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‌Prologue

   Humans’ acquaintance with animals is as old as their acquaintance with each other. You would think after all this time that we would be clear in our minds about both the nature of other species and our relationships with them. Yet we are mired in confusion. To think about the attitudes of Homo sapiens to other species is to lose oneself in a tangle of logical and moral contradictions. How can it be that otherwise humane and caring people who ‘love’ animals can turn a blind eye to persistent acts of cruelty perpetrated on their behalf? How could it be that a society which cherishes the dog, or thinks it does, could treat the lives of other, equally sentient creatures as industrial processes, or would convert the world’s most populous food animal, the chicken, into an honorary vegetable? Who could have believed, at any time before our own, that animal husbandry was a business best conducted indoors? What kind of people pray to baboons; make cuddly toys of man-eaters; invest their human personalities with supposedly animal characteristics; make human surrogates of frogs and guinea pigs; make fictional heroes of everything from elephants to hedgehogs while threatening the very existence of the living animals themselves? Why do so many people think that the best way to see a rare and beautiful animal is along the sights of a rifle?

   For all of these, and more, there exist cogent and comprehensible explanations, but to understand them it is necessary to trace their origins deep into prehistory, and to follow their evolution over thousands of years. This is what I have set out to do: to relate the full, love–hate story of Human and Beast from first acquaintance to last. In the beginning, humans struggled to make a niche for themselves in a wilderness that favoured wolves and mammoths. In the end, wildlife is being forced out of unsurvivable man-made landscapes to forge new identities in towns and cities. It is the culmination of a process that began two or three hundred million years ago, when a branching of the phylogenetic tree first differentiated humans from apes. How that branching occurred, and the precise nature of the species it created, is a subject of controversy that still underpins arguments about sexism, racism, religious, political and economic dogma, as well as animal rights and the human propensity for violence.

   Through most of historical time, from prehistory until the end of the Second World War, the book is written without benefit of hindsight. The narrative voice knows only what any reasonably educated person would have known at the time. The opinions and attitudes, too, are specific to each passing age. Thus we can see how and when the contradictions arose, and how, under the influence of theologians, writers, artists, farmers, hunters, warriors, empire-builders, philosophers, doctors, teachers, showmen and scientists, they have persisted, warped and magnified themselves ever since. Like evolution itself, it is a process that never ceases. Looking forward, we may anticipate a changed world in which the very nature of living organisms could be transformed by technologies more terrifying than the mythical powers of ancient gods.

   Richard Girling

   Norfolk, England, 2021
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‌Chapter One

   Sweet Reason

   We will walk together for an awfully long time. Man and beast. Them and us. Best friend, worst enemy. The hunter and the hunted.

   In the beginning we are inseparable. We are them, they are us; all slime from the same swamp. It will take hundreds of millions of years for anyone to understand what is now happening: organisms dividing, crystallising into species, crawling towards the random moment that we will call the Creation. Relationships develop that are variously symbiotic, parasitic or murderous. Nothing stays the same. Everything is changing into something else, sprouting fins, wings, scales and fur to prepare each one for its niche. Legs appear. Small, weasel-like animals grow and stretch, and go on stretching until they can reach up into trees. They live in the forest, where their long arms and short legs are perfect for swinging through the branches and picking fruit. We are still with them, in them, alive but unborn. We travel with them when they move from the forest on to the plain, and stay with them as they begin to change their posture and their shape. Arms shorten, legs lengthen, necks stretch. Upright, on two feet, we walk until we are them no more.

   For a while we lead parallel lives, us and all the others. We gather from the same plains and forests, eat the same fruit, run from the same predators. Time passes, lots of time, perhaps a millennium or two, and we have learned to make tools out of stone. It means we can kill things and eat meat. We grow stronger, more intelligent, and see our intelligence as a mark of our superiority over all other living things. It is how we are. It is how we are meant to be. Supreme.

   More centuries go by, and now we are in the north, fighting the cold in central Europe. Hunting and gathering have a different rhythm here. We do not decide what we will eat: we take only what is offered. For it is not just the ice that has to be endured. Hunger, too, is an insatiable taker of life. There is no green abundance to be gathered. Even reindeer find it hard to stay alive when scraps of grass and lichen are all that winter provides. What saves us is our brains. Our heads have swollen with the growing weight of them, and we have learned to use them well. We think. We reason. We understand that actions have consequences. We know that if we steal from another person, then he will steal from us, and that he will kill us if he has to. We know also that if we give to that person, then he will give to us in return. More than this. We know that if we hunt together, we will have more to eat than if we hunt alone. Our tools and weapons are sharper now, which makes us better hunters, and the meat makes our bones and brains even stronger. We do not submit to fate. If the ice swallows our land, then we migrate like reindeer towards the sun.

   Always, we hunt. We share our hunting grounds with wolves, and we can see how alike we are. Like us, they follow a leader and work in packs to kill animals bigger than themselves. Like us, they kill only what they need, share it among themselves and feed their young. But our brains are bigger than theirs. We understand them in ways they do not understand us. We know how important it is not to waste anything. We have found good uses for skins and horns and sinews as well as meat. Because we live in this way, because we have reasoned, we know there will always be enough animals left for us to hunt, and that their fur will keep us warm.

   And we have magic. By painting animals on the walls of our caves, by creating them from nothing, we can make new life. By carving the head of a lion on to the body of a man, we can steal the lion’s power. We know there is a world of spirits that we cannot see.

   Then the world changes. The melting of the ice is at once a good thing and a bad. The land is different now. Forests cover what were once grassy plains where the herds used to roam. The animals are much fewer, harder and further to find, and each one killed is gone for ever.

   More time passes – time for our brains to grow even bigger. Unlike young animals, which have to grow up quickly and look out for themselves, our children can develop slowly and take time to learn their parents’ skills. The learning is made easier and better because we have many more words with which to express our thoughts and ideas. We have memories to share, hopes to fulfil. And we have instincts that reason cannot always explain. Thus it happens one day that a man or a woman picks up a motherless wolf cub. Why do they do this? For no better reason than that it is small and helpless, big-eyed and appealing, and reminds them of a baby. The young wolf adapts easily to human life, respects the hierarchy of its new pack and faithfully follows its master.

   Time is running faster now. Change is occurring over thousands of years instead of millions. Maybe two, maybe three thousand more years pass before our brains make a leap of imagination that changes the world and everything in it. We observe the faithful dog and the realisation dawns: what we have done with the wolf, we can do with others too. Even with dogs to help us, the hunt is more difficult now. Why not make it easier for ourselves by rounding up the animals and keeping them alive until they are wanted? We can convert prey into livestock. Living meat will always stay fresh, not stink like last week’s kill.

   But which animals to choose? Our eyes rest first on the obvious: red deer and gazelle. Both give good meat, horns and hides. Both are plentiful. Both graze on the same low ground where people live. But they are nervous, temperamental and too stupid to understand what is expected of them. They don’t live like us, or like wolves. They are jealous of their ground but there is no structure to their society, no leaders that all will follow. This means they cannot do as the wolf did, and become part of the human herd.

   So we move higher up the mountain and look instead at sheep. These, too, are stupid, but they are stupid in the right way. They like to bunch together, and they blindly follow their leader, who might as well be a human as a ram. Better still, being accustomed to foraging on thin ground, they live frugally. Sheep are not like deer: they are not attuned to rapid flight.

