarks. 
In order to apply Cope’s methodology to my own research, I have paired her cut-
mark descriptions to the typology of cutmarks suggested by Binford.44 There are 
four markings described by Cope that did not correlate to any of Binford typolo-
gy codes. These markings were given ordinal codes following those of Binford.45 
Following Cope’s descriptions new ordinal codes were given to the markings on 
the tibia’s posterior proximal shaft (Tp- 6) and the posterior distal end (Td- 5), the 
scapula’s medial surface marks along the neck (S- 5), and transverse marks along 
the distal base of the lateral surface (S- 6). The methodology created by correlat-
ing the cutmark identification methodologies of Cope and Binford allows us to 
standardize identifying biblical religious butchery markings in archaeofaunal 
collections.46

37 Binford 1984.
38 Cope 2004.
39 Greenfield and Bouchnick 2010.
40 Cope 2016.
41 Cope 2004, 26–27; Greenfield and Bouchnick 2010, 7.
42 Cope 2004, 30–31.
43 Cope 2016.
44 Binford 1981, 1984, see Table 1.
45 Binford 1984, Table 1.
46 Cope 2016; Binford 1981, 1984.
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2.3. Priestly Tithe

Butchering animals in a sacrificial manner typically included the separation of 
the priestly tithe. The priestly tithe is dictated in Lev 7:28–37, when Yahweh de-
scribes to Moses the procedure for ritual sacrifices. Depending on the transla-
tion of the word shôk, as thigh, hip, leg, and/or shoulder thigh, the priestly tithe 
has been specified as either the right hindlimb or the right forelimb. Opposing 
translations complicate zooarchaeologists’ ability to clearly identify the priestly 
tithe. Semantics of the butchering system of Shechita would justify that the fore-
limb was the priestly offering, as this portion of the animal does not contain the 
sciatic nerve, which, as noted above, was prohibited.

The zooarchaeological method used to identify the priestly tithe is based on 
statistically- testing Sided NISP. NISP, or Number of Identified Specimens, is cal-
culated by counting the number of fragments per taxa.47 Sided NISP separates 
the right and left side of the forelimb’s humerus, radius, ulna, and metacarpal 
and the hindlimb’s femur, tibia, and metatarsal, and then tests them statistically 
to see if the frequency is significant.

NISP frequencies have been employed at the site of Tel Qiri, where Ben- Tor 
reported a high frequency of right forelimbs of goats (Capra hircus) associated 
with cultic vessels in a dwelling dated to twelfth–eleventh centuries BCE.48 He 
uses the biblical edict to explain the frequency of right forelimbs in the dwell-
ing.49 Mount Ebal is another site that has used NISP frequencies as a method 
for explaining the dominance of forelimbs elements in an Iron I cultic context.50 
Tel Qiri and Mount Ebal are both dated to a time before the transcription of Le-
viticus, suggesting the priestly tithe was a cultic habit prior the composition of 
Leviticus.

Parallels to the priestly tithe can be seen in other Mediterranean cultures. No-
tably, there are epigraphic parallels from Greece on red and black Attic vessels 
dating to the sixth–fifth centuries BCE, which depict the sacrificial honorary 
offering of the right thigh or leg portion given to the priests or honored guests.51 
Greek Attic vessels depicted with honorary offerings indicate that the practice of 
allocating choice cuts of meat to religious officials and dignitaries was a known 
practice throughout antiquity.

2.4. Sourcing of Sacrificial Offerings

Deuteronomy 14:24–26 states that if the distance to the temple is too great, one 
may convert their offering into money or coin and spend it at the cultic location, 

47 Lyman 1994, 100–1.
48 Ben- Tor 1980.
49 Ibid.
50 Horwitz 1987.
51 Tsoukala 2009.
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traditionally interpreted as within the walls of the cultic city. This statute is rele-
vant in studying the roles of animals, trade, and pilgrims in temple- based econ-
omies. The economic foundation of the Jerusalem Temple, as well as the other 
local cultic centers, was the biblical commandments in Exod 23:17 and Deut 
16:16 to visit and give tithes during the three major festivals: Sukkot, Pesach, and 
Shavuot.52

Elites controlled the traffic of luxury goods into and within Jerusalem, and 
possibly other cultic centers because sumptuary laws restricted the use of food 
a status symbols, even within the context of feasting.53 Control by the elites over 
the goods brought into a city by pilgrims or traders is an aspect of ‘redistributive 
economy,’ in that goods channeled through the redistributive hierarchy were 
used primarily to finance activities directed by the elites.54 In cultic centers, the 
tithes brought into temple by pilgrims were used primarily to finance cultic ac-
tivities.

The trade and commerce developed by pilgrims is typically studied under the 
umbrella of religious tourism, which estimates the general expenditures of pil-
grims including transportation, accommodation, meals, tours, souvenirs, and 
provisions for ritual activities.55 Religious tourism of pilgrims can be seen as early 
as the third millennium BCE in the land of Sumer56 and has continued into pres-
ent day throughout the world and is significant in many world religions, with the 
most notable being the pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia.

2.4.1. Metrical Analysis for Identifying the Source of Sacrificial Offerings

Commonly used zooarchaeological method for understanding regional variance, 
meaning the range of herding and transporting of livestock (i. e., sheep, goat, 
and cattle) is through metrical analysis. Metrical analysis is the measurement of 
bone elements. Animals raised in the same regional environment are likely to be 
similar in size. By comparing the measurements of bone elements from a site in 
question to a site with known local herding, we can examine the range of herding 
and transport of animals. Simply stated, this method allows zooarchaeologists to 
test if the animals in an assemblage were locally raised or imported into the site. 
Typical elements used for testing regional variance are the fore and hindlimbs, 
although one has to be cautious as sizes of these elements are also impacted by 
sexual dimorphism.57 Metrical data is calculated by applying calipers to certain 
areas of elements, based on von den Driesch.58

52 Goodman 1999, 60; Hartman et al. 2013, 4369.
53 Blanton and Feinman 1984, 676; Kipp and Schortman 1989, 374.
54 Earle 1977, 227.
55 Saayman et al. 2013, 407.
56 Elsner and Rutherford 2010, 11.
57 Zeder 2001.
58 von den Driesch 1976.
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Horwitz and Tchernov employed metrical analysis to study the size variance of 
caprines (sheep and goat) from the Iron Age levels of the Ophel in Jerusalem.59 
Comparing the measurements of the elements, humerii, astragalii, and phalan-
ges between the caprines of the Ophel to Beer- Sheba, they conclude that caprine 
sizes are similar for the entire region.60 However, another view, if we take a closer 
examination of the Ophel and Beer- Sheba caprine measurements, may suggest 
that the caprines were raised or herded in Beer- Sheba and then imported into 
Jerusalem, as was common in later periods.

2.4.2. Stable Isotopic Analysis to Identify the Source of Sacrificial Offerings

Another venue to identify the source of animals found in refuse is based on the 
application of stable isotope biogeochemistry. Stable isotope analysis involves the 
study of environmental physiological and dietary changes through the measure-
ment of carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and strontium isotope ratios obtained from 
sediments, water, plants, and animal tissues.61 The aim of zooarchaeological and 
anthropologically orientated isotopic studies is geared towards understanding 
human subsistence, social organization, ritual activity, and political complexity. 
The isotopic case studies discussed below use carbon, nitrogen, and strontium 
isotopes to locate the grazing areas of caprines in order to examine the origin of 
cultic sacrifices and the sites livestock.

Two sites have put forth isotopic studies with Deut 14:24–26 as their economic 
support: Tel Dan and Jerusalem. Tel Dan’s analysis was based on sheep and goat 
remains from the Iron Age II levels of domestic Area M and cultic Area T.62 The 
isotopic results suggest that there was minimal diversity amongst the sheep and 
goat brought into the city, and that they all originated within ca. twenty kilome-
ters of Dan. The results suggested that the cult was most likely raising their own 
sacrifices, as Dan was a multi- ethnic city, and the cult likely wanted to ensure 
ritually pure sacrifices.63

In contrast, isotopic results from Early Roman Jerusalem reinforces Martin 
Goodman’s theory that Jerusalem’s economy was entirely based on the city’s 
cultic nature and dependence on pilgrims.64 Mass international pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem did not start until the Hellenistic period and peaked in the Early Ro-
man period. Goodman states that it was probably Herod’s entrepreneurship that 
helped develop Jerusalem’s pilgrimage economy.65 Philo claims that Jews came 

59 Horwitz and Tchernov 1989, 152, Table 4.
60 Ibid., 152.
61 Makarewicz 2016, 190.
62 Arnold et al. 2015
63 Ibid.
64 Goodman 1999.
65 Ibid., 73.
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from everywhere to give tithes to the Temple,66 including himself when he visited 
once.67 The financial influence of diaspora Jews can be seen in requirement of the 
second tithes and other donations.68 From literary sources we know that pilgrims 
in the Early Roman period brought with them tents (Josephus, A. J. 17.213–17), or 
used accommodations within the city (Mark 11:11) for housing. Archaeological 
evidence shows that the northern area of Jerusalem was quickly built- up during 
the Early Roman period, to help accommodate the surge in population and pos-
sibly semi- permanent pilgrimage dwellings.69

The isotopic analysis was based on material from Jerusalem’s Early Roman 
landfill, located on the western slope of the Kidron Valley.70 The remains test-
ed were collected from Area’s C and L, which are located just southeast of the 
Temple Mount. The results suggest that sheep and goat were imported from 
the Galilee in the north, the Judean Desert in the south, and from hinterlands 
of Jerusalem.71 Isotopic analysis of the material also suggests that there was an 
animal trade from the Galilee to the Jerusalem hinterland and then brought to 
the Jerusalem markets. As Jerusalem was the largest urban center in the region, 
it is understandable that the city worked as major location for the dispersal of 
imported and regional goods.

The case studies of Tel Dan and Jerusalem are examples of the complexity of 
applying biblical statutes to archaeological remains. An argument can be made 
to suggest that these two case studies depict the development and incorporation 
of Deut 14 throughout the first millennium. However, they also reflect two dif-
ferent economic strategies of two different calibers of cults with vastly different 
demographics. Conclusions from these studies have methodological and histo-
riographical issues, and applying the biblical statutes as an explanatory method 
is problematic.

3. Discussion

The dietary laws are organized in the Hebrew Bible in such a manner that they 
build upon each other, enabling the reader to accrue knowledge as they progress 
through the statutes.72 The implied practical wisdom of each statute leads to a 
vagueness that complicates our ability to reconstruct the laws from material 

66 Philo, Spec. 1.69.
67 Philo, Prov. 2.64, 2.216.
68 Levine 2002, 389; Deut 14:22–29; 26:12.
69 Amit 2009, 28
70 Bar- Oz et al. 2007
71 Hartman et al. 2013.
72 Burnside 2016.
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culture. The potential biases that can belie proof of the dietary laws can be re-
solved by a set of parameters.

Standardized parameters for the dietary statues can help to rectify the dilem-
ma of presence versus absence by being selective about which archaeofaunal as-
semblages can be studied. Parameters required for the study of the biblical food 
laws in archaeofaunal assemblages include: (a) studying material that is dated 
after the transcription and/or redaction of the Hebrew Bible (ca. seventh–fourth 
centuries BCE). Studying material from after the destruction of the Second 
Temple (70 CE) requires the dietary prescriptions described in the Talmud and 
Mishnah be applied. Rabbinical Judaism changed how the layperson interacted 
with the concept of sacrifices and tithing. Furthermore, it is unknown to what 
degree the Talmudic dietary prescriptions were practice in the periods prior.

(b) Acceptable assemblages to be studied should derive from cultic contexts 
and/or higher socioeconomic zones of a known cultic site (e. g., Tel Dan, Tel 
Moza, Bethel, and Jerusalem). The remains from cultic contexts are a secure 
source of animals exploited for religious use and possibly consumption. Higher 
socioeconomic contexts can be analyzed for the dietary laws due to understand-
ing that voluntary food restrictions are largely a luxury. Those living at basic sub-
sistence levels, such as those living in the hinterland or lower cities, would eat 
what they have or could afford, regardless of religious restrictions. Furthermore, 
it is probable that the scribes dictating the food laws were themselves of a higher 
social class or priests.

(c) One should statistically test the results for significance. Results for the fre-
quency of specific species and body parts, such as with the priestly tithe, need to 
be tested statistically. The reasoning behind this parameter is that although one 
may observe a high percentage of one species over another or there are more 
right limbs than left in an assemblage, there must be mathematical proof. Appli-
cable statistical test depends on the question and size of the dataset.

The parameters detailed above are acceptable for the study of Kashrut, the 
priestly tithe, and sourcing of sacrificial offering. However, the study of ancient 
Shechita and biblical butchery practices and procedure requires further explo-
ration. Current scholarship on biblical butchery identification is equivocal. The 
study of Shechita and Nikur needs further analysis of cultic assemblages and/
or experimental ethnographic study of religious butchery (e. g., the Samaritan 
Passover). Until there is more research available, the combined methodology of 
Cope’s descriptions with Binford’s typology codes described here must suffice.73

73 Cope 2016; Binford 1981, 1984.
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4. Conclusions

Overall, this discussion demonstrated the complex nature of studying the bib-
lical food laws through zooarchaeology. Previous archaeological, biblical, and 
historical scholarship on the food laws aids in creating a standardize set of pa-
rameters needed for the analysis of faunal remains. Assemblages suitable for the 
exploration of the biblical dietary laws must be within the appropriate timeframe 
and context, as well as being tested statically. Traditional methods of calculating 
zooarchaeological data, such as Number of Identified Specimens (NISP), Mini-
mum Number of Elements (MNE), and Minimal Animal Units (MAU), can be 
utilized to understand the biblical dietary laws (Table 2). Albeit the conversation 
over presence and absence of prohibited species is a popular and interesting top-
ic, other alternatives for studying the dietary laws can and should be used to un-
derstand the development of the biblical food prescriptions fully.

Appendix

Table 1: Correlated Butchery Descriptions for Shechita following Cope (2004; 2016) and 
Binford (1981; 1984).

