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My interest in the subject of animal husbandry has its origin in my childhood 
when my parents bought a dairy farm. I was then in a position to experi-
ence at first-hand all of those issues which related to the procreation, birth, 

utilisation and care of large and small cattle. In later life, I gained more experience in 
the husbandry of beef cattle and sheep through an association with family friends who 
maintained reasonably large herds of these animals on significant holdings in the Upper 
Hunter Valley and Dubbo regions of New South Wales. Through this association, I have 
assisted in the control and treatment of parasites on beef cattle and sheep, mustering 
of beef cattle and sheep, “marking” of lambs and all of the activities associated within 
the shearing shed.1 Given my past experiences, the selection of the subject of animal 
husbandry in the Old and Middle Kingdoms for my thesis seemed a logical progres-
sion. For someone with ‘hands-on’ experience of farm animals, many of the illustrated 
behaviours in ancient Egyptian art are stand-alone and self-evident. 

This manuscript examines the maturity of animal husbandry practices used in ancient 
Egypt in the shift from the traditional “Hunter-Gatherer” lifestyle to one of ordered 
settlement and the domestication of animal species. In ancient Egypt, the tombs of 
royalty and high officials are decorated with wall scenes recording many aspects of daily 
life and its structure; families, work and leisure, activities on the water and on agri-
cultural estates, individual circumstances and preferences. These images, thousands of 
years old, preserve a perpetual and, although incomplete, detailed record of individuals 
and their society. Through them we can today gain an appreciation of the extraordinary 
achievements and skills of that early civilisation and of the abilities of ancient Egyptian 
artists to represent them. The Egyptians were keen observers of their natural world 
and portrayed their physical environment with great accuracy. The art on tomb walls is 
distinctly Egyptian in character, where, for example, the physical world of animals is 

1  Marking of lambs is the term used to describe the procedure of earmarking, castration, 
tail-docking and vaccination of the lambs of domestic sheep (https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/
animals-and-livestock/animal-welfare/general/general-welfare-of-livestock/sop/sheep/general-in-
formation/lamb-marking, accessed 16/04/2018).

intrOductiOn
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not represented in three dimensions with perspective, but in two dimensions incorpo-
rating the elements that best defined, in their minds, the object that was represented.

There are artistic constraints in the Egyptian artistic style in representing subjects in 
two dimensions but these do not necessarily adversely impact on the theme or subject 
that was being illustrated. This study does not seek to closely scrutinise and dissect 
artistic method, but to look more closely at the subject and meaning that the ancient 
artists were attempting to represent. I have attempted to analyse the many and varied 
vignettes for what is implied or represented regarding large and small domesticated 
cattle and the underlying knowledge that was possessed by the ancient Egyptians, 
rather than artistic style.

Many scenes have accompanying textual evidence in the form of hieroglyphs, simi-
lar in some respects to a picture caption, which confirm the activity being represented 
and leave no doubt as to the meaning of the scene that has been recorded. This textual 
record has been an important legacy for the interpretation of ancient Egyptian animal 
husbandry methods.

For the purposes of this study, domestication is defined as the “prolonged keeping (or 
‘cultural control’) of large and small cattle with a focus on breeding, care, maintenance 
and utilisation”.2 This dissertation focuses on these animal husbandry practices and 
their relevance in the daily life for the Egyptians of the Old and Middle Kingdoms 
and their modern day parallels, of which there are many. Such a study is paramount 
in understanding how the ancient Egyptians ministered to their herds and developed 
their unique understanding of farmed animal behaviour.

The period of examination covered herein examines animal husbandry practices from 
the Egyptian Old Kingdom (3rd Dynasty) up to and including much of the Middle 
Kingdom (12th Dynasty), a period of some 900 years. The 13th and 14th Dynasties were 
not considered, due to a paucity of tomb recordings and their general lack of availability 
in published form. Additionally, husbandry practices dating to the New Kingdom and 
later periods have not been specifically included here.

Tomb art examined appears predominantly in tombs of the elite, however, some royal 
tombs (%AHw-Ra and Nj-wsr-Ra, for example) are included to demonstrate the influence 
of royal prerogative upon the elite, particularly during the 12th Dynasty. The animals 
selected for this study represent the ‘standard’ domesticates that one would expect to 
find on any farm and are those which were commonly illustrated in wall art of the Old 
and Middle Kingdoms. These animals, namely cows/oxen etc. (Bos taurus); pigs (Sus 
scrofa); sheep (Ovis longipes palaeo-aegyptiacus and Ovis platyra aegyptiaca); goats (Capra 
aegargus) and donkeys (Equus africanus), appeared to be the principal farm animals 
which were the subject of illustrated animal husbandry practices. Wild animals such as 
desert ungulates (gazelles, ibex, oryx, deer and addax) and hyenas all had a place in the 

2  Cultural Control: see Chapter 1; and Hecker, Journal of Field Archaeology, 9/2, pp. 217–236.
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local economies for the elite, and while the term “domesticate” is debatable for these 
animals, these animals were an important adjunct to the economy and hence formed an 
important part of illustrated husbandry scenes and are therefore included. Husbandry 
of ducks, geese and other fowl is not considered in this publication.