   The threat to their survival does not come from predators to be outrun, but from the meanness of their environment. This is knowledge we can turn to good use. We have done it before. By following the way of the wolf, we can bring home young lambs and teach them to be human. But this needs time, and it needs patience. Some men choose instead to drive whole flocks down from the hills and to keep them behind fences. Whichever path we choose, sooner or later we will measure our rewards in meat and wool. But this is only the start of our cleverness. We know that our own children grow up to resemble their parents. So why should the same not be true of lambs? We find that by choosing which ram to couple with which ewe, we can influence the size and shape of each new generation. Over time, horns will disappear from the ewes. Fleeces become softer, woollier and less likely to be wastefully shed.

   It makes us think differently about ourselves, and about our place in the world. Our superiority over other species now feels like omnipotence. As hunters we had absolute power over an animal only at the moment of its death. Now we hold entire lives in our hands. We worry that we may be trespassing upon the spheres of the gods, but we trust our holy men to appease the animals’ spirits. We take seriously our responsibility to defend and care for our animals, but we do so because they are property, our investment for our children’s future, our wealth. A man who kills a sheep now is not a hunter. He is a thief.

   Our success does not satisfy us. It does not lessen our determination or slow our progress. It tells us that we have all the power we need to give new shape to the world. So we look around us. Above the wild sheep on the mountainside, leaping among the crags, are the goats. So why not these too? We see that they are hardier even than the sheep; so hardy that they do not even need grass to eat. All they need is leaves, which they rise up on their hind legs to pluck from trees. This makes them even more useful to us. Not only are their meat and their skins as good as the sheep’s, but their stripping of the land helps us to clear new fields for crops, which their dung then enriches. Settlements grow around the fields, and there is harmony among neighbours.

   Our tilling of the soil does not mean we turn away from the beasts. Next into the fold comes the pig. A large boar is not something lightly to be faced by a man who wants to walk away on two unbroken legs. But once again the wolf and the sheep have marked the way for us. Piglets are as weak as babies. Once they have become accustomed to human masters, they give no more trouble than our own infants do. Among trees, where they roam and feed on the forest floor, whole herds can be driven even by children. Where the land is bare they can be kept in pens. They like to huddle together, skin to skin, so they need much less space than sheep or goats. But not everybody likes them. They give plenty of meat, but many people find it less flavoursome than sheep or goat, and they give off a different kind of smell.

   Our ambitions swell faster than a well-fed piglet. Now we turn our eyes even to the mighty ox. A bull is stronger than a whole family of men and faster on its hooves than any man on his feet. It can toss a person as high as a treetop, and spill his guts into the sky. A cow is a little smaller, but no milder in temper and no more willing to be handled. The men who tame these beasts are either the cleverest who ever lived, or they are the luckiest. How do they do it? Why do they do it? Nobody knows for certain. Sheep, goats and pigs give all the meat we need, so it is not hunger that drives us on. But still we need to possess them, to bend them to our will. What greater test of our human power could there be than to tame the fury in this murderous monster? What greater test of our reason? Oxen will not tread the path of goats and sheep. They cannot be hurried. But we know and understand their needs and their natures. They are our neighbours, and we have always hunted them. We know they can be lured by offerings of water and salt, and we know well enough how to run a spear through their sides. But we find that bringing them closer and closer to our homes is not wise. For the farmers, the ambitious growers of wheat, straying cattle are worse even than the deer. They muddy the watercourses and foul them with dung and urine. They trample the crops. Reason says that they will have to be driven away again, or that we must find some other way to make them do as we want. We have many thoughts about this, and all of them call for work. The simplest way to protect the water and the corn is to keep the animals at a distance from the fields. But even the simplest way is not easy. Should even one animal break free, then the price is a ruined crop. And the animals pay a price of their own. On open ground they are easy meat for bears and wolves. There is no good answer to this. The cattle can be driven into kraals at night, but still many of them will be lost. There are those who think the best answer is to keep them close to the settlements and build fences to keep them off the crops. But the problems of wolves and watercourses still remain. This is why others choose to build their fences around the animals themselves.

   There is danger in this. An ox inside a fence is no different from one outside it. It has the same hooves, the same horns and the same temper. Faced with these, we need good reason and a firm resolve to persist with what some people think is dangerous folly. But an ox is more than just a mountain of flesh. More than any number of goats or pigs, it shows a man’s place in the world. It displays his wealth, and affords him great power in barter. If he wishes to be on good terms with his gods, then an ox is the highest form of sacrifice. Some of the gods themselves wear the heads of bulls. So we have come to this biggest moment in our time. The taming of the ox is a test of our will, of our courage and of our imagination. When the corn growers look at cattle, they do not see meat or bull gods. They see muscle. How much faster might they turn the soil if they had bigger ploughs? How much faster might they bring in their crops if they could pile them on carts? And what better to haul the ploughs and the carts than a pair of oxen with the strength of forty men?

   But how are we to harness such monsters? We have learned much from our sheep, our goats and our pigs. We know that one ram or one boar will father many young ones with many different mothers. This is the measure of our wisdom. The men decide early which animals will make the best fathers, then all the others have their balls cut off. This has many benefits. It takes away their desire for females; it takes away their urge to fight, and the severed parts make the sweetest meat. Oxen are different from other animals only in their size. The work of the blade is the same, but the need is different. With pigs and sheep we couple the biggest sows and ewes with the biggest boars and rams, to produce the biggest piglets and lambs, so that each generation is fatter than the last. With bulls and cows we choose only the smallest. The clever thing is to make them small enough to handle, but still big enough to work.

   We do not rest upon this great success. It does not blunt our ambition. What about the horse? This wild, prancing, fleet-footed thing looks difficult to catch, impossible to tame. And yet, after their triumph with the ox, there are men who think that no task is beyond them. They persist, and prove themselves right. In time the horse, too, is grazing peacefully in our fields. It is a job well done. The rich dark meat of a young horse is far better to eat than the sinewy flesh of an ox that has died from exhaustion. And horses bring us entertainment. Young men have taken to climbing on their backs and clinging on while the animals try to throw them off. In hard times, it makes us laugh.

   Possessing more animals and planting more crops has made us even hungrier for land. Men want to own not just the sheep and the wheat but also the ground beneath their feet. Others, wise in their own way, see danger in this. They warn us that actions have consequences; that our own greed will collide with the greed of others. If men are to claim what was made by the gods, then how is it to be decided which men will have which land? It will mean fighting. It will mean weak people being driven away by the strong.

   These are not the only battles we have to fight. Among the animals we have one close and constant friend, the faithful dog who serves and protects us, and who shares our lives as naturally as our own children do. We have our sheep and our goats, our pigs and our cattle and our horses, which we do not love as we love the dog but which we have good reason to keep from harm. As for all the rest, they bring only teeth, horns and claws. The red deer, which the hunters once rejoiced to see close by, is now a bitter enemy to be driven from the fields. The bear, whose spirit we once worshipped, and the wolf, once a cherished hunting companion, are now bitter enemies to be kept away from the sheep. Where we now make a god of the bull, we make a demon of the wolf. How much we forget! We used to hunt as partners across the plains. Men would fall upon deer the wolves had run to exhaustion; the wolves would fall gratefully upon the remains of our human kills. We forget how much like ourselves the wolf is; how it cherishes its young as we cherish our own. We forget that it is the mother and father of the dog. The wolf is an untameable savage that steals our children. Nobody we know has witnessed this, but we are sure it happens.