Code Number/ 
Element

Cope 2004; 2016 Binford 1981; 1984 Activity Producing 
Mark

Femur
Fp- 1 Cuts on the trochanter 

major
Marks on the neck 
of the femur

Dismembering

Fp- 3 Cuts beneath the 
femoral head

Marks circling the 
margin of the femur 
head

Dismembering

Fp- 4 Major arteries may be 
stripped along with 
the muscle that inserts 
on the trochanter 
minor of the femur, 
with marks on the 
posterior distal just 
above the condyle

Transverse mark on 
the lesser trochanter

Filleting

Pelvis
PS- 5 Pubic symphasis  

is cut through
Cut or Chop through 
the pubic symphasis

Dismembering

PS- 7 Cuts along the ilium 
in front of the rectus 
depression

Marks above the 
acetabulum on arm 
of ilium

Dismembering
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Code Number/ 
Element

Cope 2004; 2016 Binford 1981; 1984 Activity Producing 
Mark

PS- 8 Cuts over the ischiatic 
spine of the innom-
inate in front of the 
acetabular notch

Marks below the 
acetabulum on arm 
of ischium

Dismembering

PS- 10 Marks along the pubic 
tubercle

Marks below acetabu-
lum on arm of pelvis

Dismembering

Scapula
S- 1 On the tuber of the 

scapula for the origin 
of the coracobrachialis 
and the deep pectoral

Marks along inferior 
border of condyle and/
or at origin of triceps 
brachia

Dismembering

S- 2 Coastal neck of 
scapula. These cuts 
are associated with the 
junction of the brachi-
al artery, subscapular 
artery and the brachial 
vein

Marks along the neck 
of the scapula

Dismembering

S- 5 Beneath the scapular 
spine

X Filleting

S- 6 Posterior border of 
the scapula, cuts here 
would sever the origin 
of the long head of the 
triceps

X Dismembering

Humerus
Hp- 3 Cuts on the neck of 

the humerus corre-
spond to the origin of 
the medial head of the 
triceps

Marks on the lateral 
face of the neck just 
below the lateral 
tuberosity

Dismembering

Hp- 4 Cuts on the upper 
deltoid tuberosity

Short “chevron” 
marks obliquely 
orientated along crest 
below the external 
tuberosity at insertion 
of teres minor

Dismembering

Hd- 1 Single cut just above 
the coronoid fossa 
on the anterior distal 
humerus (but only for 
caprines)

Transverse mark 
across anterior 
articular face

Dismembering
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Code Number/ 
Element

Cope 2004; 2016 Binford 1981; 1984 Activity Producing 
Mark

Radius
RCp- 5 A short cut severing 

the flexor carpi radi-
alis, with marks on 
the proximal medial 
radius

Transverse marks 
on anterior margin 
of radial tuberosities

Dismembering

Tibia
Tp- 6 Cuts on the proximal 

posterior, maybe 
related to the muscle 
Tibialis posterior

X Dismembering

Td- 5 Cut on the Medial 
malleolus of the distal 
Tibia, which corre-
sponds to the insertion 
of the gastrocnemius

X Dismembering

Table 2: List of Dietary Law, Textual Source, Date of Transcription, and Zoo archaeological 
Methods Applicable.

Food Laws Text Date (approx.) Zooarchaeological Method
Prohibited and per-
missible animals to 
consume, including 
pig taboo

Lev 11:1–47  
Deut 14:3–21

7th to 4th 
centuries BCE

Frequency of Species 
(NISP, NISP%)

Removal of Sci-
atic Nerve (Gid 
HaNashe).

Gen 32:33 10th to 7th 
centurie BCE

Body Part Frequency 
(MNE, MAU, MAU%), 
Cut- mark analysis

Prohibition of con-
suming and porging 
blood (Nikur).

Lev 7:26 
Deut 12:16

7th to 4th 
centuries BCE

Cut- mark analysis

Ritual Slaughtering 
(Shechita)

Talmud Bavli, 
Hullin 2

2nd century CE Body Part Frequency 
(MNE, MAU, MAU%),
Cut- mark analysis

Imported offerings 
(Tithes)

Deut 14:24–26 7th to 4th 
centuries BCE

Metrical analysis and 
Isotopic Ana lysis

Priestly Tithe Lev 7:28–37 7th to 4th 
centuries BCE

Statistical X2 test of the 
right and left side of fore 
and hind limbs (sided- 
NISP)
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Prohibited Pigs and Prescribed Priestly Portions

Zooarchaeological Remains from Tel Dan and Questions 
Concerning Ethnicity and Priestly Traditions in the Hebrew Bible

Jonathan S. Greer

As anthropologists have long pointed out, “the meal” is not merely an oppor-
tunity to consume plants and animals for survival. It also represents an event 
imbued with thick layers of meaning that are marked by various rituals across 
diverse cultures throughout the ages of human existence. As such, these realms of 
meaning intersect with expressions of religion and, thus, the rituals of the meal 
and larger feasts are often described and maintained within those prescriptive 
systems for a variety of purposes.1

Chief among distinctive meal practices in a number of religious systems is 
that of the prohibition of certain foods, often meats. The most (in)famous ex-
ample in the case of the religion of ancient Israel described in the Hebrew Bible 
is the prohibition of pork (e. g., Lev 11:7; Deut 14:8).2 On the other extreme, the 
prescription of certain foods or food portions for certain individuals and/or for 
certain meal- based events may also serve as a distinctive marker, such as the bib-
lical prescription for the right hind limb portion from the fellowship offerings 
assigned to the priests (Exod 29:27–28; Lev 7:32–33).3

Thus, prohibition lies at one end of a spectrum of specialized food status and 
prescription at the other. While both, indeed, are encoded with different mean-
ings, they share a notion of separation, be it “Israel” from “others,” or priests from 
people. The further a practice drifts toward either end of the spectrum, the more 
particularized it becomes to that specific religious system.

Where this becomes important for the purposes of this volume, in general, 
and for the topic of this essay, in particular, concerns a methodology for build-
ing archaeological evidence of “prohibition”; I suggest that arguments for the 
distinctiveness of any evidence of “prohibition” may be strengthened where there 

1 Dietler and Hayden 2001; Altmann and Fu 2014.
2 See Harris 1985; Grigson 1987, 1995; Zeder 1996, 1998; Hesse 1990; Hesse and Wap-

nish 1997, 1998; Lev- Tov 2000; Faust and Lev- Tov 2011; Sapir- Hen et al. 2013.
3 The texts and traditions behind these prescriptions are varied and complex; for a prelim-

inary treatment see Greer 2013, 100–6, and for a more detailed treatment, see Greer 2019.



is also evidence of “prescription.” As a case- study, I will here present some of the 
preliminary results of the ongoing analysis of the faunal remains from Tel Dan 
in northern Israel that may be congruent with notions of prohibition as it relates 
to pork, as well as summarize previous publications congruent with notions of 
prescription as it relates to priestly portions. Together, evidence from both ends 
of the spectrum of specialized food status are considered to strengthen the case 
for an Israelite association of at least some of the Danites and invite questions 
concerning the development of priestly traditions in the Hebrew Bible as they 
may each be correlated to particular instructions.

1. Evidence of “Prohibition” in the Lack 
of Pig Remains at Tel Dan?

As many essays in this volume highlight, the issue of associating any religious or 
ethnic identity with the presence or absence of pig bones at sites in the southern 
Levant is complicated,4 and increasing nuance has been added to earlier studies.5 
First, there are recovery issues, those related to the selectivity in excavation lo-
cation in comparison to the locations of butchery and deposition. For example, 
what if most pigs were hunted as wild game and butchered in the field?6 Second 
are taphonomic issues (what if pig bones were better preserved due to the den-
sity of the bone and the soil type?).7 Further are biases in identification where 
remains were handpicked rather than screened (what if a large pig astragalus 
looked more interesting – or more recognizable as a bone – to a volunteer dig-
ger, than say a small goat astragalus? cf. problems with collection bias), among 
others questions.

These issues aside, even when a relative abundance of pig bones may be estab-
lished, this presence and any corresponding absence must be considered through 
a variety of lenses. As Brian Hesse and Paula Wapnish have argued, no less than 
nine “pig principles” must be considered when assessing whether or not pres-
ence or absence of pig remains may be tied to any sort of ethnic distinction.8 
Such principles include those related to environmental conditions (whether or 
not the environment at a particular site was suitable for raising pigs, especially as 
it pertains to water), social settings (whether or not the social setting provided a 
practical context, in that pig populations usually correlate with a certain degree 
of sedentism since pigs do not herd well over long distances), economic factors 

4 Hesse 1990; Hesse and Wapnish 1997; 1998.
5 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013; Sapir- Hen et al. 2015; Horwitz et al. 2017.
6 Binford 1978; Bunn, Bartram, and Kroll 1988.
7 Cf. Shipman 1981.
8 Hesse 1990; Hesse and Wapnish 1998; cf. also Zeder 1996.
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and social class (pork as a high- calorie, fast producing meat served different roles 
at different times), among others.

1.1. The Data

With such criteria in mind, I turn to the combined data from several published 
works9 and forthcoming reports10 of faunal remains from the Biran excavations, 
analyzed primarily at The Pennsylvania State University from 2005–2011 and at 
the Hesse Memorial Archaeological Laboratory at Grand Rapids Theological 
Seminary/Cornerstone University from 2012–2017, as well as samples that we 
have analyzed in the field during the current excavations of 2006–2016, primarily 
from Areas T, L, M, and B. Samples were isolated from the larger collection based 
on the identification of relatively secure loci – i. e., those with chronologically 
homogenous ceramic assemblages, clear site matrix relationships, and sharply 
defined architectural or stratigraphic features. The bulk of the material, which 
is yet to be published, provides a total sample size of over 25,000 bones (fig. 1).

What is immediately noticeable at the macro level, even in the preliminary 
reports, is the dearth of pig bones in any period, with the exception of small per-
centages in the Early Bronze Age and a peak reaching just over 8 % in the Late 
Bronze Age. Even in these cases, however, the subsample from Late Bronze Age 
loci is small, with a much larger sample that is in the process of analysis yet to 
be published.11 Further, the pig remains that have been recovered are likely as-
signed to wild boar rather than to domestic pigs,12 so it does not seem that pigs 
were raised domestically for meat during any period other than possibly during 
the Early Bronze Age and the Late Bronze Age, but they may have been occa-
sionally hunted as game.

At the micro level, there is some preliminary evidence for the complete ab-
sence (or nearly complete absence) of pig bones in some sub- phases, and small 
“spikes” in pig remains in others. For example, initial analyses from the Iron II 
phases suggest an overall lack of pig remains, with an exception in one of the 

 9 Wapnish, Hesse, and Ogilvy 1977; Wapnish and Hesse 1991; Greer 2013.
10 Greer and Hesse, forthcoming; Greer, Fulton, and Wapnish, forthcoming; and 

Greer et al., forthcoming.
11 My preliminary assessment is that a significant number of pig bones have been recorded, 

but a complete analysis is forthcoming (Greer and Hesse, forthcoming).
12 The sus remains analyzed in earlier studies (Wapnish, Hesse, and Ogilvy 1977; Wap-

nish and Hesse 1991) as well as in the later analyses (Greer et al., forthcoming) were identi-
fied as wild boar based on: (1) biometrical analysis (cf. Payne and Bull 1998; Albarella et al. 
2006; Sapir- Hen 2013) and primarily on the measurement of the mandibular M3 when extant, 
but note that there may be some overlap between measurements for wild boar and domestic pig 
(Evin et al. 2013); and (2) the fact that very few if any juvenile pig bones have been confirmed 
in the analysis thus far, but note that such small sample sizes do not allow reliable mortality 
profiles to be constructed.
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sub- phases of the Iron IIA (fig. 2).13 Again, the broader context of this “spike” is 
still being determined, and even if it is confirmed, it would not be deemed sta-
tistically valid based on the small sample size.

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0
LBA

N
IS

P

Iron I Iron IIA Iron IIB

Fig. 2: Relative Abundance of Pig Bone Remains from Tel Dan (NISP).

1.2. Environmental Considerations

This scarcity of pig remains is odd when considered via an environmental lens, 
in that the region of Tel Dan is in many ways ideal for pig husbandry.14 It is rich 
in water and natural vegetation, with lowlands and highlands, and even today 
sustains a feral pig population. Additionally, there is apparently some evidence 
of desiccation and deforestation in the Iron II that paralleled the population 
growth in the region.15 Still, other northern sites, such as Hazor and Megiddo, 
maintained significant pig numbers during this same time period.16

1.3. Socio- Economic Considerations

Through a socio- economic lens, the apparent absence of pig remains in the Late 
Bronze/Iron I transition and the early Iron I following the collapse of the Late 
Bronze Age may accord well with the collapse of the Late Bronze urban centers 
throughout the region and the return to pastoralism. Because pigs are animals 

13 Note, however, that this chart is based on data through January 2017. Since then, we have 
identified some pig remains in the Iron IIB, though the total is still under 1 % of the assemblage.

14 Wapnish and Hesse 1991; Grigson 1987, 1995.
15 So Sapir- Hen et al. 2013, citing Langgut et al. 2014.
16 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013.
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that do not herd well, one may not be surprised to see that pigs are not signifi-
cantly represented in the faunal assemblages from these time periods.

What may be more surprising, however, is the lack of pig remains at the ad-
vent of the intense urbanization that follows. With the exception of the potential 
spike in the late Iron IIA (ninth century BCE), the dearth of pig bones stands 
out at a time when the faunal record bears all the other signs of increasing sed-
entism, most noticeable in the steep rise in cattle percentages among the faunal 
assemblage.17 Such an absence stands in contrast to other sites in the region that 
include major urban centers with significant percentages of pig remains, such as 
Hazor and Megiddo.18

1.4. Ethnic Considerations

Through an ethnic lens, the general absence is again not all that surprising, as 
people of the southern Levant apparently did not share the predilection for pork 
that others did, such as the early Iron I dwellers on the Philistine plain and the 
Greek mainland,19 or, in certain periods, Egyptians.20 That said, complicating the 
picture at Dan is our current understanding of the multiethnic character of the 
site at each phase,21 let alone problems with defining “ethnicity.”22 The site’s loca-
tion along the Dan spring, one of the headwaters of the Jordan and the largest in 
the region, and at the crossroads of ancient routes determined by natural features 
of the land, has resulted in its long settlement history boasting diverse popula-
tions already at the end of the second millennium. Evidence for ethnic diversity 
in the Iron I may be suggested on the basis of material evidence associated with 
Egyptian, Canaanite, Aramean, and Sea Peoples cultures.23 In the Iron IIB, there 
is evidence for Aramean, Phoenician, and Israelite inhabitants.24 Their presence 
may be remembered in biblical texts that speak of the changing dominance of 
Dan by Israel and Aram (1 Kgs 12:29–32; 15:20; 2 Kgs 10:32–33; 14:25–27) and 

17 Rosen 1986.
18 Sapir- Hen et al. 2013; Sapir- Hen 2016; Horwitz et al. 2017. That said, as Abra Spicia-

rich has pointed out to me in communication, the Iron I/early Iron IIA evidence from Hazor 
may not represent the economy of the site as a whole in that the remains come from a court-
yard and cult installation; likewise, the evidence from Megiddo may only be representative of 
a lower class population (cf. Zeder 1996). Still, in both cases, the significant representation of 
pig remains contrasts with the findings at Dan.

