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Preface

Augusta McMahon

The chapters in this volume invert traditional
approaches to past human-animal relationships, plac-
ing animals at the forefront of these interactions and
celebrating the many ways in which animals enriched
or complicated the lives of the inhabitants of the ancient
Near East. The authors embrace insights from text,
archaeology, art and landscape studies. The volume
offers rich evidence for the concept that ‘animals are
good to think” (Levi-Strauss 1963), enabling humans in
categorizing the world around us, evaluating our own
behaviours, and providing analogies for supernatural
powers that are beyond humans’ control. However,
totemism has never fit the ancient Near East well,
because most animals had varied and endlessly com-
plicated relationships with their human associates, as
these chapters vividly describe. Taboos on eating or
handling animals ebbed and flowed, and the same ani-
mal could have both positive and negative associations
in omen texts. Animals were good (or bad) to eat, good
(or bad) to think, good (or bad) to live with (Kirksey
& Helmreich 2010) and good (or bad) to be. Through
detailed, theoretically informed and well-supported
case studies, this volume moves the study of human-
animal-environment interactions forward, presenting
animals as embedded actors in culture rather than
simply objectified as human resources or symbols.
The chapters in the first section emphasize the
agency of animals via their abilities to resolve crises
for humans and deities and to shift between animal
and human worlds. Animals have paradoxical affects:
as metaphors for wilderness and chaos, or as valued
companions, helpers, or votive sacrifices. The variety
of interactions and assumptions cautions us to treat
animals, as we do humans, as individuals. Recon-
struction of animals in past rituals has a long history,
usually focused on animals associated with the gods
and/or animals used in formal religious sacrifice.
But the chapters in the second section also examine
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the impact of lesser-known animals and less formal
encounters, e.g., in the landscape or in funeral contexts
within the home. The value and meanings of animals
could vary with context.

The fascination engendered by hybrid or com-
posite figures is also well represented. The persistence
of composite figures in the Near East, from fourth
millennium Bc human-ibex ‘shamans’ on northern
Mesopotamian Late Chalcolithic seals to lamassu and
mushussu of the first millennium Bc, suggests that the
division and recombination of animal body elements
fulfilled a human need to categorize powerful forces
and create a cosmological structure. The anthropomor-
phizing of animals is another facet of the flexibility of
animal identifications in the past. The authors here
also grapple with the question of whether composite
images represent ideas or costumed ritual participants.

The chapters also cover the most basic of animal—
human relations, that of herd management, use in
labour, and consumption, digging deeply into details
of mobility, breeding and emic classifications. Eco-
nomic aspects of the human-animal relationship are
currently being rejuvenated through archaeological
science techniques (e.g., isotopes, ZooMS), which give
us unparalleled levels of detail on diet, mobility, herd
management, and species. Matching these insights
from science, the issues raised here include the value of
individual animals versus that assigned to species, the
challenges of pests, the status ascribed to and reflected
by different meat cuts, animals as status and religious
symbols, and animals’ tertiary products or uses (e.g.,
transport versus traction, bile). These studies allow a
more detailed reconstruction of Near Eastern economy
and society, as well as emphasizing the flexibility of
the relationships between animals, as well as between
human and animal.

The authors implicitly advocate for a posthu-
manist multispecies ethnography, which incorporates
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nonhumans and argues for equal care to be given
to nonhumans in the realms of shared landscapes,
violence, labour and especially ecology (Kirksey &
Helmreich 2010; Kopnina 2017; Parathian et al. 2018).
This approach advocates for nonhumans’ agency in
creating shared worlds, in contrast to the traditional
approach to animals as symbols or resources in the
service of humans. Going forward, the challenge will
be to convert the acknowledgement of equal cultural
contribution into support for nonhuman species to
speak for themselves; this shift from passive subject
of research inquiry to genuine active agency in aca-
demic writing does not have an easy or obvious path,
and many nonhuman animals may be overlooked.
Indeed, multispecies ethnography ideally seeks to
incorporate plants, microbes, stones and more (Ogden
et al. 2013; Smart 2014), many of which are ephemeral
in the archaeological record and all but omitted in
ancient texts. However, ancient texts do support a new
approach which questions our modern boundaries
between species. Our perpetual struggle to translate
terms for different species of equids, to distinguish
whether a word refers to rats or mice, or to link zoo-
archaeological remains to lexical lists, reinforces the
complexity and flexibility of these concepts, and the
futility of attempts at absolute categorization.

The chapters in this volume should inspire col-
leagues to grapple with animals, nonhumans and
contexts that could not be included here. For instance,
the snake has as lengthy a history of human engage-
ment in the Near East as does the lion and had similarly
unusual powers. While the lion was an icon of strength,
the perfect symbol for the proximity of the emotions of
awe and fear, the snake has the sneaky ability to slither
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between worlds, to avoid capture, and to deliver an
almost imperceptible lethal injury. Fear of the snake
conquers awe. Like the fox, the presence or actions of
the snake, as listed in Summa alu, may be positive or
negative omens. The snake was present at key moments
in both Mesopotamian and Biblical literature; its actions
(stealing the plant of immortality, offering the fruit of
the tree of knowledge) changed the fate of humans
forever. Whether represented coiled and copulating
on Late Chalcolithic seals, grasped by Late Uruk ‘Mas-
ters of Animals’ or first millennium Bc lamastu, snakes
and their paradoxical nature deserve deep scrutiny.
There are many other nonhuman animals deserving
of similar problematization and integration, and the
eclectic and exciting research stream represented by
this volume shows us the way.
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Chapter 10