   Men now begin to divide themselves more than ever into different kinds, higher and lower like the animals. There are owners of animals and land. There are thinkers, outcasts and slaves. There are the distrusted ones who do not look or speak like ourselves, and the despised ones who steal from us. There are wise men who possess all knowledge, and there are storytellers. These men come and go from distant lands, bringing stories of strange beasts that no man could imagine. They tell of an ox that walks in water, of a giant animal with spears in its mouth and tails at both ends of its body, of strange humped horses that feed on sand. They bring other stories too, which they call tales. In these, the animals speak with human voices and do good and bad things like people do. These stories tell us that the lion is brave, the jackal is cowardly, the fox sly, the serpent an enemy of all things alive, and that certain birds are wise. We have learned other things for ourselves: that the horse can be taught to accept the weight of a man on its back. That it can pull carts and ploughs, and bear heavy loads for long distances at great speed. We have found that the horse is better at all these things than the ox. It is as if they have crawled into each other’s skins, the ox and the horse. Only those who live in lands where there are no horses, and the ones with little brain, still plough with oxen. For all the others it is the horse that draws the world along. The ox is for meat and for sacrifice, and for the milk that we have learned to steal from cows. This is the way of the world now. The ox may bring us comfort, but it is the horse that gives us power.
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‌Chapter Two

   The Judgement of Jackals

   People far away, who know nothing of each other, all think the same thoughts. They sow the same crops, hunt the same animals, keep the same livestock, practise the same crafts. Some have learned faster and moved further than others, but everywhere people have become more and more alike, more knowing and more necessary to each other. It happened over great stretches of time. Small settlements grew and swallowed up their neighbours so that the strongest leaders became powerful chieftains, and the strongest chieftains became kings. Through alliances and war they took more and more land, and with the land came more and more people.

   The mightiest of these lands is a country which burns in an ocean of sand. A healthy man would take a hundred days to walk from the sea to the waterfall that marks its end. It is a land made and cherished by more gods than any priest could count. A wide river cuts through the sand to the sea, where it spreads like the fingers of a hand. Along the banks, watered by floods, are ribbons of green where people have made their homes. They came from faraway places, following the river. Here they built houses of mud, sowed wheat and barley, raised sheep, pigs and cattle. At first they drank the blood of the cattle, but then they learned how to take milk and how to make cheese. They cut down trees to build boats, and used the boats to catch waterfowl and fish.

   All people dreamed of living in this country. From their faraway lands they brought their different ways, their gods and their rulers. Kings traded with other kings and grew even richer. From distant parts of Africa, donkeys bore goods cherished for their beauty. They brought gold from the earth, ebony from the forest, ivory from elephants and skins from cats. To secure peace, neighbouring lands sent tributes of panther skins, tusks and living elephants. At Hierakonpolis the elephants shared a crowded menagerie with hippopotami and baboons. To men and women in this land, animals are everything. They are food, wealth, companions, gods.

   Long before all this happened, there was nothing: no gods, no people, no animals or birds. More than one story is told about how the emptiness was filled. In Heliopolis, City of the Sun, people give thanks to Atum, a god so powerful that his first act was to create himself, after which he sat upon a mound amid the waters of chaos and began to make the universe. But not even Atum could manage such a labour on his own. He needed help, and this too he conjured from within himself. Some say that he ejected the god Shu with his wife and sister Tefnut by masturbating. Others believe he sneezed or spat them out. Shu, whom he appointed god of the air, and Tefnut, goddess of water, then lay together to bear the earth god Geb and the sky goddess Nut. These two in turn brought forth the deities Isis, Osiris, Nephthys and Seth. The sun itself, so it is said, hatched from a golden egg laid by the Great Honker, a goose from whose beak emerged the very first sound to be heard in the universe. All was now ready for life to begin.

   When the people came, they found a land swarming with life. Fish swam, birds flew, and the Earth teemed with creatures of every kind: antelopes, gazelles and deer; ostriches and asses; elephants and giraffes; rhinoceroses, hippopotami, goats and cattle. By the water’s edge, crocodiles reaped their bloody harvest. Around the desert, lions and hyenas did the same. Life for the animals was fragile and raw. For humans it was no different. As it was in every other land where people lived, they hunted and gathered plants. Like other people they learned to grow corn and to tend cattle, sheep, goats and pigs. Asses, too, they kept and turned into donkeys. Gradually they moved away from hunting and became herdsmen, fishermen and farmers.

   But no land can provide for all. As the people took more and more for their farms, so less and less remained for others. Year after year the animals were driven further and further away. The elephants, the giraffes, the ostriches, the antelopes and the gazelles became at first uncommon, and then they lived only in people’s memories. Only the crocodile and the hippopotamus, and other denizens of swamp and river, went on thriving as they did before. It was not a war of equals. No man on his own could kill an elephant or a lion, but against the forces of all mankind nothing could prevail. The animals were forced from the land like beaten enemies.

   The heavens now teem with gods and goddesses, just as the land once teemed with gazelles. Many of these deities take the form of animals so that people find themselves kneeling before the very same creatures they have eaten for dinner. Even the mightiest gods can manifest themselves as beasts, and in the minds of the people such magic is as ordinary as the power of kings. Who could wonder that the temporal and spiritual worlds are so different? A man might pray to an animal, yet if he treats his enemy like an animal it does not mean he honours him as a god. The gods themselves are not troubled by cruelty. A man can butcher an ox without enraging the fertility goddess Hathor, who manifests as a cow. Killing a snake is no disrespect to the cobra-headed goddess of the harvest Renenutet, nor is spearing a lion any offence to the lion-headed Tefnut or Shu.

   Nothing on Earth is untouched by these gods. They govern the arc of the sun, the rhythm of the seasons, the flow of the river, everything that has a beginning and an end. Life itself begins under the eye of goddesses. A divine frog and a hippopotamus watch night and day over a woman’s pregnancy, her confinement and the birth of her child. The frog goddess Heqet ensures the woman’s fertility, and the hippopotamus Taweret preserves mother and child from evil. And so it continues, throughout life and into eternity. There is not a breath of air, not a morsel of food, not a ray of sun or moon, not a birth or a death, not a moment of joy or of sorrow that is not given by a god. Of all their gifts, the greatest is the sun, and the greatest of the gods is Ra, who steers it across the sky. This bringer of life is seen most often wearing the head of a falcon, but there is a moment at daybreak when he becomes a humble dung-beetle. It is the job of Khepri, as Ra is called at this hour, to heave the sun out of the underworld and to push it across the sky just as a beetle heaves a dung-ball from its burrow. When the larvae hatch and fly from the ball in glittering clouds, it reminds the people of all Ra’s powers of creation and renewal.

   After the sun, the greatest giver of life is the river. Its gift is the fertility of the land. Its price when the flood runs high is the homes of the people, which it turns back into mud. At the end of the day, when Ra drops the sun back into the underworld, he becomes Khnum, the ram-headed god of the river. More is owed to Khnum than just the seething waters. He gathers the clay carried down by the flood and spins it into the bodies of children. These he brings to women’s wombs and commends to the care of hippopotamus and frog. Borne on these same waters come other gods to give or take from the people. The wisest of these is Thoth, creator of writing and scribe to the gods, law-maker, father of science, god of intelligence, meditation, magic and thoughtfulness, surveyor of the heavens. He wears the head of an ibis, noblest bird of the river. In his honour, millions of these beautiful creatures are hatched at Hermopolis to be sacrificed and embalmed for their flight into the afterlife. The river is home also to Sobek, an ill-tempered crocodile god who, for reasons known only to himself, might protect the weak or crush them in his jaws. Fish, too, can be touched by divinity. The tilapia preserves its young by swallowing them at moments of danger and spitting them out again when the danger passes. This is why the love goddess Hathor made it a symbol of rebirth. The Oxyrhynchus fish swallows but does not spit. Into its belly went the severed penis of the god Osiris, son of the lion twins Tefnut and Shu, which floated down to it after he was killed and cut up by his jealous brother Seth. Osiris’s wife and sister, Isis, found all but one of the scattered parts and put him back together again, but the great god is condemned evermore to rule the underworld without a penis.