19 Cf. Hesse 1990; Lev- Tov 2000; Horwitz et al. 2017. But note that the presence or ab-
sence of pig bones did not necessarily serve as an ethnic marker in the Aegean (Lev- Tov 2006, 
212).

20 Cf. Hecker 1982; Redding 1991.
21 Ilan 1999; Thareani 2016.
22 Cf. Barth 1969; Jones 1997; Sparks 1998; Killebrew 2005; Miller 2008; Faust 

2010; McInerney 2014; among others, and see discussions in Ilan 1999; Thareani 2016; 
and Greer 2017 for Tel Dan.

23 Ilan 1999, forthcoming.
24 Thareani 2016.
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mention of the apparent marriage alliance between Israel and Phoenicia under 
the Omrides (1 Kgs 16:31).

Notwithstanding this complexity, anomalies may be noted in the Iron I and 
Iron II periods. In the Iron I, the almost total absence of pig remains is surpris-
ing considering material culture consistent with ethnic populations from Egypt, 
and even more so in light of elements of Sea Peoples culture, such as bichrome 
pottery, “Philistine” cult items (several “Ashdoda”-type figurines), and even what 
may be a small Aegean style sanctuary.25 At other urban sites associated with Phi-
listines in the southern coastal plain (at Ekron and Safi, for example), a sharp 
increase in pig bones associated with such assemblages has been noted,26 notably 
with recent DNA evidence suggesting that European pigs were introduced to the 
region at that time.27

The continued ethnic diversity at Dan in the Iron II could easily explain the 
presence of the small amount of pig remains, or the “spike” in the late Iron IIA, 
but one might expect to find more evidence – indeed, the absence in the Iron IIB 
is even more telling. For example, if the site were predominantly populated by 
Aramean peoples as some have suggested,28 the absence of pig remains would 
stand in contrast to the Aramean site of Bethsaida with significant pig remains 
associated with the Bit Hilani style palace at the same time.29

1.5. A “Pork Prohibition” in Light of a Synthesis of the Evidence?

So, is there evidence of a “pork prohibition” in effect at Tel Dan? Considered 
within the context of the discussion above, potential scenarios conducive to 
such a prohibition may be explored within the contexts of the Iron I, as well as 
in the Iron II.

In the Iron I, one could suggest that the absence of pig remains in light of the 
ethnic diversity that included Sea Peoples culture might be significant. Here, too, 
it is curious that biblical texts may suggest an association of Danites with Sea Peo-
ples. One example appears in the Song of Deborah, where they are described as 
“lingering among the ships” (Judg 5:17).30 Another more specific example may be 
found in biblical memories of integration with the Philistines through marriage 
and shared cultural customs in the Samson stories. Were “Danites” an ethnic 
conglomeration of Sea Peoples31 and dwellers of the coastal plain who worshiped 
Yahweh and migrated north (cf. Judg 17)? If so, was one of the markers of their 
religion an avoidance of pork?

25 Ilan, forthcoming.
26 Hesse 1990; Lev- Tov 2000; Faust and Lev- Tov 2011; Horwitz et al. 2017.
27 Cf. Meiri et al. 2013; Sapir- Hen et al. 2015.
28 E. g., Noll 1998; Athas 2003, 255–57; Arie 2008.
29 Fisher 2005; yet notably, no pig remains were found in the area of the cult installation.
30 Stager 1989.
31 Cf. discussion in Ilan, forthcoming.
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In the Iron II, the absence may even be more significant in light of the recent 
study by Lidar Sapir- Hen et al.32 In their comprehensive survey of published re-
mains from the region, they identify several patterns including differences be-
tween the major urban centers associated with the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
such as Hazor, Megiddo, Yoqneam, and Beit Shean, and those of the Southern 
Kingdom of Judah, such as Jerusalem, Motza, Halif, and Lachish. They suggest 
that such a difference stands out in spite of environmental and socio- political 
factors, finding a possible explanation in the population explosion that may have 
limited grazing lands suitable for sheep, goats, and cattle; thus, pig husbandry 
increased so that more meat (and, though not mentioned in their study, more 
calories per pound of meat) could be produced on less land. They further sug-
gest that the taboo of pork consumption, with possible origins in the Israelite- 
Philistine distinction of the Iron I,33 may have been promoted by southern Juda-
hites in the composition of biblical texts in the seventh century BCE as polemic 
against northern Israelites in their midst resulting from the Assyrian conquest 
of the north.

The lack of pig bones at Dan in the Iron IIB, however, may complicate the 
picture.34 Like the other sites surveyed, Tel Dan is a major urban center in the 
region, apparently part of the Northern Kingdom, but without evidence of pig 
husbandry and only very sparse evidence for occasional hunting of wild boar. 
One may suggest that Dan might be an Aramean site, as some have argued,35 or 
point out the mixed ethnicity of the inhabitants that would have included former 
pork- lovers, but such would then suggest that we might find more evidence of 
pig consumption, such as one has at the nearby Aramean (Geshurite) center at 
Bethsaida mentioned above.36

Might a more plausible scenario be that at least some of the inhabitants at Tel 
Dan maintained a prohibition of pork? While one cannot clearly identify this 
prohibition with Israelites, they would seem to be the most likely candidates in 
light of the biblical memories (Judg 17; 1 Kgs 12) and the numerous markers of 
Israelite culture at the site during the Iron IIB. The strongest markers include 

32 Saper- Hen et al. 2013; see also Sapir- Hen et al. 2015; Horwitz et al. 2017.
33 Though they are careful to note that even here the situation is more complicated. While 

there is indeed a contrast between the major Philistine urban centers and Judahite settlements 
in the Shephelah and hill country, the small villages within Philistia are also lacking in pig re-
mains (see the summary in Sapir- Hen, 2016).

34 Further, the few pig bones that have been recovered are likely associated with wild boar 
(see n. 3, above), in contrast to the other northern sites for which Sapir- Hen et al. 2013 sug-
gest the remains are all from domestic pigs based on the reports and the authors’ own analysis.

35 See, e. g., Noll 1998, 2013, 286–96; Athas 2003, 255–57; Arie 2008; and following Arie: 
Na’aman 2012, 95; Hasegawa 2012, 84–85, 140–41; and Finkelstein 2013, 127–28; cf. Ber-
lejung 2009, 21 – for arguments in favor of the Yahwistic association of the temple complex, 
see Greer 2017.

36 Fisher 2005; Arav 2013.
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the epigraphic evidence, highlighted by several seal impressions with Yahwist-
ic names,37 as well as the cultic associations with Yahwism in the temple com-
plex.38 The distinction, then, might not have been a simple dichotomy between 
north and south, but a more complicated situation in which various groups – 
perhaps limited to priests or other cultic personnel – within the north and pos-
sibly the south held different views on the prohibition of pork.

In sum, arguments can be made for the avoidance of pork at Tel Dan in the 
Iron I and the Iron II, but the variables discussed above render any conclusions 
tentative. Potential support, however, for a prohibition in the Iron II may be 
found in evidence from the other end of the spectrum of specialized food sta-
tus – that of “prescription.”

2. Evidence of “Prescription” in Priestly Portions at Tel Dan?

As with assessing evidence for “prohibition,” garnering evidence for “prescrip-
tion” is complicated, especially when it involves the study of biblical texts and 
their relationship to the archaeological record. In the case of Tel Dan, I have ar-
gued elsewhere that a number of non- random patterns observed among specific 
deposits of faunal remains within the cultic precinct in two separate areas (the 
western chambers and the courtyard; see fig. 3) are congruent with Israelite prac-
tice in general, and with prescriptions for priestly portions, in particular.39 Two 
will be highlighted here.

37 These include two seal impressions bearing the name ‘Immadiyaw (“Yahweh is with me”; 
eighth c. BCE; see Biran 1994a, 15, 199–201; Brandl 2009); one with the name Zakariyaw, 
(“Yahweh remembers”; Biran 1994b, 15; see, too, Brandl 2009 for an identical impression 
found at Bethsaida – apparently both with petrographic signatures linking them to clay from 
Samaria; see, further discussion in Greer 2017), and one with the name Amoz (perhaps short 
for Amaziyaw? Biran 1994a, 255). It is further notable that the first two examples feature the 
spelling with the theophoric element “-yw” (/yaw/), typical of the north (cf. Hackett 2002, 
142). While two examples of the name Baalpelet, a Baal theophoric appellation, have also been 
discovered, they postdate the mid- eighth c. BCE destruction layer that seals Stratum II, and thus 
the final stratum associated with Israelite occupation in Biran’s scheme (Biran 1994a, 262–64).

38 So Greer 2013, 2017.
39 See Greer 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017.

Jonathan S. Greer82



Fig. 3. The Temple Complex at Tel Dan Highlighting Spheres of Contrast.

First, a prescription detailing that right- sided portions must be given to the 
priests (cf. Exod 29:27–28; Lev 7:32–33) may be correlated with the difference be-
tween the assemblages of the western chambers, an area associated with priests,40 
and those of the courtyard feasting deposits, an area associated with worship-
ers.41 The disproportionate distribution (fig. 4) of right hindlimbs and forelimbs 
of sheep and goats in the area assigned to priests (67 % rights : 33 % lefts) com-
pared to the courtyard (63 % lefts : 37 % rights) would be congruent with priests 
receiving their due, i. e., the right- sided meaty portion, then consuming it within 
the western chambers and depositing the remains in specialized ways.42

Rights
CourtyardWestern Chambers

Le�s

Fig. 4. Distribution of Right and Left Limb Portions by Area.

40 Biran 1994a; Greer 2013; Davis 2013.
41 Greer 2013.
42 Bones associated with forelimb portions include scapulae, humeri, radii, and ulnae and 

those associated with the hind limb include femora and tibiae. For further details, see Greer 
2013, 66–67.
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Second, a prescription detailing that the skin of the burnt offering must be giv-
en to the priests (Lev 7:8) may be correlated with the much higher percentage 
of sheep and goat phalanges (or “toes bones”; i. e., any one of three small bones 
that extend into the hoof: PH1, PH2, or PH3) in these same priestly chambers 
where the combined totals comprised 33 % of the assemblage compared to other 
meat- bearing portions, and in contrast to the courtyard deposits that contained 
only 12 % phalanges (see fig. 5). Again, such a distribution would be congruent 
with priests receiving their due – i. e., the skin with the hooves left intact43 – and 
then processing their allotment before depositing the phalanges in a specialized 
manner within the chambers.

Phalanges

Limb Portions
CourtyardWestern Chambers

Fig. 5. Distribution of Phalanges by Area.

This high degree of correlation between the animal bone remains and the Priestly 
prescriptions, alongside other evidence from the temple complex at Tel Dan in-
cluding architecture designed with particular understandings of sacred space,44 
artistic motifs,45 and cultic paraphernalia46 that may be correlated to Israelite 
worship practices, add further weight to the possibility that a pork prohibition 
was in effect at Tel Dan, if these may be considered “Israelite” features.47

3. Conclusions and Further Questions

Thus, when the absence of pig bones at Tel Dan is considered in light of the evi-
dence for “prescription,” a case for “prohibition” gains some strength, yet admit-
tedly the numerous variables and the preliminary nature of much of the data pre-
clude any solid conclusions. Still, if some degree of plausibility may be granted 

43 See Wapnish and Hesse 1991, 45–47.
44 Davis 2013.
45 Ackerman 2013.
46 Greer 2010.
47 On the further complexity of this matter, see Greer 2017.
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for the sake of argument that both “prohibition” and “prescription” may be pres-
ent at Tel Dan, and such is considered within the broader context of a thriving 
Yahwistic cult among at least some of the Israelite inhabitants in the Iron II at this 
site, a host of new questions arises concerning the relationship between the con-
current northern and southern expressions of the Yahwistic cult in the Iron IIB 
prior to the annexation of the north by the Assyrians. What was the nature of the 
relationship between the northern centers of Dan and Bethel with the southern 
center of Jerusalem: one of conflict, or cooperation, or both? How might this re-
lationship affect our understanding of the composition of Priestly literature in 
the Hebrew Bible? Are northern traditions – such as a meaningful pork prohi-
bition – intertwined with southern traditions in the present form of the Hebrew 
Bible? And if so, when were they combined, considering that the data here date 
to the ninth and eighth centuries BCE? These questions highlight the complexity 
of the issues involved, but also the potential significance of certain conclusions.
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Distinguishing Judah and Philistia

A Zooarchaeological View from Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon*

Deirdre N. Fulton

1. Introduction

The late Iron Age is at the center of increasing scholarly attention regarding the 
many facets of ancient Levantine economy and identity.1 Within the scholarly 
discourse, two sites have emerged as prominent case studies for the different 
expressions of economic and cultural activity at this time. In the hills just south 
of Jerusalem, Ramat Raḥel was a governmental center overseeing agricultural 
production and collecting taxes in kind.2 Meanwhile on the coast, Ashkelon was 
an international port city that functioned as an important node of the Mediter-
ranean economy in the late Iron Age.3 In addition to differences in their roles in 
the Levantine economy, Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon were in different political 
and cultural zones; Ramat Raḥel was an economic center of control in Judah and 
Ashkelon was a city- state in Philistia. While there is an ongoing debate over the 
significance of the presence or absence of specific species in Judah and Philistia 
and whether these differences correlate to cultural differences (namely the pres-
ence or absence of pig), less attention is devoted to the general dietary practices, 
economic strategies, and specific cultic deposits that characterize these two dif-
ferent economic zones.