Animal names in Semitic toponyms

Hekmat Dirbas

In terms of semantic features, toponyms, like anthro-
ponyms, tend to cluster into specific categories.
Although toponymic research has increased consider-
ably in recent years and various typological models
have been introduced (Tent 2015), no typology has
been suggested for Semitic toponyms so far, appar-
ently due to a lack of comparative research on the topic
and poor dialogue with other disciplines. Neverthe-
less, the typology proposed for biblical toponyms
by Gray (1902) and Rainey (1978, 6) might serve as
a good starting point, as it seems to be applicable to
the other Semitic languages in view of the common
aspects of naming practices among the speakers of
these languages (Dirbas 2019a, 19-65). According to
this typology, toponyms fall into six categories: (1)
divine names; (2) patronymics or ethnicons; (3) topo-
graphic descriptions; (4) works of man (agricultural
installation, types of settlements, fortifications, etc.);
(5) animal names; and (6) plant names.

The objective of this chapter is to present a survey
of Semitic toponyms derived from animal names, a
topic that intersects with my previous work on the
use of animal names in Semitic name-giving (Dirbas
2019a,b). It is important to document and classify
toponyms, but what is more important is to try to
reconstruct the stories behind them, for such stories can
reveal information about memories of certain societies
and their experiences. The significance of this chapter
stems from the fact that it seeks to decode one aspect
of these stories. It offers material that can enhance
our understanding of the emergence of toponyms
in relation to animals and their symbolism in certain
traditions, the Semitic ones. It also motivates future
interdisciplinary approaches to toponymy in gen-
eral. Four samples are dealt with here: (1) Cuneiform
sources, that is, Akkadian and West Semitic names
from the second and first millennia Bc; (2) Ugaritic;
(3) biblical Hebrew; and (4) Arabic (classical sources).
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In addition to this repertoire of toponyms, I discuss
possible reasons for giving them animal names from
the perspective of semantics and word formation.

This chapter consists of four main sections that
correspond to the languages in question. These sec-
tions are arranged chronologically beginning with
the oldest attestations in cuneiform sources and
ending with the newest ones in Arabic. A variety of
sources is called upon here. For cuneiform sources,
I use the geographic series known as RGTC (Réper-
toire géographique des textes cunéiformes) in addition to
material from the Mari Archives and other texts. For
Ugaritic, I use The Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language
(DUL) and two secondary studies on proper names
(van Soldt 2005; Watson 2007). Canaanite-Hebrew
toponyms are confined to the Bible, thus epigraphic
material is not included. In relation to Arabic, two
well-known comprehensive geographical works are
investigated: Sifat Gazirat al- ‘Arab ‘Description of
the Arabian Peninsula’ by al-Hamdani (d. 945) and
Mu‘gam al-Buldan ‘Dictionary of Countries’ by Yaqut
al-Hamaw1 (d. 1299). Whereas the former mainly
focuses on Arabia, the latter nearly covers the entire
medieval Muslim world.

Cuneiform sources

This section deals with Semitic toponyms in cunei-
form sources, that is, names of Akkadian and West
Semitic origin. While West Semitic toponyms from
the second millennium Bc are mostly Amorite, the
majority of the ones from the first millennium seem
to reflect an Aramaic background. Based on their
semantics and formation, the toponyms discussed
in this section can be classified into three categories:
(1) associative toponyms (see below); (2) occupation-
related toponyms; and (3) patronymic toponymes. It is
important to mention that the studies regarding these
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toponyms do not always provide a comprehensive
linguistic analysis of them, and thus most of the lin-
guistic remarks given below are mine.

Associative toponyms

Sources rarely mention the reasons for naming places,
except for a few cases, that is, when the name is
based on a personal name (like a city, settlement,
wall, or canal established by a ruler, ancestor, etc,;
see Patronymic toponyms sub-section below). What
is meant with ‘associative’ here is that the place in
this category probably took its name from a special
association with animals. For example, the place might
have been known for having a certain animal species.

— Agammu Sa Imeéré (Akk., NB): “‘Marsh of Donkeys’
(CAD1/], 112b, sub 12).

— Arnabanu (NB): this toponym, which could be both
Akkadian and West Semitic, consists of the ele-
ment aranab- “hare” and the suffix -an. The place
can be identified with Tell Hasaka, west of the
confluence of the Khabur and Jaghjagh rivers
(Zadok 1983, 58).

— Arrabi (Akk., OB): ‘Dormouse’, a semi-nomadic place
(ARM 15, 15).

— ASar-Laba (Akk., OB): this compound toponym
(Groneberg 1980, 23) contains the West Semitic
form la(b)ba, from Proto-Semitic *labV’- ‘lion’
(Militarev & Kogan 2005, No. 144), and it can be
explained as either ‘Place of the Lioness’, meaning
‘Dent’, or, more likely ‘Place/Temple of Lab(b)a’,
after the Amorite deity Labba (Golinets 2016, 70;
Streck 2000, §3.43, n. 1).

—Bagqa (WS., NB): based on bagg- ‘gnat’. Given the suf-
fix -a, which is frequently used in Aramaic names,
this toponym likely reflects an Aramaic form. It
was located in the region of Ur (Zadok 1983, 65).

— Biiranu (Akk., MB): consists of biiru ‘calf’ and the
suffix -an(u). It was located in the region of
Nippur (Nashef 1983, 51). This toponym could
be based on a personal name (see Patronymic
toponyms sub-section below), for the mentioned
diminutive suffix is quite common in male names
(Dirbas 2019a, 75).