   The meaning some people take from this is that the heavens are no place for penises, and that the purity of the gods is freedom from animal lusts. Others prefer the examples of the great masturbator Amun and the ram god Khnum, who flaunt their phalluses as instruments of power. The sexuality of the heavens, where mother, wife and sister may all be the same woman, inspires brothers and sisters on Earth to follow their example and make children together. Herdsmen and farmers have learned over time that it is not always wise for their animals to do the same.

   Very little that lives and breathes is not somewhere connected to a god. Anubis, patron of death, embalming and mourning, is a jackal known for haunting graveyards. Among living animals, the most revered is the Apis bull of Memphis, which can cure disease with its breath and is reborn after death. Other gods might appear as baboons, geese, hippos, crocodiles, herons, ostriches, pigs, rams, cats or scorpions. It is of no account that the living fur and flesh lacks the virtues of the deity. In the higher regions no animal is restricted by its earthly nature. This is not always uplifting to the animal’s spirit. The evil Seth is depicted as a pig, an animal once highly favoured for its flesh but now forsworn by many as unclean. Some say this is because Seth disguised himself as a black pig to attack the sky god Horus, and because Ra thereafter cursed the pig as an abomination. The Greek Herodotus in his history remarked that any man who by accident touched a pig should throw himself into the river with all his clothes on. Swineherds are not allowed in the temples, nor will any honourable man allow his daughter to marry one. For all these reasons, wise men believe the pig will never regain its place at the tables of the rich or the righteous. To eat badly is to live badly. Foreigners who come to Egypt, and who do not live as Egyptians do, are as untouchable as the pigs they eat. Swine-eating is not their only fault, or the worst. They have an incorrect way of writing, from left to right instead of right to left as Thoth has shown. Most contemptibly of all, they eat the heads of sacrificed cattle. No Egyptian will kiss a Greek, or use any knife or cooking pot that has been used by a Greek, for fear that it has been contaminated by such vileness. Only on the shoulders of Hathor is a cow’s head sacred.

   The priests have much more than cattle to offer to the deities. Many donkeys are needed to bring to the temples all the fowls, milk, honey, fruit, vegetables, bread and beer that are to be shared with the gods that provided them. The sharing is of great importance, for it strengthens the union between gods and those who worship them. The gods consume the spirit of the food; the priests and people swallow the rest. Thus it is seen that the bellies of the priests swell according to the size of the sacrifice, and that the people fatten likewise. Cattle are brought to the temples by rich citizens paying their taxes, and are butchered under the direction of priests. It is always the same. The slaughterman knots a rope around one of the animal’s legs, then pulls it tight over its back until it falls. There on the ground, before an altar dripping with wine, its throat is slit. The butchers go on working with their knives until the head rolls off, when the priests call down imprecations. They pray that any evil that might befall themselves or the people of Egypt might fall instead upon the head of the butchered beast. There are but two possible destinies for such a cursed object. It might be thrown like carrion into the river, or it might be sold to Greeks. After the head is gone the butchers skin the carcass, divide the meat and the organs and roast them on the fire. It is not only in the temples that this goes on. Numerous festivals are held on special days throughout the year, when images of gods are carried through the streets or floated on barges. The festivals last for many days, and the people honour each god with gaping jaws and bursting bellies. The feasting is free, and for many ordinary Egyptians it is the only time they will ever taste meat.

   Herodotus also has much to say about the cat, a creature which the Egyptians themselves brought from the wilderness into their homes. But they have not tamed it. Cats have their own goddess, Bastet, who is also protector of the pharaohs, guardian of pregnant women and a fierce defender of her father Ra. Cats are not like dogs or sheep, nor any other animals attached to the human world. The cat disdains the company of others, follows no one and lives alone in territory it marks as its own. Gifts of food might keep it close to humans, but it still hunts by itself in the dark. If the offerings cease it will not starve, nor will it submit to any master. For an Egyptian, to live with a cat is to live close to Bastet herself. Any person who kills one must pay for the crime with his life. When the gods themselves claim a cat, every person in the household will shave off their eyebrows in mourning, and the corpse will be taken to be embalmed and entombed among millions of others at Bubastis. When a dog dies, the eyebrows alone are insufficient. Every part of the head and the body must be shaved, though the dog itself may be buried among people in the city where it lived.

   Horses were brought to Egypt too late to be raised up by the deities. Their place is on Earth, harnessed to chariots. Yet the gods do not ignore them. The horse is a beast of war, not a plodder in the fields, which earns it the protection of the war god Resheph and the warrior goddess Astarte. The chariot was brought to Egypt by the Hyksos people, rough invaders who took land in the delta by force. Here they stayed for more than a hundred years until they were driven out by the Theban kings Seqenenre Taa, Kamose and Ahmose. But the Egyptians understood the chariot’s power, and used it to tighten their grip on the world. Mastery of a chariot, more even than skill in hunting, marks out young men of quality. In war they drive at the gallop with a man at the reins and another behind with a bow. No art is more highly esteemed than killing enemies from a chariot, which is why the pharaoh Amenhotep II is forever remembered by his people. As a boy he learned in the stables of his father, Thutmose III, and was famous as a young man for shooting arrows through copper targets while steering his chariot with reins tied around his waist. Chariots are highly prized spoils of war. Thutmose III captured eight hundred and ninety-four of them, and more than two thousand horses. In his first campaign in Syria, Amenhotep himself brought home three hundred, along with prisoners whom he hanged from the temple walls. Nobody shaves their eyebrows for slaughtered humans.

   For the Egyptians themselves there is no finality in death. It is the moment of transition from one state to the next, like a port of embarkation for the heavens. But they must be fit for the journey. Before they go, they must prove to the satisfaction of Osiris, god of the underworld, that they are ready. He needs to be sure of their virtue as humans before he can allow them to go forward as spirits. In a Declaration of Innocence the soul of the deceased must swear before the god that the living person has not committed any of forty-two sins of dishonesty, violence, sexual misconduct, untruthfulness, ill-temper, blasphemy or abuse of cattle belonging to a god. The truth of the confession is tested by the jackal Anubis, who weighs the petitioner’s heart against an ostrich feather. For those who balance the scales, the reward is to live on as transfigured spirits. For those who tip the scales, it is to suffer the ultimate horror of Ammit. The three most feared animals in Egypt are the lion, the hippopotamus and the crocodile. The monstrous Ammit, Eater of Hearts, is the aggregate of them all. He has the head of a crocodile, the body of a lion, the legs of a hippopotamus and the sum of all their cruelties. In his god-given task of swallowing the sinner’s heart, he banishes the soul to an exile of eternal restlessness, the animals’ ultimate revenge.
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‌Chapter Three

   The Naming of Parts

   No empire, however mighty, lasts for ever. Big fish are swallowed by bigger fish, old lions banished by young. So it is with Egypt. The people who subdue it are called Hellenes, or Greeks. They are led by the Macedonian King Alexander III, who succeeded to the throne at the age of twenty and dedicated his life to fighting. After Egypt he conquered the Persian Empire, then the whole of the world as far as India. The people call him Alexander the Great, and King of Asia.