Moving away from the traditional binary model based on the presence or ab-
sence of certain species, this study explores the differences in cultural and eco-
nomic identity between Judah and Philistia by examining the animal economies 
of Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon with specific attention on the specialized bone 

* My thanks to Peter Altmann, Anna Angelini, and Abra Spiciarich for organizing the con-
ference “The Larger Context of the Biblical Dietary Laws” (Lausanne, 2017) and subsequent 
volume. Also, thanks to Eric Welch and Paula Hesse for helpful feedback on the paper.

1 Faust 2000; Master 2003; Lipschits 2005; Faust and Weiss 2005; Freud 2011b; Lip-
schits et al. 2011; Gadot 2015; Younger 2015; Walton 2015.

2 Lipschits et al. 2011.
3 Master 2003; Stager 2011; Master and Stager 2014.



deposits found at each site.4 In order to highlight the unique characteristics as 
well as the overlapping characteristics of each site, it is necessary to examine the 
faunal remains from Ramat Raḥel, and then Ashkelon. Although Ramat Raḥel 
and Ashkelon represent different economic zones in the southern Levant, their 
animal remains from the late Iron Age II period reveal similar dietary habits. 
Thus, while these sites are very different in nature (coastal versus inland, city- 
state versus kingdom), their faunal remains reveal similarities that fit into the 
larger Southern Levantine patterns of the late Iron II period.

2. Ramat Raḥel in the Iron II

Ramat Raḥel is located near the road connecting Hebron and Beer- Sheba to Jeru-
salem from the south and the junction with the road connecting Beth- Shemesh 
to the capital from the west. It is also strategically located within the Repha’im 
Valley and is very visible from the valley below.5 The site is also located equidis-
tant from Jerusalem and Bethlehem – approximately 4 kilometers from each. 
Ramat Raḥel’s close proximity to Jerusalem and its strategic location in the Re-
pha’im Valley may explain why it grew into an important administrative center 
during the late Iron II through Persian periods. Several prominent excavations 
have taken place at Ramat Raḥel, most notably Yohanan Aharoni in 1954 and 
1959–1962, and more recently the renewed excavations under the direction of 
Oded Lipschits, Yuval Gadot, and Manfred Oeming from 2005 through 2010. 
Aharoni’s work first uncovered, and Lipschits, Gadot, and Oeming clarified that 
Ramat Raḥel was an important administrative and ceremonial center at the end 
of the Iron Age II period through the Persian period.6 Hundreds of incised jar 
handles and stamp impressions point to its function as an administrative center, 
collecting taxes throughout the region.

During the late Iron II through Persian period, the site of Ramat Raḥel was 
dominated by a large, administrative structure. Construction occurred in three 
phases: Building Phase 1 spanned a period from the late- eighth or early- sev-
enth century to the mid- seventh century BCE; Building Phase 2 is dated to the 
late- seventh and sixth centuries BCE; and Building Phase 3 marked further de-
velopments taking place in the fifth century until the late- fourth century BCE. 
During Building Phase 1, a “tower- fortress” was constructed so that movement in 
the valley below could be monitored.7 To the east of the tower, there were other 

4 See also Maeir and Hitchcock (2016, 209–26) for a discussion of past scholarly models, 
particularly what may be classified as binary models, for viewing the Philistines based on textual 
evidence and material culture.

5 Lipschits et al. 2011, 2–3.
6 Aharoni 1956, 1962, 1964, 1967, 1993; Lipschits, Gadot, and Freud 2011.
7 Lipschits and Gadot 2008; Lipschits et al. 2011, 10–20.
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Fig. 1: Map.
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buildings that served various administrative needs, as the hundreds of LMLK 
and ‘private’ stamp impressions, as well as jar handles incised with concentric 
circles found at the site indicate.8

During Building Phase 2, the administrative center/tower- fortress of Ramat 
Raḥel was transformed into a magnificent palatial compound. The Phase 1 build-
ings were now integrated into the compound, and royal gardens were added at 
the same time. The addition of the royal gardens was a substantial building proj-
ect. Daphna Langgut et al.’s botanical study reveals that by the seventh century 
BCE Ramat Raḥel was transformed into a lush garden with water features and 
diverse flora.9 Additionally, as Lipschits et al. have argued, this is the earliest 
known example of a garden in the Levant connected to a palatial residence.10

The late Iron II at Ramat Raḥel is contemporary with building Phases 1 and 2. 
During this period of time, Judah was under the control of much larger empires, 
namely Assyria and later Babylonia and Egypt.11 The administrative structure 
at Ramat Raḥel was probably first constructed under the support of Assyria, al-
though which king supported this building project is still unknown. After the 
fall of Assyria, Babylon (and, at times, Egypt) continued to use Ramat Raḥel as a 
place for the collection and administration of taxes. In Phase 3, the Persian gov-
ernment also made use of the structure for administrative purposes.12

2.1. The Faunal Collection

The faunal remains from the periods contemporary to the administrative struc-
ture are from four different contexts: The Phase 1 Iron II material, the Phase 2 
Iron II material, the Phase 2 Iron II feasting pit material (hereafter referred to as 
Locus 14109), and the Phase 3 Persian period pit material. The uniqueness of the 
bone assemblage from Locus 14109 is noteworthy when compared to the faunal 
evidence from Building Phases 1 and 2, but also reveals a great deal of overlap as 
well. The Phase 3 material mostly follows the patterns in Phase 1 and 2, but has 
its own divergences as well. It should be noted that the entire animal bone as-
semblage analyzed from the 2005–2010 excavation seasons dating from the Iron 
Age II through Persian Period was modest, with approximately 1200 bones and 
bone fragments.

The animal bone assemblage dating to Phase 1 (eighth–seventh centuries) 
consists of a typical Iron Age II Judean highland diet, including sheep, goat, and 

 8 Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2010, 2011; Koch 2011; Sergi 2011.
 9 Langgut et al. 2013.
10 Lipschits et al. 2011.
11 The biblical texts make clear that Egypt also had a hand in controlling Judah, particularly 

during the final years of the Assyrian empire. See, for example, the ongoing negotiations with 
Egypt in 2 Kings. For a detailed discussion of Judean and Egyptian interactions, see Na’aman 
1991 and Schipper 2010.

12 Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011.
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cattle. No bird or fish bones were recovered.13 The majority (78 %) of sheep and 
goat bones are mature. In the Phase 1 Iron II assemblage, the majority of the 
collection are sheep and goat (88 %) and the rest of the collection consisted of 
cattle (11 %).14 The Phase 2 collection is separated into two contexts: the bones 
found throughout the site from this phase and bones uncovered specifically from 
Locus 14109. In Phase 2, the animal bone assemblage from several different con-
texts again mirrors the typical southern Levantine diet of sheep, goat, and cattle, 
but with a significant percentage of birds. The relative abundance of sheep/goat 
bones compared with cattle bones continues to be greater. Sheep/goat represent 
78 % of the total collection and bird bones in Phase 2 are as numerous as cattle 
(11 %).

2.2. Locus 14109: The Iron II Feasting Pit

In the 2008 season, the excavation team uncovered a pit that measured 150 cm in 
diameter by 40 cm deep. It was sealed underneath a limestone floor of the cen-
tral courtyard of the palace.15 Within the pit, 75 complete and restorable pottery 
vessels dating to the Iron IIC period, six clay figurines, and 540 bones were un-
covered. As Lipschits, Gadot, and Oeming argue, the pit was clearly cut into the 
foundation fill of the courtyard and then covered up with the crushed limestone 
floor of the central courtyard.16

Mixed in with the remarkable assemblage of pottery vessels from Locus 14109 
were also bones of mammals, birds, and fish. The Medium Mammal (MM) 
bones are from sheep or goats, and when species identification based on the 
morphological criteria of diagnostic bones was possible, they were from sheep.17 
The Large Mammal (LM) bones are from cattle.

The sheep remains are all from immature animals aged three to six months.18 
It was possible to lay out the bones of the sheep, and there were fragmentary re-
mains from two immature sheep. Indeed, the assemblage of sheep bones includes 
portions from most skeletal elements. Light butchering marks were preserved on 
one long bone. For Large Mammal (LM) and cattle remains (11 bones), the NISP 
indicates that the discarded remains of at least one cow were preserved in the 
Iron II pit. The lack of burning evidence on the sheep and cow remains is what 
one would expect from meat that was stewed rather than cooked over an open 

13 According to the excavators, 1 in 5 buckets were dry sieved during the excavation of Phases 
1–3.

14 All of the percentages are based on the Number of Individual Specimens (NISP).
15 All of the contents from the pit were dry sifted with 1 cm mesh. Some of the pit contents 

was also wet- sifted with .5 mm mesh.
16 Lipschits, Gadot, and Oeming 2011; See also Fulton et al. 2015.
17 Boessneck 1969; Zeder and Lapham 2010.
18 Following Silver 1969; Payne 1973.
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fire. As is commonly argued, stewing was the most common meat preparation 
method in Judah during the Iron II period.19

There were also a significant number of bird bones (42 total) found within the 
pit assemblage derived from at least nine birds. Thirty- eight bones were from 
partridge, one bone was from a goose, and three bones were from one very small 
bird, probably in the Passeriformes (or songbird) category.

In Omri Lernau’s analysis of the fish bones, he identified approximately 65 % 
of the remains belonging to three families of freshwater fish and two families of 
marine fish. He maintains that nearly half of the fish bones that were identified 
were from the Nile Catfish and states, “This is the largest freshwater fish in Is-
rael, and it may attain a maximum size of about 150 cm and a weight of 20 kg. 
Catfish inhabit the Jordan River system and the coastal rivers along the Mediter-
ranean, as well as poorly oxygenated waters and swamps.”20 Lernau also identi-
fied 17 bones from porgies – a rather small fish – twelve bones from the gilthead 
seabream, mullet, and also Cyprinid, which is found in the Lake of Galilee. 
Finally, he identified “two dorsal spines of another freshwater fish … probably 
a Tilapia, either from the Jordan River system or from coastal rivers along the 
Mediterranean.”21 In sum, at least 7 Nile Catfish and other freshwater and salt-
water fish were part of the feast.

2.3. Locus 477: Aharoni’s Pit

An evaluation of earlier excavations at Ramat Raḥel, namely Aharoni’s excava-
tions, revealed important parallels to Locus 14109. Aharoni had interpreted an 
area he uncovered – Locus 477 – as a simple destruction layer on the floor of a 
building.22 According to the further analysis of the renewed excavations, how-
ever, this is another example of a ritual pit. Many pottery vessels with similar 
functions to the feasting pit assemblage were part of the Locus 477 assemblage, 
as well as figurines.23 Unfortunately, there is no mention of animal bones in the 
excavation reports from Locus 477.24

The most intriguing find from Locus 477 is a sherd of pottery of what may be 
part of a larger scene of a seated male figure on a throne with his hand extend-
ed. Unfortunately, the sherd is broken. From other ancient Near Eastern exam-
ples, we find many seated male figures on thrones. In many of these examples, 
the seated figure is depicted with his hand extended and holding a cup.25 Other 

19 Cf. Magness 2014, 47.
20 Fulton et al. 2015, 36–37.
21 Ibid., 37.
22 Aharoni 1964, 29–31, figs. 16–19, pl. 30.
23 Fulton et al. 2015
24 The excavators were not surprised, since Aharoni did not systematically collect faunal re-

mains from Ramat Raḥel.
25 Ibid., 41.
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parallels to this scene include the depiction of a king seated on a throne with a 
procession of musicians and captives, carved on a Late Bronze Age Ivory from 
Megiddo.26 A late- eleventh century example also comes from the sarcophagus of 
Ahiram of Byblos,27 who is depicted seated on a throne with a cup in his right 
hand. The Iron age II Katumuwa Stele from Zincirli also depicts a seated king 
with a cup in his right hand.28 Finally, the seventh century BCE “Garden Banquet 
of Assurbanipal”29 uncovered in Palace A from Nimrud also depicts the reclining 
king and seated queen; both are holding cups in their right hands. In these select 
examples, the king or queen is depicted seated on a throne and is connected to 
banqueting scenes, although the contexts for these feasts differ.30

2.4. Locus 13174: The Persian Period Pit

While the focus of this study is on the late Iron II period, examining the later 
Persian period pit (Locus 13174) allows for one to highlight the unique nature 
of the late- Iron II faunal remains. Locus 13174 contains a sizeable collection of 
animal remains contemporary to the Phase 3 administrative center. The pit was 
uncovered in Area D1 and based on the vessels in the pit, dates to the sixth and 
fifth centuries BCE. Locus 13174 contains an extensive amount of restorable ce-
ramic vessels, of which many bear stamp impressions either on the bodies (5 ex-
amples) or handles (35 examples), and is the largest concentration of impressions 
discovered to date.31 The excavators believe that the jars were from nearby storage 
rooms and then discarded into the pit.

The bone assemblage has overlapping points with earlier Phases 1 and 2, but 
diverges as well. The largest percentage of the collection is sheep/goat (79 %), 
with cattle a distant second (15 %). Interestingly, pig is also found within the col-
lection (3 %), and bird (2 %). Other species, which make up less than 1 % of the 
collection include camel, donkey, gazelle, ibex, and dog. While the presence of 
gazelle and ibex may indicate that hunting wild animals took place near Ramat 
Raḥel, the percentage of bones is statistically very minor in comparison to the 
rest of the collection. Thus, if hunting took place, it was not a major component 
of the diet.

26 Loud 1939.
27 Markoe 1990.
28 There are many examples of seated males holding drinking vessels in their hands. Many 

of these scenes depict funerary cultic scenes, as is the case with the sarcophagus of Ahiram as 
well as the Katumuwa Stele. For a thorough discussion and more examples, see Hermann and 
Schloen 2014.

29 BM 124920.
30 D. Bonatz refers to the seated males on thrones with a drinking cup as “Die Speisetischszene,” 

which are commonly found in Syro- Hittite statuary (Bonatz 2000). There are also many exam-
ples in earlier Sumerian and later Assyrian and Persian examples.