— Hanzat (WS, OB): reflects ‘Anzat ‘She-goat’ (from the
element ‘anz-), a place in Upper Mesopotamia
(ARM 15, 14).

— Hazilu/Hazilu (WS, MB): denotes ‘Gazelle’ (the Akk.
form is huzalu), in the area of Mukis/Alalah (Bel-
monte Marin 2001, 126).

— Himara (WS, OB): reflects Himara ’(Country of)
Donkeys’, plural of himar-, the West Semitic
counterpart of Akkadian imeru. It was located in
Upper Mesopotamia (Durand 1998, 125).
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— Himmaran (OB): reflects either ‘immar- ‘lamb’, i.e.,
the Amorite parallel of Akkadian immeru, or, less
likely, himar-“ass’ (Kogan 2003, 253; Golinets 2016,
65) plus the suffix -an. Given that this suffix is
common in personal names, it is possible that this
toponym is used as a patronymic (see Patronymic
toponyms sub-section below). It was located in
the District of Terqa (Durand 1997, 634; Durand
2000, 255).

—Huzalu (Akk., MB): ‘Gazelle’, in the region of Nippur
(Nashef 1983, 134).

—Imar (Akk., OB): “(The Town of the) Donkey’, modern
Tell Meskene, Syria (Durand 1998, 125).

—Imere (Akk., NB): ‘Donkeys’, plural of imeéru, was not
far from Uruk (Zadok 1983, 180).

— Immertu (Akk., NB): “Ewe’, in the region of Nippur
(Zadok 1983, 180).

— Kalbu (NB): denotes ‘Dog’, and it could be both
Akkadian and West Semitic. The specific location
is unidentified (Zadok 1983, 191).

— Naser (WS, OB): probably reflects gatil form of Proto-
Semitic *nVsr-/nVsr- ‘vulture, eagle’ (Militarev
& Kogan 2005, No. 166). It was located in Upper
Mesopotamia (ARM 15, p. 24).

— Niinu (Akk., NB): ‘Fish’, near Uruk (Zadok 1983, 244).

— Sa Iméré (Akk.): “(Land) of Donkeys’ (CAD 1/], 115a,
sub b).

- Svalgﬁ (Akk., MB) ‘Pig’, in the area of Ekalte, northern
Syria (Belmonte Marin 2001, 259).

Occupation-related toponyms
The only available example of this type is:

—Mat 3a Imerisu ‘Land of the Donkey Driver’, meaning
Damascus (CAD 1/], 115, sub B).

Patronymic toponyms

Naming cities, settlements, or the like after the founder
(being a ruler, an official, or an eponym) was a well-
known custom in the ancient Near East from the third
millennium sc onward. In case of cities named after
rulers, the name, however, could be changed if another
ruler took over. A good example is Diir-Yahdun-Lim,
which was named after the king who built it, Yahdun-
Lim of Mari (1810-1794 Bc). When Mari fell in the hands
of Sam&i-Adad, the name of the city was changed to
Diir-Yasmah-Adad, after the son of Sam&i-Adad who
was appointed as governor of Mari and the district
of the Middle Euphrates. But its original name was
given back to it when Zimri-Lim, the descendant of
Yahdun-Lim took over (Safren 1989). Toponyms con-
taining patronymic/eponymous names derived from
animal names are mostly of the nominal compound
formation, and they can be distinguished through the
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terms they are formed with, like matum ‘land, country’,
bitum ‘house, settlement’, alum ‘city, town’, sa ‘(the
place) of so-and-so’, and dimtum ‘tower’, terms which
frequently occur in all types of toponyms. It is also
possible, especially in West Semitic traditions, that
the place was named after the tribe which inhabited it.

The list below provides some instances of patro-
nymic names derived from animal terms.

— Al Sélibi (Akk., MB): “Town of Sélibi (Fox)’, in the
region of Nippur (Nashef 1983, 18). Interestingly,
there is also Alu Sa Mar Slébi “Town of Slébi’s son’
in the same area (Nashef 1983, 24), which obvi-
ously was founded by the son of the previously
mentioned person.

— Bit Hahhiiru (Akk., NB): ‘House of Hahhtiru (Raven)’,
near Babylon (Zadok 1983, 89).

— Bit Higla (WS, NB): ‘House of Higla’ (Calf), seems
to reflect the Aramaic form of Proto-Semitic
*‘igl-“calf’. It was located in the region of Nippur
(Zadok 1983, 91).

— Bit Miiranu (Akk., NB): ‘House of Miranu (Puppy)’,
in the region of Nippur (Zadok 1983, 96).

— Bit Sélibu (Akk., OB): “House of Sélibu (Fox)’, around
Ishkhali (Groneberg 1980, 44).

— Bit Murasii (Akk., NB): "House of Murast (Wildcat)’,
in the region of Nippur (Zadok 1983, 96).

— Bit Ugiipi (Akk., NB): ‘House of Uquipi (Ape)’, in the
region of Babylon (Zadok 1983, 109).

— Nippur-Kalbiya (Akk., MB): “Nippur of Kalbiya (Dog)’,
based on kalbu and the suffix -iya (Nashef 1983,
210).

—Ya'il (NWS, OB): meaning ‘Ibex’, an Amorite topo-
nym which is also attested in the form Ya'ilays,
in the area of the Sinjar Mountains (Gelb 1980,
No. 3858). Mari texts mention a tribe known as
Ya'ilanu (Gelb 1980, No. 3861, 3863). It seems
likely the place was named after the tribe which
inhabited it, and that the latter took its name
from an eponym.