A search of published material did not produce any major, comprehensive studies 
on overall animal husbandry practices of the ancient Egyptians. A study of desert 
ungulates, in particular the gazelle for example, has been published by Strandberg, 
and provides an in depth coverage of the relevance of these animals to the Egyptian 
economy.3 However, no predominant coverage of general farm “domesticates” appears 
to be available and this has added to the stimulus for this current research. Certainly, 
Vandier has provided an exhaustive coverage of the Scenes of Daily Life in his publica-
tion of 1969, and while much extra information and scenes have been made available 
by more current explorations, this research does not appear to have been incorporated 
and presented in a single overarching publication.4 The work of Montet has also been 
reviewed.5 The research of Evans, which has provided invaluable coverage of animal 
behaviour, is a valuable adjunct.6 Many of the vignettes with an animal husbandry focus, 
also incorporate specific animal behaviours which are fundamental for the observer in 
ascribing a correct interpretation of scene content. 

The methodology employed here has involved a systematic review of many available 
tomb reports for vignettes of domesticated animals and an analysis and comparison of 
scene contents. Scenes were categorised to provide listings of the various activities of 
domesticated animals and their treatment by herdsmen. The subject matter that was 
examined for this publication was extracted from the artwork of many tombs that are 
dated to the Old and Middle Kingdoms, on the basis of specific scene contents. Animal 
husbandry scenes were identified and grouped into specific activities such as procreation, 
birth, milking, utilisation, etc., for both large and small cattle on the basis of the focus 
of the scene. While animals were certainly bred and maintained as indicators for wealth, 
their main purpose was for utilisation in important work such as ploughing, threshing 
etc. and uses after slaughter such as meat and leather. Utilisation therefore, is the most 
important outcome for the domestication of farm animals.

Not all tombs from the period of study have been reviewed, simply because I have 
needed to rely only upon published works, where available, only to find that while many 
tombs have been excavated, recorded and have been published and made available, many 
have not. Many tomb reports are quite old and inaccurate and have not been recently 

3  Strandberg, The Gazelle in Ancient Egyptian Art. 
4  Vandier, Manuel d’Archéology Égyptienne VI, Scènes de la Vie Quotidienne, 1969.
5  Montet, Les Scènes de la Vie Privée, 1925. 
6  Evans, Animal Behaviour in Egyptian Art, 2010. 
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re-recorded. Although many scenes have been reviewed, the listed examples within the 
text are the most relevant to the discussions herein.

The accurate dating of tombs is necessary when attempting to develop a knowledge 
and understanding of the cultures that existed during a particular period of antiquity. 
In this present study, the dating of tombs of the elite of the Old and Middle Kingdoms 
of ancient Egypt has at times, been problematic. For example, Porter and Moss have 
placed the tomb of %nb in the middle of the 6th Dynasty or later.7 Cherpion however, 
has attributed it to the middle of the 4th Dynasty under Djedefre, based on stylistic 
assessments of the tomb and its contents.8 Additionally, Woods has also reviewed 
the dating criteria of this tomb and has dated it to the late 4th Dynasty to the early 
5th Dynasty.9 Similarly, the mastaba of Ra-xa.f-anx, a superintendent of wab priests of 
the Pyramid of Khafre at Giza, has been assigned to the early 5th Dynasty, but there is 
scholarly disagreement on this date.10

Often, dating of a tomb to a particular Dynasty or era has been the province of those 
who have excavated and recorded the tomb with early archaeologists relying upon the 
inclusion of a king’s name in the inscriptions within the tomb, the tomb’s location in a 
particular cemetery or comparison of tomb characteristics and artefacts with other well-
known and documented tombs. Some excavation reports are “stand-alone” documents 
and may have been produced up to 100 years ago, while others have been reviewed, by 
re-clearing and re-recording of the tomb in more modern times. These activities may 
have resulted in a “correction” to the dating of some tombs.11 For this research, the dating 
criteria of each Old Kingdom tomb was checked, and ultimately the dating by Harpur12 
and Swinton13 has been preferentially accepted over other sources and are closely in 
agreement, while those of Middle Kingdom tombs have been accepted on the basis 