31 Freud 2011a.
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Dog appears in the faunal record for the first time in the Persian period. Dog 
consumption was not common in the Persian period and there are no signs of 
this at Ramat Raḥel. That is, there are no butcher marks or any signs of trauma 
to the bones. Dog bones do appear in the Persian period at certain sites, most 
notably coastal sites such as Ashkelon32 and Dor,33 but a few canid bones have 
also been uncovered in sites in Judah during the Persian period, specifically at 
Jerusalem.34 As the Persian period dog remains reveal, there is not one model for 
why dogs appear in Persian and Hellenistic contexts. In the example of Ramat 
Raḥel, the bones are not buried as an individual interment, but rather are part 
of the pit contents.

While the species present do not diverge greatly from the Iron II period, with 
the exception of pig and only by 2 %, the size of the collection allows for us to of-
fer more interpretations concerning the material remains. When examining the 
archaeological animal – that is, what parts of MM and LM remains that are un-
covered – the remains represent a healthy representation of the entire skeleton. 
Moreover, the highest percentage of MM cuts are of the meatier portions – long 
bones, axial, and even the head – indicating that the faunal remains are from 
meals and not from the primary butchering activities. This is similar to Phases 1 
and 2, where the bone detritus represented meals rather than initial butchering 
activities.

2.5. Analysis of all contexts

As these four contexts have shown, sheep and goat remains are the most abun-
dant in all contexts and all periods, see Table 1.

Table 1: Percentage of Major Species (based on NISP) from Ramat Raḥel Phases 1–3

Phase 1 Phase 2 Locus 14109 
(Phase 2)

Locus 13174 
(Phase 3)

Sheep/Goat 88 % 78 % 63 % 79 %

Cattle 11 % 11 % 8 % 15 %

Bird 0 % 11 % 29 % 2 %

Pig 0 % 0 % 0 % 3 %

This is not surprising since sheep and goat are, generally, the most common ani-
mals consumed in the Mediterranean world. The presence of cattle, even though 

32 Wapnish and Hesse 1993.
33 Sapir- Hen 2011.
34 See Horwitz, Wolff, and Ortiz 2016; 2017 for a list of sites with canid remains from the 

Iron II through the Hellenistic period in the Southern Levant.
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it is less than 20 %, is also normal. Indeed, the percentage of cattle is within the 
expected range at a Judean highland site in the late Iron II through early Per-
sian period. Sapir- Hen, Gadot, and Finkelstein provide two comparative sites 
for Ramat Raḥel during the late Iron II Phase 2 period: Tel Moza, located in the 
Soreq Valley, and the Western Wall Plaza in Jerusalem.35 At the site of Tel Moza, 
the assemblage consisted of 68 % sheep/goats, 30 % cattle, and 1 % pig. In con-
trast, at the sight of the Western Wall plaza in Jerusalem, 90 % of the assemblage 
was sheep/goat, 8 % cattle, and less than .5 % was pig.36 As Sapir- Hen, Gadot, 
and Finkelsten point out, the location of Tel Moza, the percentage of cattle, and 
the age of the cattle reveal a plow- based agricultural economy focused on grain 
production. In contrast, the lower cattle numbers at the Western Wall plaza in 
Jerusalem was because it was not a center of plow- based agriculture like Tel Moza 
in the Sorek Valley.

At the site of Ramat Raḥel, grain storage facilities have not been uncovered. 
There is no evidence for a dependence on plow- based agriculture, which is what 
would be needed for a higher assay of cattle. The Ramat Raḥel economy was de-
pendent on olive oil and/or wine, as indicated by the hundreds of jar handles 
and remains of storage vessels. A plentiful supply of cattle would not be present 
in an area focused on olive oil or wine production. Rather, animals that could 
be brought from the hinterland are present, namely sheep and goats. And, as the 
bones remains indicate, sheep were preferred over goats. This is evident in both 
ritual pit contexts and other bone deposit contexts. This is also what Sapir- Hen, 
Gadot, and Finkelstein have reported of the faunal remains from the Western 
Wall plaza in Jerusalem.37 And thus, as the Ramat Raḥel material indicates, and 
Tel Moza and Jerusalem also indicate, economic factors determine the percent-
age of cattle versus sheep and goats in the late Iron II material. Also, the govern-
mental power at Ramat Raḥel probably determined this as well.

The age of the animals also provides some important information concerning 
the animal economy. In a normal pastoralist economy, one would expect to find 
a range of ages in the sheep and goat remains, indicating whether the pastoral-
ists focused on a dairy economy, a meat economy, a wool economy, or a mixed 
economy (particularly dairy and meat). At Ramat Raḥel, the age distribution 
indicates a meat economy and the portions of bones preserved – that is, meatier 
parts of the animal – indicate that meat provisioning also may have taken place. 
Meat provisioning means that outside pastoralists brought animals to the site of 
Ramat Raḥel, and someone (possibly the administrative elite at the site) deter-
mined what age and species of animal would be consumed by the rest of the cit-
izens of the site. In all of these periods, animals were of prime age. This indicates 

35 Sapir- Hen, Gadot, and Finkelstein 2016.
36 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
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that the pastoralists were culling the more select animals (adults and sub- adults) 
for the population at Ramat Raḥel.

Differences arise, however, when one reconsiders Locus 14109. Birds and fish 
are noteworthy in this specific pit setting compared to other faunal assemblag-
es at Ramat Raḥel. While fish are found at other sites throughout Judah and the 
coast, the number of bones within the Ramat Raḥel ritual context is high (6.5 %) 
for a Judean highland site. The variety of fish also indicates a network of trade 
routes bringing specific goods to the center of Ramat Raḥel. As Lernau has ar-
gued, the presence of pools within the garden at Ramat Raḥel made the storage 
of the freshwater fish, such as the Nile Catfish possible for a period of time. And 
indeed, fish are not represented in the faunal collection before the Phase 2 addi-
tion of the garden. Additionally, the garden environment, sustained by the pools 
and cisterns, also helped birds to thrive in this highland site. Although there is 
an increase in bird consumption during Phase 2 compared to Phase 1, the most 
abundant number is found in Locus 14109.

2.6. Ramat Raḥel: Conclusion

The Phase 2 ritual pit clearly reveals specialized eating behaviors in an elite set-
ting. Certain species are outstanding when compared to the larger Ramat Rahel 
assemblage, such as the many different varieties of fish and birds. But as most 
of the collection reveals from all of the different contexts, sheep, goat, and cattle 
are generally the most abundant species. Cattle appears to be rare because of the 
location of Ramat Raḥel in the Repha’im Valley, which focused on the collection 
of olive oil and/or wine. The preference for sheep in all periods reveals intention-
al herd management choices, similar to the Western Wall plaza in Jerusalem.38 
The percentage of cattle also indicates its distance from the Sorek Valley, which 
was the grain production center/plow- based agricultural center of ancient Judah.

The low percentage of cattle indicates that Ramat Raḥel was not part of the 
grain producing economy of the Sorek Valley. Rather, it was part of the olive oil 
and/or wine collection of the Repha’im Valley. Additionally, the healthy repre-
sentation of sheep and goat, the age of the sheep and goat when they are slaugh-
tered, and the lack of domestic cooking spaces may indicate centralized cooking 
at Ramat Raḥel. This may have meant that Ramat Raḥel had a cookhouse of 
sorts, separate from the administrative building. And thus, food was cooked in 
one location and then distributed to the inhabitants of Ramat Raḥel.

38 Sapir- Hen et al. 2016.
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3. Ashkelon in the Iron II

The late- Iron II was a period of economic growth and development for the Phi-
listine city of Ashkelon. This came to an end in 604 BCE when Ashkelon was 
destroyed by the Babylonian army, under the leadership of king Nebuchadnez-
zar II. The destruction of Ashkelon is mentioned in the Babylonian Chronicle, 
stating that Nebuchadnezzar “Marched to the city of Ashkelon and captured it in 
the month of Kislev. He captured its king and plundered it and carried off [spoil 
from it …]. He turned the city into a mound and heaps of ruins and then in the 
month of Sebat he marched back to Babylon.”39

The archaeological remains reveal that Nebuchadnezzar utterly destroyed the 
entire city of Ashkelon, including the center of the city.40 Before its complete de-
struction in the late Iron II, Ashkelon was a well- fortified coastal city. Through-
out the seventh century BCE, Ashkelon was an international city, trading regu-
larly with Phoenician ports such as Tyre, as evidenced by the Phoenician pottery 
remains.41 Other trade goods were also brought to Ashkelon from western loca-
tions such as the Greek islands, Ionia, Corinth, and Cyprus.42 Egyptian goods 
were also found in abundance in the late- seventh century remains of Ashkelon, 
indicating trade from the south as well.43

3.1. The Faunal Collection

The site of Ashkelon was excavated under the directorship of Lawrence E. Stager 
(1985–2016) and Daniel Master (2007–2016). The most extensive archaeological 
excavations yielding evidence of seventh century occupation were found in Grids 
38 and 50.44 Grid 38 is characterized by an industrial building and alley running 
along the eastern side of the building. Within the building (Building 776), loom 
weights and presses reveal that industrial activities such as weaving and wine 
production occurred.45 In areas of industrial activities, the zoological evidence 
is found in “industrial areas” where, as Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish46 have ob-
served, there is no clear need for specific animal products. The faunal assem-
blage is small (1,355 bones) in comparison to the very large sample from Grid 50 
(24,298 bones).47 The faunal remains from Grid 50 were uncovered in the quarry 

39 BM 21946, 18–20; The name Ashkelon is damaged in the text. See Stager 2011, 1 for a dis-
cussion of the identification and why Ashkelon is the best reconstructed name.

40 Stager 2011.
41 Ibid.; Master and Stager 2014.
42 Ibid., 9; Waldbaum 2011.
43 Walton 2011; Keel 2011; Bell 2011; Press 2011; Park 2011.
44 Stager, Master, and Schloen 2011. More recently, Grid 51 has revealed more evidence 

of seventh century Ashkelon and will be the topic of forthcoming publications.
45 Stager 2011.
46 Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish 2011, 619.
47 Ibid. 2011, 620.

Distinguishing Judah and Philistia 97



fill and also the marketplace. In the seventh century, the western slope that bor-
ders the seashore was quarried for stone, probably due to the intensification of 
building projects in the city. After quarrying was complete, fill was brought in to 
level the area, and the marketplace was built over the fill.48 It is this late- seventh 
century marketplace that offers the most complete picture of late- seventh- centu-
ry life, although the seventh- century quarry fill offers an important contribution 
to the discussion as well. Although the marketplace was destroyed by a massive 
conflagration in 604 BCE at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar and his army, many 
of the features of the marketplace are preserved, namely the streets, alleyways, 
and building foundations.

Among the marketplace detritus, a large number of bones are from articula-
tions that are still preserved. In some cases, phalanges (Ph) were found together 
from the same foot; in other cases, preserved tooth rows of sheep and goats were 
uncovered. Still in other examples, bird bones were found in what could be de-
scribed as bone “caches.”49 Indeed, most of the bird bones were found grouped 
together rather than dispersed throughout Grid 50. By plotting the find spots, we 
were able to determine certain behaviors within the marketplace. For example, 
we found that many of the tooth rows (mandibulae and maxillae) were found 
in the plaza and the streets. The high number of mandibulae and maxillae and 
a low number of long bone and axial remains indicate that these cuts had been 
sold in the marketplace and distributed to the consumers throughout the site. 
Thus, the final stages of carcass dismemberment occurred in the marketplace. 
Yet the low percentage of lower phalanges (namely the Ph2 and Ph3) indicates 
that skinning took place at a different location. Finally, the bird bones were con-
centrated in specific locations. Indeed, 330 bird bones were located in one room 
of the marketplace, indicating specialization of sales for this particular species. 
The 604 BCE destruction preserved the economic activities that were taking 
place in Grid 50, and it appears to have continued up to the eve of the demise 
of Ashkelon.

3.2. Analysis of Grids 38 and 50

The seventh- century Ashkelon faunal collection reflects the most consumed spe-
cies of sheep, goat, and cattle. It is significant, however, that bird is more abun-
dant in certain areas than cattle, specifically in the Grid 50 marketplace and Grid 
38 industrial buildings.

48 Stager 2011, 39.
49 Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish 2011, 629.
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Table 2: Percentage of Major Species from Ashkelon Grid 38 and 50 Contexts.50

Grid 50 
Quarry

Grid 50 
Buildings

Grid 50 
Streets

All Grid 
50

Grid 38

O/C 86 % 72 % 82 % 80 % 86 %

Bos 11 % 7 % 11 % 9 % 5 %

Aves 3 % 22 % 7 % 11 % 8 %

It is well- established that if intensive plow- based agriculture were taking place, 
the faunal remains should contain at least 20 % cattle remains.51 Since the cattle 
remains comprise only 10 % of the overall sample, it is clear that intensive plow- 
based agriculture was not a significant part of the agricultural economy by the 
late Iron II period. This is in contrast to the Iron I material, when cattle remains 
make up approximately 25 % of the sample, indicating sustained plow- based ag-
riculture for approximately two centuries.52 Yet this clearly changes over time, 
as the quarry and marketplace faunal remains indicate. Depending on the area, 
when one compares the sheep to goat ratio, one finds a 2.7:1 (quarry) versus a 3.6 
to 1 (marketplace) ratio. Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish interpret this to mean that 
the quarry fill represents the larger eating patterns of Ashkelon, versus the mar-
ketplace detritus which generally were the offcuts of butchering that had been 
discarded, but had yet to make it to the city dump.53

When one considers the entire bone collection – that is, species that cannot be 
identified, so are referred to as scrap, bones identified by size, that is Small Mam-
mal (SM), MM, and LM, and also identifiable species – there is a great deal of va-
riety. Present among the identifiable species are pigs, donkeys, camels, dogs, deer, 
small carnivores (weasels and cats), gazelles, and sea turtles. But similar to Ramat 
Raḥel, all of these species make up less than one percent of the overall collection.