Ugaritic

Compared to the other Semitic languages discussed
in this chapter, Ugaritic exhibits a few number of
toponyms formed with animal names, namely five in
particular, four of which are also found in personal
names (except for sb’; Dirbas 2019a, 120-30). The rea-
sons for using these terms are difficult to determine;
their word formation suggests they are either asso-
ciative or patronymic. The fact that the five names
below denote wild animals can be explained through
the impact of the natural environment, meaning the
mountainous vicinity of the city of Ugarit.
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— Ayl: based on the element ayl- ‘deer, hind” (van Soldt
2005, 170).

— Ayly: based on the same element above plus the suf-
fix -a(yu)/-yu (Del Olmo Lete & Sanmartin 2003,
134; Watson 2007, 108).

—Hidy: reflects Hulda and consists of huld- ‘mole; rate’
and the suffix -a(yu) (van Soldt 2005, 174).

— Irbn: could consist of the element irby- ‘locust’ and
the suffix -an (Watson 2007, 108); the etymology
is unexplained in the Ugaritic dictionary (Del
Olmo Lete & Sanmartin 2003, 99).

—Hrsb": might consist of jr ‘cave, lair” and sb*- “hyena’
(Watson 2007, 96). If this explanation is correct,
the name must be associative, in that the place
was known for hyenas, which seems reasonable
in view of the mountainous surrounding of the
city of Ugarit and the fact that hyenas existed
there until recently (Masseti 2009, 241).

— Tpn: vocalized as Tapunu and written syllabically as
Sa-pu-nu (Del Olmo Lete & Sanmartin 2003, 925).
It probably reflects tapan- "hyrax, rock badger’
(Watson 2007, 105).

Biblical Hebrew

Toponyms in the Hebrew Bible have received quite a
lot of attention in modern scholarship (e.g., Gray 1902;
Borée 1930; Aharoni 1979; Rainey 1978; Gass 2005).
The ones derived from animal names were explained
through the theory of totemism by Gray (1902, 3316);
as I have argued elsewhere (Dirbas 2019b), there is
no strong evidence for a totemistic origin of personal
names, and this appears to hold true for toponyms
as well. Given the semantics and word formation of
these toponyms, I propose classifying them into the
same categorization suggested for their counterparts
in cuneiform sources and Arabic: associative, religious,
and occupation-related. Some could be used as a pat-
ronymic, but it is quite difficult to establish a criterion
for distinguishing them. Most of the toponyms listed
in the following sub-sections are mainly extracted
from Gray (1902) and Rainey (1978, 6). Both works,
however, discuss them only briefly without providing
a sufficient linguistic analysis.

According to the list below, names of wild animals
(deer, wild ass, lizard, leopard, lion, fox, etc.) are more
attested in toponyms than names of domestic animals
(calf, lamb, horse), probably due to the impact of the
natural environment of Palestine (mountains, hills,
and desert) and lifestyle (rural population in general).

Associative toponyms
The places in this category possibly received their
names due to a special association with animals. For
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example, a certain species of animals might have
existed in the place.

—’Ayyalon: ‘Little Deer’, with the diminutive suffix -on,
aname of two towns (Josh 10:12; Judges 12:2). It
is also attested as Ayyaluna in the Amarna letters
(EA 273; Na’'man 2011, 291).

— 'Eben-hazzohelet: could mean ‘The Serpent’s Stone’ (1
Kgs 1:9), possibly related to the “Dragon’s Well’
(‘En-hattannin) in Neh 2: 13 (van der Toorn et al.
1999, 805).

‘Arad: “Wild ass’, a town in the Negev (Num 21:1;
Judg 1:16).

‘Eglon: ‘Little Calf’, with the diminutive suffix -on,
described as a Canaanite city (Josh 10:23, 34).
‘En-‘eglayim: ‘Spring of Calves’, a place mentioned
only in Ezek (47:10), somewhere near the Dead

Sea.

‘En-hagqore’: could be explained as ‘Spring of the
Partridge’; it was located in Lehi but the site is
unknown (Judg 15:19). Alternatively, it could
mean ‘Spring of the one who calls’ (Botterweck
et al. 2001, 46).

‘Epron: “Young Deer; Fawn’, a name of two places,
a town east of the Jordan (1 Macc 5:45) and a
mount (Josh 15:9).

‘Ir-nahas: ‘City of the Serpent’ or ‘City of Bronze’
(both are synonyms), a minor town in Judah (1
Chr 4:12).

‘En-gedi: ‘Spring of the Kid’, on west shore of the
Dead Sea (e.g., Josh 15:62; 2 Chr 20:2). It might
be so named because its water ‘leaps’ like a kid
(Botterweck et al. 2001, 46).

‘Etam: possibly indicating ‘Bird of Prey’, a town
between Bethlehem and Tekoa (2 Chr 11:6; Josh
15:59).

‘Opra": "Young Deer; Fawn’ (compare ‘Epron above),
aname of two towns, one in the territory allotted
to Benjamin (Josh 18:23) and one in the tribal lot
of Manasseh (Judg 6:11).

— Bet-hogla": "House/Place of the Partridge’, a town of
Benjamin, lying between Jericho and the Jordan
(Josh 15:6; 18:21).

— Bet-nimra": “House of the Leopardess’ (Num 32:36;
Josh 13:27), which also appears in the plural form
Nimrim 'Leopards’ (Isa 15:6). It can be identified
with modern Nimrin, north of the Dead Sea.

— Geé-hassabo‘tm: “Valley of Hyenas’, near Gibeah in
Benjamin (1 Sam 13:18).

