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Prehistoric Fauna From Shanidar, Iraq 

Abstract. A comparative analysis of the faunal material from Shanidar Cave 
and the nearby proto-Neolithic site of Zawi Chemi Shanidar indicates that sheep 
were domesticated at Zawi Chemi Shanidar at the beginning of the 9th millennium 
B.C., more than 1000 years earlier than 
husbandry. 

Archeologists have been aware that 
faunal remains can make an important 
contribution to the reconstruction of 
a culture and that animal bones should 
be collected with the same care as 
artifacts. All too often this has been 
honored more in the breach than in 
the observance-particularly in the 
Near East. Fortunately, this has not 
been the case in the excavations at 
Shanidar Cave and the nearby proto- 
Neolithic site of Zawi Chemi Shanidar 
(1), and a wealth of faunal material 
has been recovered. With such a 
sample it is not enough merely to list 
and describe the various species pres- 
ent, although such a list may yield 
valuable information on climatic 
change. The size of the sample from 
the two sites is large enough to lend 
itself to statistical analysis and evalu- 
ation of the economic basis of the 
culture. From the data there is evi- 
dence that sheep were domesticated 
at Zawi Chemi Shanidar. The age of 
Zawi Chemi Shanidar, as determined 
by the carbon-14 method, is 10,870 - 
300 years; thus, this is the earliest 
record of domestication of animals, 
and advances the known beginnings of 
animal husbandry by more than 1000 
years (2). 

The lack of adequate comparative 
material from the Near East makes 
it impossible to identify several speci- 
mens, in particular remains of small 
mammals, birds, and fish. Further- 
more, some of the forms that were 
of importance economically pose prob- 
lems in identification that no amount 
of comparative material can help to 
solve. The postcranial skeletons of 
sheep and goats are remarkably simi- 
lar, and the separation of sheep and 
goat skeletal material is notoriously 
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difficult unless there is a size difference 
between the two forms; this is not the 
case in the Near East. Differences 
reported in the literature have been 
based on small samples or on com- 
parison with modern domestic races, 
and are not reliable (3). Surprisingly 
enough, postcranial fragments of Bos 
and Cervus elaphus are equally difficult 
to identify. In two previous communi- 
cations on the Shanidar fauna the 
presence of a small race of Bos primi- 
genius was reported (4, p. 141; 5). A 
more detailed examination of the pre- 
historic levels revealed the complete 
absence of Bos teeth except in the 
uppermost levels of layer B1 (proto- 
Neolithic) in the cave, whereas teeth 
and antler fragments of Cervus elaphus 
were relatively numerous. It is now 
evident that the supposed "small Bos" 
material was either Bos fragments in- 
trusive from the historic levels or 
misidentified Cervus fragments. 

The species that have been identified 
are as follows: Ovis orientalis gmelini 
(red sheep); Capra hircus aegagrus 
(bezoar, the wild goat of the Near 
East); Sus scrofa attila (wild boar); 
Cervus elaphus maral (red deer); 
Dama mesopotamica spp. (fallow 
deer); Capreolus capreolus capreolus 
(Roe deer); Canis lupus pallipes 
(wolf); Canis aureus aureus (jackal); 
Vulpes vulpes flavesens (tawny fox); 
Ursus arctos syriacus (Syrian brown 
bear); Martes foina spp. (marten); 
Castor fiber spp. (beaver); Meriones 
sp. (gerbil); Testudo graeca spp. (land 
tortoise); Helix salomonica (land 
snail); and Unio tigridis (riverine 
clam). 

In addition, there were large num- 
bers of unidentified rodent bones from 
both sites. The less numerous bird 

bones appeared to be from modern 
species (4, p. 165). Fish remains 
were rare. 

The fauna, even from the earliest 
levels in the cave, is modern, although 
several species, notably Ovis orientalis 
and Cervus elaphus, have become ex- 
tinct in historic times as the result of 
excessive hunting. It appears that the 
climate during the periods of the cave's 
occupancy was the same as today. 
However, this does not necessarily 
indicate that there were no climatic 
fluctuations. There are breaks in the 
sequence of the cave that indicate 
periods during which the cave was 
not inhabited, presumably during 
glacial maxima (6). 

Although there is evidence of fishing 
and fowling, the primary source of 
food was big game. The bones of 
Ovis orientalis, Capra hircus aegagrus 
and Cervus elaphus comprise more 
than 90 percent of the faunal remains. 
Ovis orientalis and Capra hircus ae- 
gagrus are the ancestors of domestic 
sheep and goats, and the question arises 
as to whether either or both of these 
animals had been domesticated by 
proto-Neolithic times which are repre- 
sented here by Zawi Chemi Shanidar 
and the contemporary levels in layer 
B1 in the cave. The sheep and goat 
specimens from these levels are mor- 
phologically identical to specimens of 
wild sheep and goats, but domesti- 
cation before sufficient time had 
elapsed for osteological change to oc- 
cur can be demonstrated. An increase 
in the number of specimens from 
a potentially domesticable species, 
coupled with an increase in the num- 
ber of immature specimens from that 
species, implies cultural control (that 
is, domestication) (7). These shifts 
were looked for in the statistical anal- 
ysis of the fauna. 

In analyzing the relative economic 
importance of the three most frequently 
occurring species, the problems of 
identification must be considered. 
Since the presence of Bos has been 
ruled out for the prehistoric levels, all 
the red deer specimens can be identi- 
fied. On the other hand, of the 
Ovis/Capra material, only the meta- 
podials, the first and third phalanges, 
and the scapula can be identified. To 
list the number of identifiable frag- 
ments from the three species obviously 
would be misleading, for such a list 
would be biased on the side of de- 
pendence on Cervus elaphus. To cor- 
rect for this I used a method derived 
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