One of the finds on which much is written, particularly with regard to the Phi-
listines, is the presence or absence of pig.54 This focus arises out of biblical prohi-
bitions concerning pigs as well as our modern interest in food prohibitions and 
why pig – a mainstay in certain regions of the Mediterranean world – is largely ig-
nored in the Iron Age southern Levant (with, of course, some noteworthy excep-
tions). In order to draw a diachronic distinction of bone remains at Ashkelon, it is 
necessary to say a few words about pigs. In the Hesse and Fulton55 analysis of the 

50 From Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish 2011.
51 Redding 1981, 1984; Rosen 1986; Zeder 1986; Wapnish and Hesse 1991.
52 Hesse and Fulton, forthcoming a.
53 Hesse, Fulton, and Wapnish 2011.
54 Cf. Hesse 1986, 1990; Stager 1995; Finkelstein 1996; Hesse and Wapnish 1997, 1998; 

Killebrew and Lev- Tov 2008; Uziel 2007; Lev- Tov 2006, 2010; Faust and Lev- Tov 2011; 
Maeir, Hitchcock, and Horwitz 2013; Sapir- Hen et al. 2013; Hesse and Fulton 2018.

55 Ibid.
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Middle Bronze IIA collection (2000–1750 BCE), pigs contribute a little less than 
5 % of the overall faunal sample, which is noteworthy since other contemporary 
sites have a higher assay of pig. An analysis of the Iron I period (1175–1000 BCE), 
that is, the period when the Philistines first settle Ashkelon, finds that out of the 
identifiable species from the earliest phase of Philistine occupation (Phase 20), 
pig contributes 2 % of the overall diet. In the late twelfth century, Phase 19, pig 
increases to 8 %, and during the early eleventh century, Phase 18, pig remains 
reach their highest percentage at 14 %. By the late eleventh century, Phase 17, pig 
remains decrease to 9 %. During the Iron II period, pig remains decline so that 
by the seventh century, less than 1 % of the identified species is pig.56

This low percentage of pig (>1 %) is approximately the same amount that Sa-
pir- Hen, Gadot, and Finkelstein (2016) report from late- Iron II Tel Moza and 
the Western Wall plaza in Jerusalem. In the later Persian period, when Ashkelon 
is next inhabited, Lipovitch57 notes in his earlier study of the faunal remains and 
Hesse and Fulton find in their preliminary observation that pig consumption is 
not a mainstay of the diet.58 And, in the recently analyzed Hellenistic material, 
the percentage of pig is still minor, reaching only 3 %.59 Hesse and Fulton con-
clude that, with the exception of the early eleventh century, pig never became 
a significant part of the Ashkelon diet. In certain other Philistine cities, namely 
Miqne- Ekron, Justin Lev- Tov’s analysis of the faunal remains reveals a higher 
percentage of pig, but it never reaches over 30 % of the major species identified.60

The low percentage of cattle speaks to the nature of the city of Ashkelon in the 
late- Iron II period. This was not a city driven by intensive plow- based agricul-
ture, but rather focused on the sea. Omri Lernau’s analysis of the piscine remains 
from the late- Iron II period found that the inhabitants of Ashkelon ate freshwa-
ter and saltwater, as well as local and imported fish. Many different species are 
represented, including several Nilotic fish, such as Nile Catfish and perch. The 
presence of these two species reveals ongoing trade with Egypt. Lernau also 
found that the percentage of fish that would have been traded to Ashkelon via 
the Mediterranean or fish that were caught in the deeper Mediterranean wa-
ters dramatically decreases leading up to the 604 BCE destruction of the city.61 
Based on this evidence, Lernau argues that during the Babylonian siege, trade 
from Egypt was probably blocked, changing the piscine dietary choices of the 
Ashkelon inhabitants.

56 Hesse and Fulton, forthcoming a.
57 Lipovitch 2009.
58 Hesse and Fulton have yet to analyze the most recent Persian Period material from Ash-

kelon. This is a preliminary observation of the most current excavations from Grid 51.
59 Hesse and Fulton, forthcoming b.
60 Faust and Lev- Tov 2011.
61 Lernau 2011, 655–57.
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3.2. Grid 38 in the Iron I: The Ashkelon Pits

Similar to Ramat Raḥel, some of the most intriguing behaviors at Ashkelon are 
not found in the everyday consumption patterns, but rather in the pit deposits 
that have been found. The most noteworthy deposits come from much earlier, 
during the Iron I period, which is commonly thought of as the initial settlement 
of the Philistines. Hesse and Fulton62 have identified many pit deposits dating 
from this era, which Adam Aja63 classified by skeletal part: deposits of skull, de-
posits of forelimb, and deposits of complete newborn (puppies). The completed 
Iron I analysis for Ashkelon reveals that there were over 70 bone deposits, 40 of 
which we classify as exceptional, from three major species of Equid (all of them 
are donkey), canids (puppies), and ovicaprid (both sheep and goat). These 
deposits include: donkey deposits of heads and mandibles, sheep/goat skulls, 
forelimbs or hindlimbs, and almost complete puppy skeletons. Some of the pit 
deposits were packed in clay and in a few examples, they were burned in situ. 
Other examples of pit deposits expand the pit burial behaviors including young 
sheep packed in a pit which contained ash as well as charcoal, one goat foot with 
a sheep skull, and a goat forelimb and hind limb, to name a few. The suite of ritual 
bone deposits all appear in domestic settings in the Iron I. Note that excavators 
did not find fore or hind limbs of pigs. Out of the over 70 pit deposits, excavations 
uncovered one pig foot (wrist to phalanges).

Fore and hind limb deposits of caprines have also been observed at Miqne- 
Ekron64 and Tell es- Safi/Gath.65 Yet by the period of the late- Iron II, the most 
common animal bone deposits of sheep/goat fore and/or hind limbs have not 
been uncovered and when pit deposits are found, they are not in the context of 
clearly domestic space. Rather, they are connected to the behaviors of the late 
Iron II market. Indeed, in Ashkelon Grid 51, two limbs and an axial skeleton 
were found in a pit cut into an earlier plaster covered floor. One limb consists of 
a forelimb from the scapula to the metacarpals and the other limb is a hind, from 
the hip girdle to the astragalus (ankle).

In both of these limb deposits, it appears that they were defleshed and later 
placed into this pit. A modern anecdote can explain what these cuts represent: 
When buying meat in the eastern Delta of Egypt, each morning, skinned car-
casses of sheep, goats, and cattle (in the case of Egypt) were hung in the butchers’ 
stalls. I observed, along with Brian Hesse, that interested customers would ap-
proach the butcher and negotiate which cut of meat they desired. As the morn-
ing progressed, the carcasses would steadily decrease as each customer would 
request the cuts, removing meat and bones from the carcass. In this specific 

62 Hesse and Fulton, forthcoming a.
63 Aja 2009.
64 Hesse et al. 2012.
65 Hitchcock et al. 2015.
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example, the weight of the meat rather than a specific cut was how the transac-
tion was made.66 In the Old City of Jerusalem, one can also witness this process. 
Oftentimes, carcasses are also divided, and so one can see a fore or hind of an 
animal hanging (1/4 of the animal), rather than the entire carcasses.

3.3. Ashkelon: Conclusion

These ethnographic examples provide a framework for the bone behaviors we 
see in the late- Iron II marketplace, located in Grid 50 and 51. These earlier Iron I 
bone deposits, which appear to have ritual significance in domestic settings have 
been replaced with pits of detritus from the marketplace. So, what was a possi-
ble marker of Philistine behavior, also seen at Miqne- Ekron and also Tel es- Safi/
Gath, wanes in the early Iron II at Ashkelon and completely disappears by the 
late- Iron II. This may indicate that this particular ritual practice fell out of favor 
by the inhabitants of Ashkelon, the different use of the space does not preserve 
this type of ritual, or it may also indicate the changing nature of the population 
of Ashkelon over time. The Late- Iron II may reflect a more international popu-
lation, with new markers of identity rather than older “Philistine” behaviors, and 
more or other cultural influences. And this possible general cultural assimilation 
is also reflected in the adoption of NW Semitic writing and language at Ashkelon 
(and at Miqne- Ekron) by the early Iron II period.

This bias to see the city of Ashkelon as “Philistine” in the late- Iron II is affect-
ed by the biblical texts, specifically the prophets who are set in the context of the 
eighth and seventh centuries, which mention Ashkelon as part of the “Philis-
tines.”67 What this may tell us is that the writers of these prophetic texts, possibly 
living in Jerusalem (or another location after the destruction of Jerusalem in the 
early sixth century), saw the city of Ashkelon as “Philistine.” This, however, does 
not indicate how the inhabitants of Ashkelon saw themselves.68

66 Hesse and Wapnish also observed this similar phenomenon in Eastern Iran, see Hesse, 
Fulton, and Wapnish 2011.

67 Cf. Jer 47:5–7; Amos 1:8; Zeph 2:4. The dates provided are the contexts in which the 
prophets are situated based on the kings mentioned in the text, not necessarily the compo-
sitional dates of the material. The compositional dates of these particular prophetic texts are 
debated amongst scholars. For Jer 47:5–7, Lundbom (2004, 229) provides a possible compo-
sitional date ranging from late- 7th century (period of Josiah) to the exilic period. For Amos 
1:8, Arneth (2004) argues for an eighth- century date for this passage, while other scholars 
date it to later periods ranging from late- monarchic to postexilic (cf. Marti 1904, 152, 160–
61; Pfeifer 1976, 61–62; Dietrich 1992, 317). In the example of Zeph 2:4, Sweeney (2003, 
107–9) dates this passage to the late- monarchic period (see also Christensen 1984). Hagedorn 
argues that the Oracles against the Nations were some of the earliest material in Zephaniah 
(Hagedorn 2011, 169–71). Zechariah 9:4–6 also mentions Ashkelon as a geographical region 
that is “Philistine.” Redditt (2012) argues for a Persian period (late- sixth–fifth century BCE) 
date for this particular passage.

68 This point is part of the larger scholarly debate concerning the Philistines (cf. Maeir and 
Hitchcock 2016).
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4. Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon: A Regional Evaluation

As countless studies have argued, and one faunal study recently has observed, 
the more mundane practices of daily food consumption as well as ceremonial 
contexts may “express ethnic identity and cultural influences.”69 In certain cases, 
daily and ceremonial food consumption may express both “ethnic identity and 
cultural influences.” Yet when we examine the diet from “Philistine” Ashkelon 
and Judean Ramat Raḥel in the late- seventh century, it is evident that the diets 
are quite similar. Sheep and goat are the dominate species and cattle runs a dis-
tant second. Both settlements also have examples of birds and fish consump-
tion. What is noticeably absent in both cases is pig consumption. So, while some 
scholars would argue that pig is a marker for “other,” particularly in the Iron I 
period – and again please note that it is not the dominate meat choice in the Iron 
I at Ashkelon – it is clear that this is not applicable for either the Judean highland 
site of Ramat Raḥel or the “Philistine” city of Ashkelon in the Iron II. This is also 
observed by Sapir- Hen, Gadot, and Finkelstein from other Judean sites as well.70

In both Ashkelon and Ramat Raḥel, sheep are preferred over goat. While Ash-
kelon reveals a thriving meat market in the late- Iron II, the highest percentage 
of sheep/goat remains are relatively old. This is in contrast to the earlier sev-
enth- century quarry fill material, where the highest percentage of animals come 
from prime- age animals. The Grid 50 marketplace material, collected from the 
604 BCE destruction layer, reveals some divergences in the mortality pattern of 
sheep and goat, showing that older animals were for sale in the marketplace. The 
age profile indicates that the prime-aged animals were not sold to the market-
place at Ashkelon. Rather, pastoralists who supplied animals to Ashkelon sent 
their prime- age animals to other markets in order to meet other demands. Paula 
Wapnish- Hesse observes that at Tell Jemmeh in the seventh century, there was a 
higher percentage of goat to sheep, and both goats and sheep tended to be older 
than earlier periods.71 In both the example of Ashkelon and Tell Jemmeh, it ap-
pears that the more desirable-aged animals (at Jemmeh, sheep, and at Ashkelon, 
young sheep) were removed to another location, possibly to feed the superpower 
in control at the time (namely Assyria and later Babylon or Egypt). This is in con-
trast to the earlier quarry sample, where the prime- aged animals were consumed 
by the inhabitants of Ashkelon.

In contrast to these culling practices at Ashkelon, Ramat Raḥel never faces a 
time in which the older animals are consumed. Rather, the animals are a range 
of prime ages with no elderly animals in the collection (6 months– approximate-
ly 5 years). And, in the case of the feast, the age of the animal (of which, all the 

69 Perry- Gal et al. 2015, 213.
70 Sapir- Hen, Gadot, and Finkelstein 2016; Their analysis concludes that there is a dis-

tinction between Israel and Judah, based on the faunal remains.
71 Wapnish, 1993.

Distinguishing Judah and Philistia 103



animals are young) reflects the wealth of the feast. The presence of fish is signifi-
cant in the Judean highland feast since they would have had to be imported from 
other locations. This is also true for the cattle remains. Locus 14109 preserves the 
remains of a feast which may have functioned as a “political tool” for defining 
specific relationships.72 And, when consumption is managed in this way, it can 
unify or divide a group.73 Ashkelon’s contemporary material to the feasting pit 
at Ramat Raḥel shows no signs of elite feasting. Rather, Ashkelon preserves the 
remains of the marketplace economy and the age of the animals reflects the stress 
that the community was under leading up to the destruction of the city. Yet even 
leading up to Ashkelon’s destruction, there is no evidence of the consumption of 
animals that are not commonly consumed in the late- seventh century, such as 
donkey, dog, cats, weasels, or even pigs. And thus, the citizens of Ashkelon were 
not eating any protein source they could find.

Both Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon represent important settlements in the late- 
Iron Age. Ramat Raḥel was an administrative center collecting taxes for the re-
gion of Judah. The faunal remains reveal a community supplied with the typical 
animal fare of the Late- Iron II period: Sheep, goat, and cattle. Later, birds and 
fish are introduced into the diet, and this is most clearly seen in the feasting pit 
evidence. The majority of the bones are from foods that are considered, accord-
ing to the Torah food laws (namely in Leviticus and Deuteronomy), to be proper 
to eat.74 It is noteworthy to observe that with regard to the Levitical food prohibi-
tions from the Torah, the species that were consumed at Ramat Raḥel and Ash-
kelon are considered acceptable, at least from a species perspective. The (pos-
sibly) prohibited species are the Nile Catfish (because they do not have scales) 
found in Locus 14109 and the pig found in small percentages at both sites.75 As 
well, the small percentage of camel, donkey, and dog represent prohibited spe-
cies, but there are no clear signs of consumption. The bones that may have been 
prohibited are the Nile Catfish. Ashkelon follows a similar pattern: The major-
ity of the collection represents food that, according to Torah food prohibitions, 
were edible.