7  Porter & Moss, Topographical Bibliography III, pp. 101–103.
8  Cherpion, in Les Critères de Datation Stylistiques, Bibliothèque d’Étude 120 (1998), p. 112.
9  Woods, ‘A Date for the Tomb of Seneb at Giza: Revisited’, in Egyptian Culture and Society—

Studies in Honour of Naguib Kanawati, p. 313.
10 Lepsius had dated tomb LG75 (G7948) to the 4th Dynasty (LD II, pls. 8–11), but later research-

ers such as Harpur (JEA 67 (1981), p. 24) and Smith, (A History of Egyptian Sculpture and Painting 
in the Old Kingdom, p. 18) have dated it to the early 5th Dynasty. 

11  For example, see Chapter 2, for comment on the dating of %nb; see also Grajetzki, Middle 
Kingdom, p. 112; and Favry, Le Nomarque sous le Règne de Sesostris I, pp. 60–61, for the dating of BAot 
[III] and $tjj.  

12  Harpur, Decoration in Egyptian Tombs of the Old Kingdom; eadem, The Tombs of Nefermaat 
and Rahotep at Maidum—Discovery, Destruction and Reconstruction, Oxford Expedition to Egypt, 
Oxford, 2001. 

13  Swinton, Dating the Tombs of the Egyptian Old Kingdom, Oxford, 2014.



Introduction xv

of recent studies by scholars currently working in Middle Kingdom cemeteries.14 For 
consistency, the dating of Harpur has been accepted over Swinton in cases of major 
difference. Dates have been ascribed using the Dynasty and reference to the order of 
the kings in that Dynasty. For example, the 5th Dynasty had 9 kings from Userkaf to 
Unas. The dating of these kings is then referenced as Dynasty V.1 to Dynasty V.9.

One of the “complications” encountered during this research concerns the accuracy 
of the copying of tomb pictures and transcriptions by the archaeologists who have 
been responsible for clearing and recording a tomb. Photographic records of artwork 
in “early” publications are rare, making checking difficult. For instance, a scene of large 
cattle fording a stream or wet land being led by a herdsmen in a boat in the 12th Dynasty 
Tomb of $nm-Htp II at Beni Hassan has been recorded by three different archaeolog-
ical missions over the space of 170 years and there is not total agreement between all 
of these recordings.15 Taken in isolation, the first copying in 1842–45 does not provide 
all of the relevant detail that the two later copies do, and therein lies contradiction, or 
simply incomplete records. Similarly, details in copies of a milking scene—produced 
by both Lepsius16 and Vandier17—in the tomb of MA-nfr at Saqqara, have caused some 
measure of uncertainty in the correct detail of this scene. Vandier has used the Lepsius 
drawing—while most probably modifying it—which clearly shows that there is no 
hobble around the cow’s rear legs, only the front legs. In the original relief copying 
work of Lepsius, however, this same animal is shown with hobbles around both front 
and rear legs.

This publication has attempted to clarify these issues where detected. Further confu-
sion has arisen in the interpretation of some scenes of animal husbandry practice and 
this has most probably arisen through a lack of knowledge of the subject that was being 
represented by the ancient artist. For example, a scene in the mastaba of KA-gm-nj / Mmj at 
Saqqara, has been described as “preparing a cow for milking”.18 I have suggested, however, 
that it represents the grafting of a second calf onto an already nursing cow. Additionally, 
in another section of the same register a small animal has often been designated to be a 
pig when in fact it is a dog. It is important that such misconceptions, where found, be 

14  For example, see Favry, Le Nomarque sous le Règne de Sesostris I.
15  The differences encountered with the various recordings of this scene highlight the problems 

of using old records, if they are the only ones available. Fortunately, in this case however, the tomb 
has been re-recorded, and current results mainly agree with Newberry’s recording of this scene. See 
Lepsius, Denkmäler II, Bl. 127; Newberry, Beni Hassan I, pl. 29; Kanawati & Evans, Beni Hassan I, 
pls. 115, 118.

16  Lepsius; Denkmäler aus Aegypten und Aethiopien, 2, 66.
17  Lepsius; Denkmäler, 2, 66, reproduced in Vandier; Manuel D’Archéologie Égyptienne V, fig. 48 (6).
18  Firth & Gunn, Teti Cemetery 1, p. 114; Harpur & Scremin, The Chapel of Kagemni, Context 

Drawing 7, pp. 377, 493; Kanawati & Woods; Artists in the Old Kingdom, p. 71, pls. 119–120.
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analysed and corrected. Where detected in my research, such misinterpretations have 
been challenged and alternate viewpoints have been proposed.