— Hdsar-sii‘al: “Village of the Fox/, in southern Judah
(Josh 15:28; 1 Chr 4:28; Neh 11:27).

—'Eres-$ii‘al: ‘Land of the Fox’, a place closed to Ophra
(1 Sam 13:17).

—Humta": “Lizard’, a town close to Hebron (Josh 15:54).
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— Kopira" ‘Lioness’, one of the four cities of the
Gibeonites, (Josh 9:17), and it could be identi-
fied with modern Kufeirit, near the city of Jenin.

—Layis ‘Lion’, a place named in Isa (10:30), apparently
located north of Jerusalem.

— Ma'dle-‘agrabbim: "Ascent of Scorpions’, a narrow grade
in the Negev (Num 34:4; Josh 15:3).

—Migdal-‘éder: "Flock Tower’, a place close to Bethlehem
(Gen 35:21).

— Para": "Heifer’, a town in the territory of the tribe of
Benjamin (Josh 18:23).

— Sa‘albim: “Foxes’, a town in Dan (Judg 1:35). Whereas
the common term for ‘fox’ in Hebrew is Siz'dl,
this toponym is the only example in the Bible
which reflects the proto-form *ta‘lab- (Militarev
& Kogan 2005, 303).

— Sa‘alim: ‘Foxes’ (1 Sam 9:4). If explained correctly,
this toponym reflects a unique gata/al form (sa‘a/
al) versus the common giital form (sii‘'al) men-
tioned above.

— Sabo‘im: ‘Hyenas’, a place which was inhabited by
the Benjamites (Neh 11:34).

— 5ab0Tm: ‘Stages, Deer’, near Sodom (Gen 14:2).

— Siir-‘oréb: ‘Rock of the Raven’, a place at which ‘Oréb,
the Midianite captain who was captured by
Gedon’s band, was killed (Judg 7:25). It is pos-
sible that the personal name is a derivation of the
toponym (Botterweck et al. 2001, 342).

— Told'tm: ‘Lambs’, a place where Saul mustered his
forces (1 Sam 15:4).

Occupation-related toponyms

— Hasar-siisim: ‘Village of Horses’, in Simeon (Chr
4:31). The name reveals that the place was used
for horse breeding.

— Bet-kar: 'House of the Ram’, a place west of Mizpah
(1 Sam 7:11).

Divine?

— Beét-laba’ot: understood as ‘House of the Lionesses’
(Josh 19:6); this could be a secondary late Hebrew
pluralization in the Bible against the accurate
and original Canaanite orthography and spell-
ing byt [b’wt, a name which reflects the cult of
the Canaanite lioness goddess (van der Toorn
et al. 1999, 523).

Arabic!
Thanks to the works of classical Muslim geographers

and travelers, information is richly available on geo-
graphic places, not only in Arabia, but also in the
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territories that were conquered by Muslims in the
advent of Islam. In addition to these works, one also
finds valuable toponymic data in Old Arabian inscrip-
tions as well as Greco-Arabic documents, such as the
Petra papyri from the sixth century ap (Al-Jallad et
al. 2013). Linguistically, Arabian toponyms fall into
three main classes: (1) pseudo-verbal name forms (e.g.,
Yatrib, Yanbu', Tamna‘), which are ones of the oldest;
(2) nominal form types, masculine (some ending with
-an) and feminine (ending with -at and -4’); and (3)
nominal compound formation containing elements
like dii-X/dat-X *(place) of so-and-so’, ‘ayn-X ‘spring’,
and bi'r-X ‘well” (Isserlin 1986).

In relation to animal names, they are widely
used in Arabic naming tradition. In personal names,
for example, around 257 elements are found (Dirbas
2019a, 144ff). A smaller number (c. 43 elements)
occurs in toponyms as we will see below. In terms
of reasons for using these names, Arabic toponyms
yield more categories than the ones attested in the
above-discussed languages. In addition to associa-
tive, religious, and patronymic toponyms, there are
examples that appear to indicate a pejorative sense or
point to a topographical resemblance with the place
in question.

Like the case in Hebrew and Ugaritic, the major-
ity of Arabic toponyms below signifies wild animals
(hyena, wolf, lion, gazelle, etc.), a phenomenon that
can be attributed to lifestyle and the influence of the
natural environment of Arabia. Due to their nomadic-
pastoralist lifestyle, Arabs in the pre- and early Islamic
times encountered all types of wild animals in their
daily life and thus gave their names to places.

Associative toponyms

The meaning and etymology of the following topo-
nyms, most of which are compound or in the plural
form, suggest that they were called so due to a specific
association with animals. For example, a certain type
of animal lived in the place.

— Aranib: "Hares’ (plural of arnab-), an unspecified place
(Yaqut 1995 1, 60).

—al-Ansur: “Vultures’ (plural of nasr-), a spring in the
area of the Tayyi’ tribe (Yaqut 1995 1, 265).

— Awral: "Monitor Lizards’ (plural of waral-), in Najd
(al-Hamdani 1990, 294).

— ‘Aqarib: ‘Scorpions’ (plural of ‘agrab-), in Yemen
(al-Hamdani 1990, 182).

— ‘Ayn al-Nagah: ‘Spring of the She-camel’, in the Bah-
rain region. The place is reported to have been
called so because a woman crossed it on her she-
camel (al-Hamdani 1990, 273); this explanation
sounds etiological.
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— ‘Ayn Zabi: ‘Spring of the Antelope’, a place close to the
city of Samawabh, Iraq (Yaqut 1995 4, 179). Alter-
natively, it could be based on a personal name
(see Toponyms denoting topographical resemblance
sub-section below).