   The Greeks are a different kind of people, lovers of wine, liberty, language and wit. Their passions are aroused by disputation, poetry, sex and the sea, and by loathing of all authority save their own. Few Greeks live more than a day’s walk from the sea. A heaving deck is more comfortable to them than the rump of a horse, and they swim as naturally as they walk. They are a paradoxical people. Fear of the gods does not hinder their search for absolute truths. It is no business of the gods how a crocodile hinges its jaws, or how blood coagulates, or how a frog croaks. Greeks long ago understood that questions like these, about the structures and functions of living things, were the province of thinkers like Hippocrates and Pythagoras, far beyond the grasp of priests. The philosopher-poet Xenophanes of Colophon went so far as to insist that gods were mere projections of the human mind and that all miracles assigned to them must find their explanations on Earth. Independence of mind is as important to Greeks as independence of body, though pleasure in their own freedom does not lessen their urge to enslave others. Nor does their love of beauty blunt their swords. When no foreign enemies remain, then they fight among themselves. Wars are fought between their own city-states, Sparta and Athens, and there are bloody quarrels between democrat and tyrant.

   For the Athenians, pleasure in all its many forms is as important as militarism is to the Spartans. Their minds are filled by poets, and their bellies by fishermen and farmers. Their desire for self-reliance also leads many idealistic Greeks to feed themselves from family farms. The poet Hesiod set down the priorities: a good farmer, he said, should provide himself with a house, a plough, an ox and a slave-woman to walk behind it. Animals are central to the lives of all Greeks. They hunt, breed and work them, slaughter, eat and sacrifice them to their gods. But, unlike the Egyptians, their interest extends far beyond everyday husbandry, mythology and worship. They have an insatiable need to simply know, with knowledge its own reward. The gods and goddesses themselves take human not animal form, though they may adopt birds and animals appropriate to their sphere of interest. Zeus, god of the sky, has his eagle. Aphrodite, goddess of love, has her dove. The huntress Artemis has her deer; Athena, goddess of wisdom, her owl. Hades, god of death, has the many-headed dog Cerberus to guard the underworld, and the sea god Poseidon has his horse.

   Hunting for trade and slaves, which takes them ever further from home, instils in Greeks not just a deep understanding of the sea but also a profound dread of monsters that rise from the depths to swallow innocent sailors and their ships. It is a terror that intensifies every time a vessel fails to return to port. The sea contains friendly beings too. Glaucus, for example, was a mortal fisherman who transformed himself into a sea god, half man and half fish, by swallowing a magical herb. By some accounts it was Glaucus himself who saved the Argonauts from the storm. Real animals, too, can be saviours. For a sailor there is nothing more reassuring than the sight of dolphins dancing in the wake of his ship. Their habit of saving people from drowning began when Taras, son of Poseidon, was snatched from a shipwreck by an animal sent by his father, an event which the Greeks celebrate on their coins. The wine god Dionysus also rides a dolphin. As if to confirm their union, the animals share the Greeks’ love of music, and are drawn to ships by the sound of the pipers who play to keep the rowers in unison.

   Animals on land also have an ear for a tune. Stags and hinds are so mesmerised by singing and pipe-playing that they will lie down to listen, allowing hunters to slay them at their leisure. But the men are not looking for food. They hunt purely for sport and prestige. They worship the hunter goddess Artemis and the god Apollo, whose earthly love was Cyrene, a boisterous Thessalian maiden who preferred hunting to the respectable pursuits of needle and loom. When Apollo first saw her she was wrestling a lion. Wealthy Athenians like to chase boars, stags, hares, partridges, larks and quail, which their long-legged hunting dogs drive into snares or nets. There are many ways in which a bird or an animal might be killed. Hunters strike them with slings, arrows, javelins, daggers, bludgeons, even with sticks to crush the heads of hares. When the quarry is big and carnivorous, they lay branches across a steep-sided pit and bait the trap with a lamb. Some like also to fish with hook and line, though fishing is scorned as an inglorious pursuit which calls for low cunning rather than strength, and which provides no vigorous exercise. For the women of the city, the best thing about hunting and fishing is that it creates work for them making nets.

   Greeks have no false notions about the lives of animals. Like herdsmen and hunters, philosophers believe that the animals’ lack of reason means they are no more deserving of care than a stick, a stone or a slave. A sheep is just a weight of mutton, flesh without a soul. An elephant is no more than its ivory. The only dissenter, long ago, was Pythagoras, who forswore flesh and wine, and whose only indulgence was the honey he sometimes spread on his bread and herbs. For him it was morality, not taste, that mattered. He believed that eschewing meat was essential to ensure peace in the world. To feast on death was to lose respect for life. Hence it followed that for as long as men killed animals, they would go on killing each other. Athenians take no notice of all this nonsense, secure in the knowledge that intelligent men and women are able to distinguish between animal and human lives, and especially between animal and human flesh, which is abhorrent to them. No further thought is required.

   The reality is that common Athenians eat meat only rarely. A suckling pig might be had for three drachmas, but meat from other animals is too costly for all but the wealthiest households. It is for this reason that the price of sardines and anchovies is a subject of abiding public interest. Athenians also enjoy shellfish, squid, octopus and freshwater eels, though these, too, are expensive. This is why the fish market is one of the most crowded places in the city. Out in the fields, life is much more bountiful for the landowners, who fill their larders with pork, mutton, goat and chicken, as well as the scraps of feather and fur they bring home from the hunt. Greeks everywhere like to drink milk, especially milk from the goat, and more particularly wine, which they keep in the skins of pigs and goats. For cheese-making, cow’s milk is more productive if less flavoursome than goat’s. Aristotle records that nine gallons of goat’s milk will produce nineteen cheeses, whereas cow’s milk will make thirty. On the rare occasions that milk is obtained from a ram or a bull, or eggs are found inside a cock, the event is heavily portentous. The Oracle at Delphi reads it as a sign of future riches.

   Consulting the Oracle calls for strength and stamina as well as faith. The Sybil at the sanctuary of Apollo attends only on particular days of the year, and the sanctuary itself can be reached only by a steep and rocky hillside. Even then, the priestess might have nothing to say if the signs are not propitious. If a ram does not tremble when salt is sprinkled upon it, then the Oracle stays mute. Animals, alive or dead, always have much to tell. Euripides was right to describe birds as ‘the heralds of the gods’. The patterns of their flight and song tell us a great deal about what the gods have in store for us. A bird skimming downwind means the man who sees it will be successful. A bird hanging in mid-air says he will fail. It is a bad sign if an eagle flies from the left, a good sign if it comes from the right. But nothing is more eloquent than the entrails of an animal freshly killed. The divine will is revealed through the condition of the gall bladder, the liver and the vein that carries blood to it. Any abnormality of the lobes of the liver, and worst of all the absence of a lobe, is an omen fatal to any enterprise. Even the Spartans never join battle if the entrails are not propitious.

   Most citizens eat meat only on feast days. The public altars on these occasions are scenes of slaughter where the people’s noses are assailed by the reek of blood, smoke and roasting flesh, and their ears by the bellowing of animals facing death. At the festival of Panathenaea, held in honour of the city’s goddess Athena, the feasting is preceded by gymnastic and musical contests, boat and chariot races, dancing and a magnificent procession through the streets to the altar where cattle are sacrificed by the hundred. The gift to Athena herself is the titillating aroma of burning bones and fat drifting heavenward while the roasted flesh is enjoyed by the people. Seldom is gratitude to a goddess more keenly felt.