By the time of the Old Kingdom, the Egyptians had become skilled agriculturalists. 
Scenes in the decorated tomb chapels of the ruling elite class give us detailed knowledge 
about their estates and the care and role of herds of domesticated animals which they 
maintained. While the ancient Egyptians attached a great religious significance to their 
interactions with animals, their profound and essential relationships with herd animals 
was surely more fundamentally based on the production of food and their usefulness 
in agricultural activities.19 Many cultures place great value on herds of animals, not 
only for the production of food but as a measure of personal status and wealth. This 
was undoubtedly the case in Ancient Egypt with many wall scenes in Old and Middle 
Kingdom tombs recording and reflecting the strong relationship of a society with their 
animals. These scenes, while providing an insight into a tomb owner’s hopes and aspi-
rations for a life in eternity, represent “snapshots” of daily life and provide us with a 
comprehensive understanding of the significant knowledge possessed by the Ancient 
Egyptians concerning the physiological attributes of their animals and their utilisation. 

The earliest examples of such scenes occur, for example, in the 4th Dynasty mastaba 
of Mrs-anx III where a fragment of a milking scene was located during the archaeo-
logical recording of this mastaba.20 Such scenes gradually became more developed and 
complex during the 5th and 6th Dynasties when complete collages of scenes such as the 

“life cycle” of a Bos taurus animal were recoded, for example, in the early 6th Dynasty 
tombs of KA(.j)-m-anx (G4561),21 Watt-Xt-@r,22 and Jttj / ^dw.23 The tomb of Jttj / ^dw, 
however, provides an almost complete life cycle of a ‘cow’ from procreation (conception), 
through assisted birth and milking. Many give the impression of being a ‘standardised’ 
motif but numerous variations on the themes appear in individual tombs. For example, 
birthing scenes for large cattle with one exception perhaps, (the tomb of Nfr-msDr-#wfw 
(G2240) at Giza where one animal appears to be giving birth unattended while a herds-
man attends another cow), all are attended by a herdsman who is actively assisting the 

19  The Ancient Egyptians did not worship animals per se, but used animals to represent the 
earthly manifestations of gods or deities and to act as a focus for religious rites and activities. Animal 
cults did exist for some animals and these animals became the centre of worship. The best known of 
these cults, which developed in Memphis, was that of the Apis Bull, which was the manifestation 
of the god Ptah. Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt, p. 137, has stated that individual 
animals are not the god, but that the god entered them, and despite many manifestations in animals, 
Egyptian deities only rarely have animal names.

20  Simpson, Giza Mastabas I, (Merysankh III), pl. xiii. 
21  Junker, Excavations at Gîza IV (Kai-em-anch), Tafel xii.
22  Kanawati & Abder-Raziq, Mereruka and his Family II, pl. 56.
23  Kanawati & McFarlane, Deshasha, Reports 5, pl. 51.
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cow. By today’s Australian practices, an attending herdsman is very unusual, except in 
cases of very low herd numbers, or in the case of birthing difficulties.24 

Most vignettes of animal husbandry activities extant in tombs or temples dating from 
the 4th Dynasty through to the 12th Dynasty have been scrutinised with a good cross 
section dating to the period of study being selected as representative of the art themes 
which relate to animal husbandry practices. These have been analysed for content and 
context. Many of these activities have modern day parallels in that they are still in use, 
particularly in “third world” countries in Africa, the Indian sub-continent and Asia 
generally.

Names of tomb owners can also lead to discussion and difference between scholars. 
As an example, some scholars will write a tombs owner’s name in the Old Perfective 
form, such as +Hw.tj-Htp(.w), while others will just record it as +Hw.tj-Htp. I have delib-
erately opted to use the “simplified” format but concede that either form is acceptable. 

This publication seeks to examine scenes of daily life for animal husbandry practices 
from the Old and Middle Kingdoms of ancient Egypt and to compare and contrast 
these illustrated practices with “modern” day examples. 

Tables—An Explanatory Note
Throughout this book, examples of Ancient Egyptian artwork, which have been used to 
illustrate particular aspects or themes of animal husbandry, have been tabulated within 
the relevant Chapter. The sources of scenes, vignettes and iconography are contained 
within the Appendix—Concordance of Tomb Scenes.

24  I suggest that the practice of an attending herdsman in an Australian context may be limited 
to herds of less than fifty animals.