— ‘Urfat A'yar: "Highland of Donkeys’ (plural of ‘ayr-),
in the land of the Asad tribe (Yaqiit 1995 4, 106).

— Burqat Arwa: ‘Rugged Ground of Female Ibexes’
(plural urwiyya-), a mount in the land of the
Tamim tribe (Yaqat 1995 1, 391).

— Burqat al-Tawr: ‘Rugged Ground of the Bull’, in the
Bahrain region (Yaqut 1995 1, 392).

— Burqat Angad: ‘Rugged Ground of the Hedgehog/, a
mount in the Yamama region (Yaqut 19951, 391).

— Burgat Afa: ‘Rugged Ground of the Snake’, an uni-
dentified place (Yaqat 1995 1, 391).

— Darat al-Arda’im: ‘Round Sandy Tract of White Deer”
(plural of ri’m-), an unidentified place (Yaqut
1995 2, 425).

— Darat al-Di’b: ‘Round Sandy Tract of the Wolf’, in
Najd (Yaqut 1995 2, 427).

— Darat al-Ga’ab: ‘Round Sandy Tract of the Onager’, in
the land of the Tamim tribe (Yaqat 1995 2, 425).

— Darat al-Hinzir: 'Round Sandy Tract of the Boar’, an
unidentified place (Yaqit 1995 2, 427).

— Dat al-Ri’al: “That of/Area of Young Ostriches’ (plu-
ral of ra’l-), apparently in southwestern Iraq
(al-Hamdani 1990, 236).

— Dii Gazal: “Place of the Gazelle’, around 80 km north-
west of Mecca (al-Hamdant 1990, 384).

—Marg al-Ziba":'Grassland/Meadow of Gazelles’ (plural
of zaby-), an unspecified place (Yaqit 1995 4, 58).

— Muta‘lab: ‘Rich with Foxes’, based on ta‘lab- ‘fox’.
The specific location of this mount is unidentified
(Yaqut 1995 5, 53).

— Nagd al-"Uqab: "Highland of the Eagle” (Yaqut 1995
4,133).

— Qal‘at al-Dibab: 'Citadel of Monitor Lizards” (plural
of dabb-), in the city of Kufah, Iraq (Yaqat 1995
3, 451).

— Rawdat al-"Anz: "Meadow of Goats’ (plural of ‘anzah-),
in the Hejaz region (Yaqut 1995 3, 39).

— Rawdat al-Sihal: ‘Meadow of Kids/Lambs’ (plural of
sapl-), in the Yamama region (249; Yaqut 1995
3, 90).

— Riyad al-Qata: ‘Meadows of Sandgrouse’ (plural of
gatat-), in the land of the Rabi a tribe (Yaqtt 1995
3, 93).

— al-Ri’al: “Young Ostriches’ (plural of ra’l-), an uni-
dentified place (Yaqat 1995 3, 109).

— Sipal: 'Kids/Lambs’ (plural of sajl-), in the Yamama
region (Yaqut 1995 3, 196).

— Satt al-Hagal: “The Bank of Partridges’ (plural of
hagalah-), in Yemen (al-Hamdani 1990, 209).
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—Umm aw‘al: ‘Area (literary, Mother) of Ibexes’” (plural
of wa‘l-), a highland in the Yamama region (Yaqt
19951, 239). The place is also known as Dat Aw'al
‘Area of Ibexes’ (al-Hamdani 1990, 294).

—Wadi al-Siba‘: “Valley of Beasts of Prey/Lions’ (plural
sabu™), in the area of Kufah, Iraq (al-Hamdani1
1990, 209). According to Yaqut (1995 5, 343), it
was so called by the Arab eponym Wa'il b. Qasit,
for there he met a women called Umm al-Asbu’,
and all of her male children had names of beasts
of prey. However, one cannot take this report
seriously, as it reflects folk etymology. It seems
more likely that the valley was known through
this name due to a large number of wild beasts
which lived in it.

- al-Ziba": ‘Antelopes’ (pl. of zaby-), an unidentified
place (Yaqut 1995 4, 58).

Toponyms associated with religious beliefs

Unlike ancient Semitic languages, namely, Akkadian
and Hebrew, Arabic exhibits no toponyms indicating
a divine background, that is, referring to a deity with
an animal name/epithet; yet there are two examples
which are related to traditional religious beliefs.

— Wadi al-Naml: “Valley of the Ants’, close to ‘Asqalan/
Ashkelon. People believed that in this valley the
ants spoke to Solomon (Yaqut 1995 5, 346).

— ‘Ayn al-Bagar: ‘Spring of Cows’, near Acre, was so
called because people believed that the cows
which Adam used for cultivation appeared in it
(Yaqut 1995 4, 176).

Pejorative toponyms?

— Dayr al-Fa’r:"Monastery of the Mouse’, in Egypt. The
place is reported to have been called so because
of the large number of mice which existed in it
(Yaqut 1995 2, 525).

— Dayr al-Handfis: ‘Monastery of Black Beetles’ (pl. of
hunfusa’), in the mount of Samih/Matta between
the Tigris River and the city of Mousil, Iraq. The
reason for giving it this name is that its walls were
once covered by a huge number of black beetles
(Yaqut 1995 2, 508).

The fact that these two insect-based names (connot-
ing bad symbolism) are associated with monasteries
reveals that they were given by non-Christians or by an
opponent Christian sect in an attempt to derogate them.