   Only philosophers understand more about animals than hunters and herdsmen do. Herdsmen know that when many cows submit to the bull, it means stormy weather is coming. They know that if a ewe or a she-goat receives a male while a north wind is blowing, then the lambs or kids will be male. If the wind is from the south, they will be female. As to colour, lambs are born white or black according to the colour of the veins beneath the tongue of the ram. The colour may also be influenced by which river the ram has drunk from: the lambs may be white or black according to the source of the water, or, in a singular case, yellow. Water is of special importance to sheep, which fatten best when they have plenty to drink. To ensure this happens, the herdsmen feed them salt.

   Animals are also welcomed into people’s homes. Dogs are not only popular pets and hunting companions, but they also have powers of healing. The shrine of Asclepius at Epidaurus is alive with dogs and snakes that cure wounds or illnesses by licking the affected parts. Sores fade from the skin; sight returns to the blind. Cats are not as popular as dogs, and weasels are preferred for controlling mice. But not all mice are pests. Some are kept as children’s pets: likewise birds, polecats, tortoises, weasels and grasshoppers. For men, animals provide sport as well as company. Dog is matched against cat, cock against cock. The birds are made to eat garlic and onions to heighten their ferocity, and their spurs lethally tipped with bronze. Much money changes hands, both in wagers and in the trading of birds. For some boys and men, their love of animals exceeds even their lust for women, and they visit sheep and goats for the same carnal purposes. The sexuality of beasts is explicit in the centaurs and the orgiastic satyrs with their horses’ ears, tails and enormous phalluses. Sex, they seem to say, is where man meets beast, which he does with the blessing of the gods.

   The beast in men is released in other ways too. In their treatment of slaves, enemies and inferiors they have nothing to learn from lion or crocodile. Perhaps the cruellest man who ever lived was Phalaris, a Sicilian despot whose favourite sport was roasting his enemies inside a vast bronze oven, cast in the shape of a bull. Their howls of agony, he liked to think, were the bellowings of the reawakened bull. Astrea, the virgin goddess of justice, must have smiled when his people rebelled, shut him in his own oven and made the bull bellow one last time.

   The more usual place for cattle is on the sacrificial altar, shackled to a cart or plough, or trampling corn. Greater glory belongs to the horse. It serves in the cavalry, pulls a chariot or, in the guise of the winged stallion Pegasus, strikes water from mountainsides. It was through his cavalry that Alexander the Great, as drunk on power as he often was on wine, established his World Empire. It is not just their stamina, speed and agility that make horses so perfect for warfare. Being strongly hierarchical, they will unfailingly follow their leaders. The highest ranking mare leads from the front while the stallion drives the herd from behind. It is in every stallion’s nature to be dominant, which is why breeders castrate all but those needed for procreation. In a cavalry charge, the stallion’s position is taken by a mounted soldier but the herd’s obedience is the same. It was the historian Xenophon who taught soldiers how to ride, seated on the horse’s bare back or on a cloth, clinging to its flanks with their thighs. They should not perch as upon a carriage seat, but stand properly upright with their legs apart. In this position they are firmly braced to hurl a javelin or slash with a sword. So it was, astride their horses, that Alexander’s men hacked their way eastwards across the world.

   Yet the horse is strangely neglected by storytellers. Fabulists have long made nonsense of animals’ true natures. They stand dumb creatures on their hind legs and give them human voices, vices and virtues in tales designed for moral instruction. Foxes abound in such stories. So do crows, frogs, wolves, lions, serpents, monkeys, apes and asses. There are dogs and deer, cats and mice, grasshoppers, ants and flies; but seldom a horse. Nobody is certain how or where these stories began. Many are attributed to the Greek slave Aesop; others to the mysterious Indian Vishnu Sharma. Gradually, story by story, animals take on the strengths and weaknesses of the humans they depict. Foxes are cunning, owls are wise, lions brave, wolves cruel, asses stupid, monkeys mischievous. These attributes seep from the fables into our very language. A man might be proud as a peacock, his wife stubborn as a donkey, their neighbour greedy as a pig.

   It takes a person wiser than most to see the foolishness in all this, for animals are not people. But wise men and women have better things to think about than talking foxes. As happens so often with god-given phenomena, wisdom falls from the heavens in sudden showers. Within a few generations in Greece we have been blessed with Sophocles, Pericles, Euripides, Socrates, Xenophon, Plato, Herodotus and Aristotle. Which is the greatest of them? All have their advocates, but people of vision must surely answer with one voice: Aristotle. As tutor and mentor of Alexander the Great, he ensured the greatness not just of his pupil, but of Mother Greece herself.

   Besides his own tutor Plato, Aristotle must be considered the greatest philosopher who ever lived, the very architect of our thinking. But there is more to him even than this. His mind is not engaged with just ideas and abstractions. He wants to know everything about the living world: about animals, birds, fish and insects; to understand the what and the why of everything that lives. Not even the gods know as much about such things as Aristotle describes in his great work on nature. You might call it an Encyclopaedia of Being, as great an accomplishment as any to be found in the Lyceum library.

   In it, Aristotle examines the meat and bone, blood and sinew, birth and death of all that runs, crawls, swims or flies, including man himself, whom he investigates as dispassionately as he might inspect a goat. All animals being devoid of reason, he is unconcerned with their feelings and attaches no intrinsic value to their lives, though he allows that they may differ in their temperaments. He joins the fabulists in ascribing mischief and craftiness to the fox. The ox, he observes, is slow and even-tempered; the boar ferocious and impossible to teach. Snake and wolf are given to treachery, and the dog to fawning. Some animals are capable of receiving instruction, and some are not. The stupidest of all quadrupeds is the sheep, and the most sagacious of wild creatures is the hind. Animals vary also in the lengths of their lives. No person lives long enough to count the elephant’s years. Some say it lives for one hundred and twenty; others say three hundred. A camel may reach thirty, and some dogs as much as fifteen. Dolphins which escape predation, disease and accidental death may hope to attain at least thirty. This has been proved by fishermen who nick their tails.

   All this, many people of ordinary cleverness and curiosity might have seen for themselves. But Aristotle is not satisfied with appearances. He wants to look inside each creature, to see how it is made and how it works. He notes all the ways in which they differ, and all the ways in which they are the same. A lion when dissected looks like a dog, and an ape looks like a man, though man is alone in possessing buttocks. He makes detailed descriptions of each animal’s internal organs, their uses and how they connect. He observes that the blood in some animals coagulates, while in others it does not; that the blood in man is fine and pure, while in ox and ass it is thick and black. He records the pattern of bones, sinews, fat, gristle and veins. The bones of a lion, he notes, contain little marrow but they are so hard that they spark like flints. It grieves him that the chief vein of a bloodied animal is impossible to study: it cannot be seen while the animal lives, and it collapses when it dies. For anyone who wants to look further, he advises starving an animal to the point of death, then strangling and opening it immediately. He finds there is much to be learned from an animal in the aftermath of its death or dismemberment. A chameleon after being sliced lengthwise will continue to breathe while its body turns green. The plucked-off tail of a lizard will grow again; the wing of a bee will not, though all insects will go on living when they are cut in two. He sees how the separate portions move, and notes that head or abdomen may survive if they remain connected to the thorax, but that the head alone cannot live. There is also much to beware in such observations. Variations in the natural size of animals’ gall bladders, for example, may lead to mistakes in augury.