72 Dietler 1996.
73 Fulton et al. 2015, 42.
74 Of course, current scholarly consensus does not place the formation of the Torah in the 

seventh century, but later.
75 Leviticus 11:12 indicates that fish without scales were prohibited. As Lernau’s extensive re-

search on Nile Catfish has shown, it was regularly consumed at both coastal and inland sites in 
the Southern Levant. This indicates that either catfish were not considered prohibited, or the 
prohibition was not important in the late- Iron II because it did not exist. A third interpretation 
may be that people did not follow the prohibitions. Pig is specifically prohibited from consump-
tion in Lev 11:7 and Deut 14:8, even though it has divided hooves, but it does not chew its cud. 
Both chewing cud and divided hooves are necessary for consumption, according to the Leviti-
cal and Deuteronomic laws. As most scholars argue, however, the food laws from the Torah are 
written down later than the Iron II period.
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To be clear, this is not an argument for Philistine Ashkelon caring about Ju-
dean food prohibitions, or that the Torah was a body of literature in seventh- 
century Judah, but it is important to note that food choices, where land mam-
mals are concerned, did not differ all that much between Judean Ramat Raḥel 
and Philistine Ashkelon. This may be one of the main reasons why the Philistine 
coast was not identified by the writers of those earlier mentioned prophetic texts 
as “the pig and dog eating Philistines.” These were not known practices of the 
Philistines by the time of the composition of the literature that mentions this 
group (or groups) of people.

5. Conclusion

Ramat Raḥel and Ashkelon provide two important case studies for exploring 
questions related to regional differences in the dietary practices of the late- Iron II 
period. What this study reveals, however, is very little variation in the species 
consumed on the coast and in the highlands. Instead, the faunal remains reveal 
major differences concerning external economic pressures for each region. With 
the increasing pressure from and subsequent demise by the Babylonians on the 
city of Ashkelon, its meat economy underwent major changes. What was once 
a rich marketplace, supplying younger animals to the city dwellers switched as 
Babylonian pressure mounted on the city. In contrast, Ramat Raḥel never faced 
these economic pressures, probably because of its position as a center of eco-
nomic control under the protection or control of Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, and 
Persia. Subsequent studies on both sites will help elucidate more specifically the 
market versus provisioning economy and how this affected local producers in 
each region.
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Continuity, Innovation and 
Transformation in Cooking Habits

The Central and Southern Shephelah between 
the Late Fourth and the First Centuries BCE

Débora Sandhaus*

At the end of the fourth century BCE, the Shephelah, which had been under 
Persian rule for two centuries along with the rest of the southern Levant, was 
conquered by Alexander the Great. In the following centuries, control of the area 
was disputed by Alexander’s heirs. During the third century BCE, it was under 
Ptolemaic rule, and in the second century BCE century, it changed hands to the 
Seleucid kings.

The two empires divided the land into local provinces, broadly defined along 
ethnic lines: to the south lay the province of Idumea, while to the north lay the 
province of Yehud/Judea. Differences in settlement patterns observed to the 
north and the south of the ’Ella Valley1 and the distribution of Yehud stamped 
jars2 allow archaeologists to define the valley as the political boundary between 
the two provinces.

The area to the north of the ’Ella Valley was inhabited by small settlements 
and isolated farms. The settlements to the south are more variegated, including 
the major city of Marissa (the site of Maresha), a satellite village, isolated farms, 
and an inn.3

* This article is part of my PhD thesis and includes material from several excavations that 
are still unpublished. I wish to thank a number of scholars that allow me to use and publish the 
material before it is published in the pottery reports of the sites. The list includes: O. Lipschits, 
Y. Gadot, M. Oeming, and N. Shatil from Tel Azekah’s excavations; Y. Garfinkel, S. Ganor, 
M. Hasel, and I. Kreimerman from Khirbet Qeiyafa’s excavations; P. Bezer and O. Shalev from 
the Nahal Zanoah and Ramat Beth- Shemesh project; I. Milevski from the Nahal Yarmut’s proj-
ect; D. Varga and V. Lipschits from Amatẓya’s excavations. Permission to reproduce published 
drawings from Khirbet er- Rasm, Tel ‘Eton and was given by A. Faust, A. Erlich, H. Katz, P. Eyall, 
A. Kloner, and I. Stern. John Seligman showed me the material from Aderet and allowed me to 
cite the information.

1 Sandhaus and Kreimerman 2017; Sandhaus 2018.
2 Lipschits and Vanderhooft 2011.
3 See Sandhaus 2018 for references.



The settlement pattern shows that both flanks of the ’Ella Valley were settled 
during the fourth century BCE and that most sites continue to exist into the third 
century BCE (the Ptolemaic period). While the settlements north of the ’Ella Val-
ley ceased to exist by the middle of the third century, the settlements to its south 
continued in existence and even flourished during the second century BCE (the 
Seleucid period). By the middle – late second century BCE, the sites south of the 
’Ella Valley had been abandoned and/or destroyed. At that time, new settlements 
arose elsewhere, first in the area to the north of the valley where the abandoned 
sites were reoccupied (late second – early first century BCE) and somewhat later 
south of the ‘Ella Valley (mid first century BCE). The destruction of the previous 
settlements and the erection of new ones are generally associated with the Has-
monean rulers, a local dynasty that had taken control over the area.4

The unique historical circumstances of this region gave rise to cultural en-
counters between the two different indigenous populations as well as between 
these populations and the foreigners who moved into the land from distant plac-
es as part of the Hellenistic armies and administration. These interactions re-
sulted in a complex picture in which different strategies of acceptance, rejection, 
adaptation, adoption, and appropriation of foreign ideas and practices appear in 
different sites throughout the region.

In this historical setting, several issues of cultural interaction arise in connec-
tion with food, identity, and colonialism. The present contribution addresses 
some relevant issues related to cultural encounters and interactions: why and 
how were some foreign foods and alimentary practices adopted in the context of 
colonial encounters while others were ignored? Were they rejected or turned into 
protest elements or symbols of differences?5 What are the mechanisms chosen by 
the inhabitants of a site, and why did they select these ones instead of others? Is 
there a common pattern to certain sites? Did these groups of people exhibiting 
similar patterns of behavior and facing new ideas belong to a certain geo- political 
picture or a given chronological range?

New evidence from recently excavated sites in the central Shephelah along-
side the ’Ella Valley allows for examination of the foodways revealed in cooking 
assemblages over more than three hundred years – the late fourth to the first 
centuries BCE. As a boundary zone, it serves as an ideal case- study, manifesting 
how different patterns of human behavior, particularly table manners and cook-
ing habits, are documented in the material culture.

Nine sites within a radius of 30 km were selected to represent the kitchen-
ware assemblages of the two different regions. The sites to the north of the ’Ella 
Valley, forming part of the province of Yehud/Judea, are represented by Ramat 
Beth- Shemesh, Nahal Yarmut, Khirbet Qeiyafa, and Tel Azekah. To the south 

4 Ibid.
5 Dietler 2010
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of the valley, the sites in the province of Idumea are represented by Aderet, Kh-
irbet er- Ras, Maresha, Amatẓya, and Tel ‘Eton. The only urban site in the area 
is Maresha. Even though the city officially belonged to the Idumean province, 
it is sufficiently close to the border to be familiar to the inhabitants of both the 
northern and southern regions. To some extent, those sites may have been in-
volved in its economy as well. Thus, social and economic encounters between 
Maresha and the neighboring settlements presumably existed: the city probably 
acted as the major agent in the processes of transmission, adoption or rejection, 
and transformation of foreign habits for foodways in relation to the local cuisine 
practices of the Idumean and Judean countryside. In the process of the indige-
nization of foreign habits, residents of urbans centers, such as the social elites, 
likely play an important role6 – though this relationship will not be discussed in 
detail in this article.

Within this broader sphere of development, this article focuses on changes 
in cooking assemblages, which, given the inherent connection between cook-
ing vessels and foodways, necessarily implies patterns of cooking and preparing 
meals. As discussed in numerous studies from various disciplines such as an-
thropology, archaeology, ethnography, and sociology, foodways are not simply 
the fulfillment of a necessity but bear symbolic,7 ethnic,8 and sociopolitical sig-
nificance.9

Moreover, when two societies become involved in colonial contact and ex-
change, foodways often play a complex role in transformations and negotia-
tions involving, among other things, identity, social and political organization, 
and gender relations.10 Following this line of research, I will argue that different 
strategies of preparation and cooking over different periods and regions can re-
flect different attitudes toward the maintenance of cultural boundaries. After a 
period of strongly traditional assemblages on both sides of the valley, the south-
ern (Idumean) side developed a significant openness to foreign pots, such as the 
casserole, that were produced in foreign workshops. Then, at a later stage, the 
expansion of Hasmonean hegemony over the entire ’Ella Valley resulted in the 
rejection of foreign types, presumably to solidify Hasmonean identity over the 
region. Once this was secure, a renewed openness to foreign types such as the 
casserole developed, though they were now produced nearby in the Central Hill 
region of Judea.

 6 Ibid.
 7 Douglas 1984; Lévi- Strauss 1983.
 8 Meadows 1994; Twiss 2007.
 9 Appadurai 1981; Goody 1982; Dietler and Hayden 2001; Luley 2014.
10 Dietler 2007; Mills 2008; Luley 2014.
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1. The Evidence from the Kitchenware of the Central Shephelah

The following table (Table 1) and figures (Figures 1–3) summarize the different 
forms of cooking pots appearing in the central Shephelah from the late fourth to 
the mid- first centuries BCE.

Table 1: Cooking Vessel Typology and Parallels

Form Production Sites and Location Date Illustration

Closed pot 
with short or 
long neck and 
short ledge or 
triangular rim

Central Shep-
helah Ware 
(LCP,11 Ben- 
Shlomo et al.)

North of the ’Ella Valley
Khirbet Qeiyafa (Sand-
haus and Kreimerman 
2015, figs. 3:10; 5:8*); 
Azekah (Shatil 2016)
South of the ’Ella Valley
Tel ‘Eton (Faust, 
Katz and Eyall 2015, 
fig. 12:4*);
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:6)

5th (?) 
4th – mid 
3rd c. BCE

Fig. 1:1–4

Large closed pot 
characterized by 
a long vertical 
neck with rims 
varying from 
simple to sharp- 
cut

Central Shep-
helah Ware (LCP, 
Ben- Shlomo 
et al.)
Coarse fabric. 
Relatively thick 
walls

North of the ’Ella Valley
Azekah (Shatil 2016)
Khirbet Qeiyafa (Sand-
haus 2009: CP1*; Sand-
haus and Kreimerman 
2015, fig. 5:9)
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and 
Yogev, forthcoming);
Tel ‘Eton (Faust, Katz, 
and Eyall 2015);
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:1)

3rd c. BCE Fig. 1:5–6

Globular body 
and a long, 
slightly convex 
neck with 
flattened rim

Locally produced 
Central Hill/Cen-
tral Shephelah 
Ware (LCP, Ben- 
Shlomo et al.)
Red fabric, thin 
walls

North of the ’Ella Valley
Khirbet Qeiyafa (Sand-
haus and Kreimerman 
2015, fig. 5:10*)
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and 
Yogev, forthcoming)

3rd c. BCE Fig. 1:7

11 The LCP (Levantine Ceramic Project) is an open interactive website focused on research 
and publication of pottery in the Levant.
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Form Production Sites and Location Date Illustration

Closed pot with 
sack- shaped 
like body shape, 
a long vertical 
neck with 
thickened rim

Southern 
Shephelah or in 
the Sharon Plain 
(Cohen- Wein-
berger 2011, 
147–48).

North of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and 
Yogev, forthcoming); 
Khirbet er- Ras (Sand-
haus 2011, fig. 2.4:7*); 
Maresha (Levine 2003, 
fig. 6.10:92–93); Tel ‘Eton 
(Faust, Katz and Eyall 
2015, fig. 12:10*–11)

3rd – 2nd 
c. BCE

Figs. 1:8; 
2:1

Closed cooking 
pot with a 
convex long 
neck ending in 
a thickened rim 
with a triangular 
section

Central Hill 
(Cohen- Wein-
berger 2011, 
147)

North of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and 
Yogev, forthcoming); 
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:9*–10*; 12); 
Maresha (Levine 2003, 
fig. 6.6:72)

2nd c. BCE Fig. 2:2–3

Closed cooking 
pot with small 
globular to 
squatted body 
form, vertical 
short neck end-
ing in a simple 
pointed rim

Phoenician Coast 
(?)

North of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and 
Yogev, forthcoming); 
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:4*); Maresha 
(Levine 2003);
Amatẓya (Sandhaus, 
forthcoming)

2nd c. BCE Fig. 2:4

Closed squatted 
pot with short 
vertical neck 
ending in a 
simple rim. A 
groove is set on 
the internal part 
of the neck

Central Hill 
(Cohen- Wein-
berger 2011, 
147)

North of the ’Ella Valley
Ramat Beth- Shemesh, 
Nahal Yarmut and Nahal 
Zanoah* (Sandhaus, in 
preparation)
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and Yo-
gev, forthcoming: pl.3:7); 
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:11; Maresha 
(Levine 2003, fig. 6.6:74; 
Stern and Osband 2015, 
fig. 2.6: 3–4); Amatẓya 
(Sandhaus, forthcoming)

2nd – early 
1st c. BCE

Figs. 2:5–
6; 3:1–2
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Form Production Sites and Location Date Illustration

Closed cooking 
pot with globu-
lar ribbed thin 
body, long neck 
simple rim

Central Hill 
(Ben- Shlomo, 
forthcoming)

North of the ’Ella Valley
Nahal Zanoah*; Nahal 
 Yarmut*; Azekah (Sand-
haus, in preparation); 
Khirbet Qeiyafa (Sand-
haus and Kreimerman, 
in preparation)
South of the ’Ella Valley
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:5; 8–9); 
Maresha (Levine 2003, 
fig. 6.6: 70–71)

Mid to 
Late 2nd – 
1st c. BCE

Fig. 3:3–6

Open cooking 
vessel – Casse-
role with slightly 
carinated body 
and angular 
ledge rim. Two 
horizontal 
handles drawn 
below the rim

Aegean or Phoe-
nician Coast (?)