Toponyms denoting topographical resemblance
The topography of the place apparently has the shape
of an animal or part of it.

108

— Dabu': "Hyena’, there are several places with this
name, one of which is a mount in the area of the
Gatafan tribe. This place is said to have been
called so because its rocks are distributed like a
hyena’s mane (Yaqut 1995 3, 451).

— Hatm al-Gurab: “The Raven’s Beak’ (literally, muz-
zle), a mountainous village in Yemen, currently
known as Dagm al-Gurab, i.e., the same meaning
(al-Hamdani 1990, 157). Given the available
photos of the mountain on which the village is
located, the name was perhaps used due to a
topographical resemblance with a raven’s beak.

Patronymic toponyms

Like the examples attested in cuneiform sources (see
above), some Arabic toponyms could be based on
personal names derived from animal names (not nec-
essarily eponyms). This likely holds true for names in
the construct state, where the nomen rectum is indefinite
(without the article al-) because in the standard form
of the construct state in Arabic, the nomen rectum is
usually definite. As is known, the majority of Arabic
personal names are indefinite.

— ‘Ayn Gamal: there are two reports regarding this
place, the first of which mentions that it was so
called after a camel which died at it; the second
attributes the name to the person who dug the
well, Gamal ‘Camel’ (Yaqit 1995 4, 177). The
latter report sounds more probable in view of
the absence of the definite article (see the next
example).

— Bi'r Gamal: ‘Well of Gamel’, in Medina (Yaqit 1995
1, 229).

— Bi'r ‘Ikrimah: "Well of Tkrima (Dove)’, in Mecca (Yaqt
1995 1, 300).

— Hazn Kalb: ‘Rugged Ground of Kalb’ (Dog), an uni-
dentified place (Yaqut 1995 2, 254).

—al-Ta'labiyyah: a place close to Kufah (Yaqut 1995 2,
78), so named after a person called Tu'lab ‘Fox’
(al-Hamdani 1990). This explanation seems reli-
able in view of the nisba ending.

Unknown reasons

Given the formation of the toponyms below, it is quite
difficult to determine the reasons for naming them
so. They might fall under the associative toponyms,
toponyms denoting topographical resemblance or
patronymic toponyms categories above.

— Aklub: ‘Dogs’ (plural of kalb-), a mountain in Yemen
(Yaqut 1995 1, 240).

— Atan: ‘She-donkey’, a place in Yemen (al-Hamdani1
1990, 281).
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— ‘Agraba’: ‘Scorpion’, there are two places with this
name, one in the Yamama region and one in
southern Syria (Yaqut 1995 4, 135).

— ‘Iglah: "Heifer’, an unspecified place (Yaqtit 1995 4, 87).

— al-Dubayb: ‘Little Monitor Lizard’ (diminutive of
dabb-), a salt marsh in the area of Hail, central
Arabia (al-Hamdani 1990, 260).

— Dabb: "Monitor Lizard’, a mount in Mecca (Yaqt
1995 3, 451).

— Labu’ah: ‘Lioness’, a mountain in Yemen (al-Hamdani
1990, 206).

— Na'amah: ‘(female) Ostrich’, a place in Najd (Yaqut
1995 5, 293).

— al-Nusayr: ‘Little Vulture” (diminutive of nasr-), a
castle close to the city of Nahavand, Iran (Yaqut
1995 5, 285).

— Siblan: based on &ibl- ‘lion cub’, a river in the city of
Basra (Yaqut 1995 3, 322). This noun could be
either the dual form or the singular form with
the suffix -an. In case of the latter option, it is
probably based on a personal name, for this suf-
fix is commonly attested in classical and modern
Arabic names (Dirbas 2019a, 155).

—Tays: ‘Ram’, a place in Yemen (al-Hamdani 1990, 124).

— Tu'al: ‘Fox’, a place between Mecca and Medina
(Yaqut 1995 2, 78).

—Tu'alah: reflects the previous form with the suffix -ah,
located in the Bahrain region (Yaqut 1995 2, 78).

—al-Tu'ban: ‘Serpent’, a place in Najran (al-Hamdani1
1990, 370).

— Wadi al-Subay": “Valley of the Little Lion’ (diminu-
tive of sabu -), an unidentified place (Yaqiit 1995
5, 344).

— al-Yamamah: ‘Pigeon’, a historical region in central
Arabia lying to the east of Najd (Yaqit 1995 5,
441).

—al-Zubayyah: ‘Little Hind” (diminutive of zabyah-), a
place in Yemen (Yaqut 1995 4, 58).

Concluding remarks

This chapter has surveyed Semitic toponyms derived
from animal names in a variety of languages, namely
cuneiform sources (Akkadian and West Semitic),
biblical Hebrew, Ugaritic, and Arabic. The discussed
toponyms denote all kinds of animals known to the
ancient Near East, like equids, wild animals, birds,
rodents, insects, but not aquatic creatures, probably
because the majority of the mentioned places is on
the land. The number of animal names attested in
these toponyms varies from one language to another,
depending on documentation and the richness of
sources: Arabic (43 elements), Hebrew (28), Akkadian
(14), West Semitic in cuneiform tablets (nine), and
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Ugaritic (six). These findings agree with the research
into Semitic personal names, where Arabic exhibits
the highest number of names derived from animal
terms compared to the other Semitic languages (Dirbas
2019a). Cultural and social factors seem to have
affected naming places strongly, especially lifestyle.
For example, the fact that Arabs in the pre- and early
Islamic times encountered animals in their daily life,
namely the wild ones (gazelle, lion, wolf, etc.), due
to their nomadic-pastoralist lifestyle can help us
understand why the names of these animals are more
attested in toponyms than the names of domestic ani-
mals. The same also holds for Hebrew and Ugaritic,
where we find more names of wild animals, apparently
due to the natural environment and the rural aspect of
life in ancient Palestine and the mountainous vicinity
of the city of Ugarit.