   He records the size, placement and orientation of each species’ sexual organs, from mollusc to elephant, and describes how they are used. He notes the disproportion in the size of some insects’ sexual organs, and observes the mating of octopus and squid. Nothing to him seems unworthy of study. He records the colour, consistency, flow and volume in the semen of dog, boar, ram, bull, stallion; the intimate secretions of bitch, sow, ewe, she-goat, cow, she-mule, hind. He examines the liquids that flow from the bodies of insects alive and dead; from caterpillars, grubs and fish. Likewise from man and woman. He notes the different ages at which animals are able to breed: eight months in the pig; one year in dog, sheep and goat; two years in horse; two-and-a-half years in ass; twenty-one years in man. But he shows us that copulation is not always necessary. A female partridge, for example, will be impregnated if she only walks on the leeward side of a male. Some mullets and all eels grow spontaneously from mud, and insects spring from rotting vegetable matter. Writers who say otherwise are given short shrift. Aristotle corrects Alcmaeon’s mistaken belief that goats breathe through their ears, and Herodotus’s theory that vultures fly from a country yet to be discovered. He sternly reproves those who believe elephants sleep standing up, those who say that hyenas have both male and female sexual organs, and those who imagine that bees make honey from flowers. By sheer weight of evidence he reveals the truth: they distil it from morning dew.

   His observations extend from the very depths of the sea right up into the heavenly sphere of eagles. He describes how a male mollusc is distinguished from a female; how and when it spawns, swims and feeds; how it discharges a thick black juice when it is alarmed. He observes sensibility in seemingly motionless sea sponges which, if tugged, will tighten their grip on the rocks. The sponges are much sought after by soldiers, who use them to line their helmets and greaves. Everything in the sea reveals its secrets to this man. He knows the habits of every fish; the pattern of its fins, gills and scales; the period of its gestation; its maladies; what it likes to eat. That fish have senses of taste and smell there can be no doubt. The fact is well understood and profitably exploited by fishermen when selecting their bait. Men also exploit the fishes’ sense of hearing by making loud noises to drive them into their nets. The fish with the most highly attuned sense of hearing, Aristotle says, is the mullet.

   Unlike many people who abhor them, Aristotle holds insects in high regard. No living creature is more industrious than ant, bee, hornet or wasp. He closely examines the segments and the fluid contents of their bodies, their wings, their antennae, their stings. He records the miraculous life cycle of the butterfly, and the mysterious diseases of the bee. Grasshoppers, locusts, cicadas likewise are examined piece by piece. He does not shrink even from scorpions, spiders and intestinal parasites. As it is with the insects, so it is with birds. He observes the mechanisms of flight; their breeding, nesting and feeding habits; their patterns of migration; the variations in size, colour and content of their eggs. He knows everything about their claws, their feathers, their eyelids, their particular idiosyncrasies. He notes that a clap of thunder heard while a hen is brooding means the eggs will be addled, and that hoopoes build their nests from human excrement.

   Among reptiles Aristotle makes a particular study of chameleons and crocodiles, and notes that the crocodile is the only animal whose jaws hinge upwards. He admires reptiles’ ability to ‘slough off old age’ by shedding their skins, and applauds the insatiable thirst of serpents for wine: their drunkenness makes them easier to catch. Sceptics may say that there is no purpose in all this, that such knowledge cannot be turned to profit. But this is to misunderstand the nature of the philosophical mind. It is for its own sake that each fact is recorded, for knowledge in its purest form is heedless of utility. This is the true landscape of the mind. Yet much in Aristotle’s writing is of practical value too. He provides careful instruction on how a pig may be fattened, and warns that an over-dependence on vegetable foods will cause excessive flatulence in cattle.

   Nothing in the world exceeds the magnificence of its mammals. One after another Aristotle teases them apart, organ by organ, limb by limb. He records differences in teeth, horns and tusks, and in the pattern, quality and thickness of hair. No mother knows a child better than Aristotle knows the animals: their feeding and drinking, their breeding, gestation, growth, longevity, diseases, migrations, hibernations, their temperamental dispositions, everything that separates one creature from another. Such observations are not easy. He complains, for example, that the tongue of the elephant is so small and so far back in its mouth that it is all but impossible to see. But if maladies of the tongue may be hard to diagnose, others are much easier to discover and to heal. Nothing, he finds, is more beneficial to an elephant’s aching shoulder than a judicious application of roasted pork.

   Aristotle gives much attention to the pig. It would not occur to many philosophers to linger so long over fat and suet, but he is pleased to discover that soups boiled from animals rich in fat, such as pig and horse, do not congeal when they cool, whereas those made from animals containing suet, such as sheep and goat, will solidify. Further, the brains of the fatty animals are found to be oily, while the suetty ones are parched and dry. It is clear to him that brains and bodies of every kind, those of insects and fish no less than birds’ and mammals’, need to sleep, but only mammals dream as humans do. Dolphins also snore like humans. Some of his observations, such as the general rule that male animals in red-blooded species are larger than female, are there for anyone to see. With fish and insects it is the other way about, and the single contrary mammal is the mule. Other conclusions, though seemingly simple, require long and patient recording of facts. Thus he deduces that the smallest infant, relative to the size of its parents, is the cub of a bear. By his calculation it is bigger than a full-grown mouse but smaller than a weasel. When it comes to brains, it is man’s which is proportionally the largest. When it comes to salaciousness, it is man again who excels, being more lascivious even than the rampant horse, though it is the horse that fortifies his sexual potency. On the forehead of a newborn foal is a substance called hippomanes. In Aristotle’s account it is broad and round, black in colour, somewhat smaller than a dried fig and highly prized for its power as an aphrodisiac.

   Sexual differentiation is of enduring interest. In all animals that have a voice, and with the sole exception of cattle, that of the female is thinner and sharper than the male’s. The same is true of gelded males, who sing higher for the loss of their testicles. For the benefit of herdsmen, Aristotle carefully explains when and how their animals should be castrated. He describes also the curious case of the wild boar, which suffers from itchy testicles and castrates itself by rubbing against a tree. His investigation of penises reveals that the weasel’s has a bone in it and that the camel’s is so elastic that it makes a perfect bowstring.

   The camel itself deploys its penis with rare scruple, for it wholly shares men’s abhorrence of mothers mating with their sons. Aristotle tells approvingly of a young camel that was tricked by its keeper into mounting its mother. It was so enraged that it trampled the man to death. Aristotle’s observations of human bodies, lives and habits are no less particular than his observations of animals. He describes how the lines across a man’s palm predict the length of his life; how men with varicose veins are less likely than others to lose their hair; how flat-footedness is a sign of roguish behaviour. Such glimpses into the nature of men might be of some use to women looking for husbands, but it is for Aristotle’s scrutiny of nature that the world must be grateful to him. After Aristotle, there is no more to be understood, no question left to be asked. Who else cares how a crab shits? Or a mussel? Who would take time to notice the direction in which the hind portion of a wasp will crawl when it is separated from the rest of the body? Who would notice the differences in fauna from one place on Earth to another? Let us be glad that one man did and that we, his beneficiaries, are freed from all doubt in these matters. His conclusions are expressed with such clarity and exactitude that anyone blessed with an available supply of flesh, blood and bone could manufacture any desired animal – dog, octopus, ape, elephant, hippopotamus, goat, whale, bee, human – from his instructions. Maybe the gods, too, one day will have reason to be glad of him.
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‌Chapter Four

   Bread and Circuses

   Imperium. That is what they called it. The Empire, when Rome spread across the world like fungus across a tree stump. Animals of every kind were part of our glory and now they share our disgrace. All this may become clear as we look back over the many centuries of our imperial supremacy, but there is much that would be better forgotten. Animals suffered. Men, women and children suffered with them, and in many of the same ways.