North of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing
South of the ’Ella Valley
Aderet (Seligman and Yo-
gev, forthcoming, pl. 3:3); 
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:14*)
Maresha (Levine 2003, 
fig. 6.6: 77); Stern and 
Osband 2015)

3rd – 2nd 
c. BCE

Figs. 1:9; 
2:6

Open cooking 
vessel – Casse-
role with slightly 
carinated body 
with everted 
neck ending in a 
simple rim

Judean Central 
Hill

North of the ’Ella Valley
Nahal Zanoah*; Nahal 
 Yarmut Azekah (Sand-
haus, in preparation); 
Khirbet Qeiyafa (Sand-
haus and Kreimerman, 

Late 2nd 
(?) –1st c. 
BCE

Fig. 3:7

in preparation)
South of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing

Cooking ware 
Lids

Phoenician coast 
(?)

North of the ’Ella Valley 
Missing
South of the ’Ella Valley
Khirbet er- Ras (Sandhaus 
2011, fig. 2.4:13*);
Maresha (Levine 2003, 
fig. 6.2:29)

2nd c. BCE Fig. 2:7

The references marked by * are the illustrated examples in the figures
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2. The Late Fourth – Third- Century BCE 
Kitchenware Horizon (Figure 1)

During the end of the fourth and the first half of the third centuries BCE, the 
cooking assemblage of the sites in both sides of the ’Ella Valley demonstrates 
great continuity of local forms that clearly evolved from the Iron Age and Persian 
periods. Closed cooking pots produced in the Central Shephelah were in use in 
the fourth century BCE, both in northern and southern sites. In the early third 
century BCE, new forms of closed cooking pots, locally produced, appeared on 
both sides of the ’Ella Valley (Fig. 1:5–8). Alongside the earlier forms, these be-
come the most common cooking pots used by the inhabitants of the Shephelah 
throughout the entire third century BCE.

At some point during the third century BCE, the assemblages on the southern 
side of the ’Ella Valley increased their repertoire of cooking forms by adding a 
southern Shephelah closed pot and a completely new cooking vessel: casseroles, 
an open large bowl made of cooking fabric imported either from the Aegean or 
the Phoenician coast.12

3. The Second- Century BCE Kitchenware Horizon (Figure 2)

The pottery from the second century BCE until the last decade of the century is 
mostly found only in sites in Idumean territory, on the southern side of the ’Ella 
Valley. Both the cooking assemblages from the city of Maresha and from the rural 
sites now include closed cooking pots with variable rim forms and different sizes 
along with the open casseroles that became more abundant in the kitchenware 
assemblage (Fig. 2). The closed vessels encompass the forms with long necks al-
ready attested in the third century BCE assemblages including the wide range of 
rim variants (Fig. 2:1–3) produced in the vicinity and the addition of new forms 
(Fig. 2:4–5). These additions are not just stylistic variations: none of the new 
forms were produced in the nearby area. One of the closed forms was manufac-
tured in the Central Hill region (Fig. 2.4), and the second form (Fig. 2.5–6), as 
well as the casseroles and lids (Fig. 2:7–8), probably originated from the Phoeni-
cian northern coast of the Levant.13

12 Berlin 2015.
13 The petrography of the cooking wares from Khirbet er- Ras shows that the vessels used 

Terra Rossa clay as the raw material. This soil is not found in the Shephelah but to the east of it, 
in the Central Hill region and in the Galilee (Cohen- Weinberger 2011:147). It seems that by 
this time most cooking pots were brought from the Central Hill region. However, the form with 
the short neck and the casseroles found in the Idumean territory are common in the northern 
Phoenician coast and the Galilee. They were not tested petrographically, and it is possible that 
they were imported to the sites from the Phoenician coast (Berlin 2015).
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4. The Late Second – First-Century BCE 
Kitchenware Horizon (Figure 3)

The kitchenware of the Shephelah in the late second – first century BCE is best 
represented by sites on the northern side of the ’Ella Valley. Forms appear in 
sites to the south of the ’Ella Valley only in destruction levels and in later un-
stratified fills. The ceramic assemblage comprised two main forms continuing 
the traditions of the closed cooking pots from the previous period and added 
a new form of casserole. The first form is the continuation of the cooking pot 
with the short rim and the inner groove (Fig. 3:1–2). The second is a new ves-
sel (Fig. 3:3–6) combining the regional tradition of the thin globular closed pot 
with long necks (Fig. 2:1–5) with a northern fashion of ribbing on the body of 
the vessels.14 Alongside the two closed cooking pots, an open cooking vessel – a 
casserole (Fig. 3:7) – appeared for the first time in Judean territory. The whole 
kitchen repertoire from the Shephelah is exclusively produced in Central Hill 
workshops using Terra Rossa clay.

5. Discussion: Foodways in the Central Shephelah on the 
Background of the Encounter between People and Cultures

The process involved in the selective domestication or ‘indigenization’ of some 
previously foreign goods, habits, and tastes and the rejection of others occurs 
through the encounter with another culture. This selective incorporation often 
operates according to a specific cultural logic and has an ongoing transformative 
effect on the reproduction of the culture.15 Obviously, this process does not result 
from two cultures as static entities, but rather from the actions and relations tak-
ing place between individuals and social groups situated in a complex system of 
power and interests. Thus, the intercultural consumption is a continuous process 
of selective appropriation and creative assimilation according to local logics in a 
way that (re)constructs the culture in an ongoing manner.16

Two main phenomena showing different patterns were observed in the Shep-
helah assemblages: the first relates to the importation or exclusion of goods, spe-
cifically the cooking pots themselves from distant places. The second concerns 
the incorporation or rejection of vessels that represent a new way of cooking 
transforming the local cuisine.

During the late fourth century BCE, the northern and southern kitchenware 
assemblages are similar, and both areas show that the inhabitants’ practices have 

14 Ibid.
15 Dietler 2010, 18.
16 Ibid., 19.
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a great degree of continuity with indigenous traditions. In the third century 
BCE, the inhabitants of both sides of the valley continue to use locally produced 
cooking forms, but now a different pattern was observed for each side. The in-
habitants of the Judean side of the border exclusively used local cooking forms 
with a strong connection to the Central Hill region. This affinity with the Cen-
tral Hill region is observed in other aspects of the material culture, and it seems 
proper to explain this relationship on a basis of a shared set of values, behaviors, 
and beliefs traced back as early as the Iron Age, when the two areas were part of 
the kingdom of Judah.17 On the other hand, the inhabitants of the Idumean sites 
to the south of the ’Ella Valley continue to use the local regional closed cooking 
forms, but they now incorporate a new form – casseroles.

Closed pots were traditionally used by the people to cook porridge and boiled 
meats. The addition of open vessels, like the casserole, add roasting and baking as 
new ways of cooking alongside indigenous practices. Thus, the importation and 
the incorporation of casseroles into the cooking habits in the Idumean kitchen-
ware is a major change that implies the widening palate of the local inhabitants 
to new tastes and foods. As a condition for this major change, the people need-
ed to be predisposed to and have a positive attitude towards this new practice.

Another difference between the two sides of the valley is the exclusiveness in 
the choice of local productions on the Judean side of the border in contrast to a 
certain degree of receptiveness on the Idumean side, including a few products 
from the southern Shephelah and the Aegean or the Phoenician coast, in addi-
tion to local products. In other words, the Judean sites north of the ’Ella Valley 
show a degree of rejection while the inhabitants of the southern side demonstrate 
a certain degree of openness.

The evidence suggests that during the second century BCE the pattern of re-
ceptiveness of the inhabitants of the Idumean territory grew to a higher degree 
as seen by the incorporation of cooking pots brought from the Judean Central 
Hill region in addition to larger proportions of imports from the northern Phoe-
nician coast. The pattern observed in the cooking repertoire can be described as 
one component of the “glocal material culture” observed in the Mediterranean 
by the second century BCE. The people created a “glocal cuisine” (i. e. a cuisine 
which is simultaneously global and local)18 through the process of combining 
international forms and symbolic meaning in the local repertoire together with 
traditional forms in order to create an entangled assemblage.19

Even though the second century BCE horizon is absent from sites north of 
the ’Ella Valley, the evidence from sites in other parts of the Judean countryside 

17 Sandhaus and Kreimerman 2015; Sandhaus and Kreimerman 2017 and the refer-
ences found therein.

18 For this concept see Robertson 1995.
19 Dietler 2010; Stockhammer 2012.
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reveal that kitchenware remained local, both in terms of its forms and produc-
tion.20 This pattern hints toward the application of a strategy of avoidance and to 
some extent of rejection of new traits by the inhabitants of the Judean territory.

In the late second and moreover throughout the first centuries BCE, the kitch-
enware of the Central Shephelah became part of a major phenomenon. The same 
kitchenware, as well as other aspects of material culture, are observed not mere-
ly in the former Judean territory but throughout the entire region of the Has-
monean state.21 Potters in workshops such as those found on the western edge of 
Jerusalem in the Binyanei Ha’Uma and Crowne Plaza compounds,22 the one in 
Hebron,23 maybe another in Jericho, as suggested by wastes found in the site,24 
and Gamla25 started to produce kitchenware forms in large scale and distribute 
them to long- distance markets.

The same pottery service appears first in the core of the Judean territory – the 
northern Shephelah, the Central Hill region, and the Judean Desert – and short-
ly thereafter expanded throughout the territory under Hasmonean hegemony. 
The cooking assemblage is characterized by a strict avoidance of imports and 
the production of forms that combine local as well as foreign forms and ideas, 
generating a distinctive repertoire. Potters from Jerusalem created these new 
forms starting as a fashion trend as early as the first half of the first century BCE, 
which then continued throughout the Roman period26 following new consump-
tion demands.

The textual evidence indicates that the Hasmoneans, assumed to have origi-
nated in the northern Shephelah, took over the entire territory. This dynasty was 
motivated by a strong ethnic identity forged around a distinctive religion, based 
on ‘the one God, the one Torah and the one Temple’ in Seth Schwartz words, de-
scribing Jewish identity of the first century BCE.27 Andrea Berlin added a fourth 
pillar – a distinctive household.28 They had a separatist agenda with many laws, 
including food prohibitions and abstentions29 that played a considerable role in 
their propaganda.30 The kitchenware that characterized this period, namely the 
incorporation of casseroles for the first time, is a clear example of how new ways 
of food production were adopted by groups of people but transformed to fit the 

20 Berlin 2013; Berlin 2015, 629, and the references found there.
21 Berlin 2013; 2014; 2015.
22 Arubas and Goldfus 2005, 29–60; Berlin 2005; Levi and Be’eri 2010; Levi and 

Be’eri 2017; Be’eri, Levi and Sandhaus, forthcoming.
23 Eisenberg and Ben- Shlomo 2017; Bar- Nathan and Ben- Shlomo 2017.
24 Bar- Nathan 2002.
25 Berlin 2006.
26 Berlin 2005; Berlin 2015; Hershkovitz 2005; Rosenthal- Heginbottom 2005.
27 Schwartz 2001.
28 Berlin 2013.
29 E. g., 2 Macc 6:18–7:42; cf. 1 Macc 1:47, 63; Dan 1:8; expanded Esther addition C28; Jub. 

22:16.
30 Schwartz 2001; Freidenreich 2011.
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symbolic meaning and the local dietary customs practiced by the inhabitants of 
the area. Moreover, one might say that by this time the foreign cooking practices 
were transformed into the indigenous kitchenware carrying a particular set of 
values and significance.31

6. Summary and Conclusions

In this paper I have argued that an analysis of the ceramic assemblages associated 
with cooking activity suggests that new cuisine practices emerged in the region in 
different stages involving different strategies of acceptance, rejection, adoption, 
appropriation that eventually transformed the local cuisines.

The differences between the two rural areas in the ’Ella Valley before the 
widespread dissemination of the “Jewish household” described by Berlin32 for 
the Hasmonean period are remarkable. They narrate a chronicle of the different 
choices made by different people, described by van Dommelen and Rowlands as 
“different modes of contact” within colonial encounters.33

On one hand, it seems that that foodways were a major factor in the process 
of the formation and maintenance of the ethnic identity involved in the chosen 
behavior of the inhabitants of the Judean sites to the north of the ’Ella Valley. On 
the other hand, for the inhabitants of the southern region, which was part of the 
Idumean province, it seems that they belonged to a group whose ethnic, reli-
gious, and cultural associations did not limit their daily lives.

Finally, during the late second – first centuries BCE, the population of the 
entire ’Ella Valley area came under Hasmonean hegemony and adopted the 
restricted way of life reflected in the limited types of cooking pots, similar to 
those observed in the Judean realm following the Hasmonean takeover. Soon 
after, perhaps encouraged by their victory, they may have developed a certain 
amount of self- confidence that facilitated the adoption of some aspects of the for-
mer foreign cuisine, producing and transforming the significance of the foreign 
foodways in accordance to the group’s values. They maintained their segregated 
character and provided a different significance to the dining practices that pre-
vailed in the vicinity. In a matter of a few decades, this assemblage became the 
common household assemblage, part of the “Jewish household,”34 everywhere 
in the southern Levant except along the coast.

The mechanisms put in motion to facilitate the massive transformation of 
foodways toward the adoption of a singular cuisine after the Hasmonean ex-
pansion included the incorporation of people that had not shared in this Judean 

31 Dietler 2010.
32 Berlin 2013; 2014.
33 van Dommelen and Rowlands 2012, 24.
34 Berlin 2014.
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cultural capital to that point. They now embraced this cuisine, which should be 
explained as one aspect of a bigger apparatus activated in the process of the for-
mation and the consolidation of the cultural and ethnic identity of the Judean 
and eventually the Jewish society. The latter of which results from a complex pro-
cess to be discussed in a future paper.

Fig.1: The Late Fourth – Third-Century BCE Kitchenware Pottery Assemblage.
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Fig. 2: The Second-Century BCE Kitchenware Pottery Assemblage.
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Fig. 3: The Late Second – First-Century BCE Kitchenware Pottery Assemblage.
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