In terms of word formation, the toponyms in
question demonstrate two types: one-word names
(singular and plural) and compound names. Most of
the toponyms from the latter category are of the two-
word type, with the exception of a few three-word
instances in Akkadian (the ones with the element sa
‘of’). The two-word names are formed with: (1) general
terms for places, such as bayt- ‘house, place’ or ‘temple’
in the religious context (Akkadian, West Semitic, and
Hebrew), mat ‘land” (Akkadian), ‘eres ‘land’ (Hebrew);
(2) terms derived from the built environment, such
as alum ‘city’ (Akkadian), hdsar ‘village’, Tr ‘city’
(Hebrew), dayr ‘monastery’, gal‘ah ‘citadel’ (Arabic);
and, the majority, (3) terms derived from the natural
environment/landscape, such as agammu ‘marsh’
(Akkadian), pr ‘lair’ (Ugaritic),’eben ‘stone’, ma‘ilé
‘ascent’, siir ‘rock’ (Hebrew), ‘ayn “spring’ (Hebrew
and Arabic), ‘urfah ‘highland’, burgah ‘a rugged ground
with sand, stones, and earth’, ddrah ‘round sandy
tract of land’, nagd ‘highland’, rawdah ‘meadow’, marg
‘grassland, meadow’, satt ‘river bank’, and wadi ‘valley’
(Arabic). The built and natural environment seem to
have played an important role in naming. Arabic, for
example, exhibits twenty-two toponyms formed with
terms denoting the natural environment and only three
denoting the built environment, something which can
be explained through lifestyle as mentioned in the
previous paragraph.

The chapter also reflected on possible reasons
for using animal names for Semitic toponyms. Given
their semantics and word formation, the discussed
examples seem to fall into six categories: (1) associa-
tive toponyms, where the place took its name from a
special association with animals (e.g., it might have
been known for having a certain animal species); (2)
occupation-related toponyms; (3) toponyms associ-
ated with religion, where the name signifies a cult
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of a deity with an animal name (originally epithet,
in Akkadian and Canaanite-Hebrew) or reflects a
traditional religious belief (Arabic); (4) patronymic
toponyms, where the place was named after a per-
son with an animal name; (5) toponyms indicating
a topographic resemblance; and (6) pejorative topo-
nyms, where the name was given to the place as an
expression of derogation. The latter two categories
are restricted to Arabic.

Notes

Formal issues regarding the transliteration of Arabic
names: (1) the initial hamza /’/ is not transcribed (e.g., Atan
instead of "Atan); (2) assimilation of the definite article
(al-) is disregarded (e.g., al-Nagah instead of an-Nagah);
(3) diphthongs are written with ay (e.g., ‘ayn) and aw
(e.g., Awrdl).

Burqah: this term, which was frequently used for Arabian
toponyms in the construct state burgat so-and-so (Yaqut
19951, 390-9), denotes ‘a rugged ground in which stones
and sand and earth are mixed together’ (Lane 1863, 190c).
The term darah, which is commonly found in Arabic
toponyms (Yaqut 1995 2, 424-31), means ‘a round tract
of sands with a vacancy in the middle, or any wide space
of land among the mountains’ (Lane 1863, 931b).

Abbreviations

The abbreviations used in this chapter are: (1) for
languages: Akk. (Akkadian); Amor. (Amorite); Ar.
(Arabic); Aram. (Aramaic); NWS (Northwest Semitic);
PS (Proto-Semitic); WS (West Semitic); Ug. (Ugaritic);
(2) for periods: OB (Old Babylonian); MB (Middle
Babylonian); and NB (Neo-Babylonian).
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Fierce lions, angry mice and fat-tailed sheep

Animals have always been an integral part of human existence. In the ancient Near East, this is evident in
the record of excavated assemblages of faunal remains, iconography and — for the later historical periods —
texts. Animals have predominantly been examined as part of consumption and economy, and while these
are important aspects of society in the ancient Near East, the relationships between humans and animals
were extremely varied and complex.

Domesticated animals had great impact on social, political and economic structures — for example cattle
in agriculture and diet, or donkeys and horses in transport, trade and war. Fantastic mythological beasts such
as lion-headed eagles or Anzu-birds in Mesopotamia or Egyptian deities such as the falcon-headed god Horus
were part of religious beliefs and myths, while exotic creatures such as lions were part of elite symbolling from
the fourth millennium Bc onward. In some cases, animals also intruded on human lives in unwanted ways by
scavenging or entering the household; this especially applies to small or wild animals. But animals were also
attributed agency with the ability to solve problems; the distinction between humans and other animals often
blurs in ritual, personal and place names, fables and royal ideology. They were helpers, pets and companions
in life and death, peace and war. An association with cult and mortuary practices involves sacrifice and
feasting, while some animals held special symbolic significance.

This volume is a tribute to the animals of the ancient Near East (including Mesopotamia, Anatolia,
the Levant and Egypt), from the fourth through first millennia Bc, and their complex relationship with the
environment and other human and nonhuman animals. Offering faunal, textual and iconographic studies, the
contributions present a fascinating array of the many ways in which animals influence human life and death,
and explore new perspectives in the exciting field of human-animal studies as applied to this part of the world.
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