   We are taught that our city began as a small village on the banks of a river, seven hundred and fifty years before the birth of the Christian prophet Jesus. We owe our thanks for it to a she-wolf that suckled Romulus and Remus, the foundling twins who were our founding fathers. Anyone sensitive to portents will know that Romulus killed his brother in a dispute over which of the city’s hills should be built upon: the first and ultimate statement of Roman power. Their mother was a vestal virgin and their father the all-powerful Mars, which may be why she was spared the fate normally decreed for unchaste vestals, which was to be buried alive.

   Omens, auguries and gods have always mattered. In Rome’s exertion of power over its people, religion has been as mighty as the sword. As it was for the Greeks, so it is for the Romans. Every kind of animal that gives meat or milk will be sacrificed to the gods. As also with the Greeks, omens are discerned in the flight of birds and in the entrails of animals still warm after sacrifice. No issue of any importance can proceed in the face of an imperfect goat’s liver; not an act of war, nor even a marriage. Some men perusing the ancient stones have read that it was a bad sign even for an ox to shit by a shrine, though farmers welcome this life-giving magic for their soil. Of all the gods’ gifts, excrement was surely the least expected.

   For two hundred and fifty years Rome was ruled by kings. Then the last of the monarchs, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, was driven into exile after his son Sextus raped the noble Lucretia, who killed herself for shame. This was not the first time sexual violence had influenced our city’s history. The very lineage of the Roman people descends from the rape of women taken by Romulus’s men from the Sabines. Even so, the incontinent lust of an individual, even one as high-born as Sextus, is an unusual reason for popular revolt. But thus it was. Rome on the instant declared itself a republic. Whether by coincidence or otherwise, it was in this very same year that Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, recorded the existence of a speaking dog and a barking serpent.

   There have been very few times when Rome has had no enemy to crush, and few were the victories that did not rest on the partnership of man with horse. But even greater terrors were inflicted by monsters from Africa. Just the smell of an elephant was enough to make horses panic, even before they saw the size of it. The war-elephants were of a race from the northern parts of Africa, smaller than others but still taller than a horse’s stable. Our trouble was that our armies held no monopoly: they had to face elephants as well as deploy them. This did not always go well for us. Elephants were used against us by Pyrrhus of Ephesus and by the Carthaginian Hannibal, who marched them from Spain into Gaul, and from Gaul across the Alps into Italy. Shortly afterwards came our defeats at Trebia and Cannae, which it is said cost seventy thousand lives in an afternoon. We had to wait another fourteen years before Scipio’s army put an end to Hannibal’s ambitions at the Battle of Zama. This time Hannibal’s elephants worked against him. When the Roman cavalry blew horns at them they stampeded through their own lines, trampling all in their path.

   Within a few years there was no soil in the known world that had not felt the press of a Roman foot. Vanquished enemies were treated with the contempt they deserved, worse than dogs. Roman displeasure was feared even above the wrath of gods. The sentimental Greeks, who liked to bury friend and foe alike, were mortified to find headless bodies rotting in the battlefields. Then and now there is no finer sight for Roman victors than carnivores feasting on the dead. What better use for enemy eyes than to nourish a bird? What better use for enemy flesh than to fatten a jackal? Nor did we grant any honour to those we took alive. Diodorus complained that Perseus, the beaten king of Macedonia and his children, were cruelly crushed with condemned men into a dungeon where they stank like goats. Diodorus may be a favourite historian of the Greeks, but he is maidenlike in his misunderstanding of Rome. This is the way those disgraced by defeat must always be treated. Like animals.

   After the sack of Corinth our victory was complete, our farms and flocks worked by the many thousands of captives now bound to us as slaves. We had achieved a miracle of nature. Slaves tending sheep: one kind of animal caring for another.

   As Rome underwent its metamorphosis from Republic to Empire, the city itself was a stew of contrasting lives. Julius Caesar was murdered. Antony and Cleopatra killed themselves after losing to Octavian at Actium, and Octavian himself became Augustus. In the streets of our city, the stink of bodies, human and animal, is more repulsive than any farm or pig-pen beyond the urbs. This is why the urbs are shunned by the poets. ‘Let my delight be the country’, wrote Virgil, ‘and the running streams amid the dells – may I love the waters and the woods’. But there is no Virgil of the urbs. Oxen shit in the streets. Mules shit in the streets. Men shit in the streets, or tip their ordure from their windows. Rubbish mounts up in stinking heaps. Rotting food, human waste, all things broken or unwanted, the corpses of cats and dogs: all these, and worse, accumulate in streaming mountains of filth. There is life here too. Though live animals are seldom tossed so carelessly to the rats, no such scruple attaches to babies. Weak, deformed or unwanted girls are cast upon the heaps to be scavenged by men looking for slaves to raise, or even for infant brides. Some women guard against pregnancy with worms taken from the heads of certain spiders. Flies everywhere abound, among the living and the dead, and everywhere bring torment. It is said that the Emperor Domitian entertained himself by stabbing flies with his pen, which was an adroit piece of skill if the story is true. Worse luck befell his elder brother Titus, whose nose was invaded by a gnat that ate his brain. Or so it is said.

   The animals in the streets are themselves a kind of plague. Carters and muleteers, meeting in thoroughfares too narrow for them to pass, berate each other with rude words and cracks of the whip until one of them backs off. Sometimes one might even meet a loaded camel, though wiser men prefer mules. A camel is a foul-tempered, foul-breathing thing that spits at all it sees and is as likely as an elephant to frighten the horses. In such a stew, and at a time when politics is argued at knife-point, violence is never far away. This is why Caesar, during his brief rule as Dictator perpetuo, decreed that the traffic must cease at night, and that some respect must be shown to those who need to sleep.

   Rome is a city of extravagant wealth and direst poverty, where richest and poorest live within sight and sound of each other. The wealthy have their villas, their servants and their long nights of feasting. The poor must live in mean tenements called insulae, which grow meaner floor by floor as they rise. The very poorest build rough shelters against better men’s walls. As for the destitute, they sleep in rich men’s tombs, or in the streets when they are driven out. Many people throughout the Empire live no better than Greeks, and worse than foreign slaves. There is a law which says that the owners of rampaging animals must pay for the damage they cause, or otherwise surrender the offending animal to the person who has suffered. As is right and proper, the statute is intended to be of benefit only to those able to afford a lawyer. As is also proper, it is unavailable to those who live beyond the margins of civility. This is why no action was taken against the owner of an ox which escaped from the market, fled up the stairs of an insula and leaped to its death from the third storey. The only regrets were expressed by those who failed to witness it.

   A Senator at dinner will vomit more food than a poor man eats in a month. There is no shame in this. A pauper by his nature is less than a tradesman, and a tradesman less than a gentleman. A rich man lives by the profit of his lands. He owes no charity to those who are obliged to trade or toil.

   For men of taste, gastronomy is an art superior even to the poems of Virgil. No man ever spoke emptier words than Marcus Porcius Cato, who said that a healthy diet should include nothing but greens, duck and pigeon. He might as well have told the lion to spare the lamb. For the true glories of the table, we should listen rather to the Epigrams of the poet Marcus Valerius Martialis. Who would not drool at his homage to the suckling pig? ‘Let the rich man place before me the nursling of a sluggish mother, fattened upon milk alone, and he may feed off an Aetolian boar himself.’ There is no part of a pig that cannot please him. ‘You would hardly imagine that you were eating cooked sows’ teats, so abundantly do they flow and swell with living milk.’ He delights in thrushes, turtle doves, gammons, goose livers, dormice, partridges, pheasants, flamingos’ tongues, turbots, oysters, sturgeons. He extols the thrush as the most delicate of birds, and the hare as the most succulent animal. Of others he is more circumspect. In a duck, the only parts worthy of a gentleman’s table are the breast and the neck. ‘Return the rest to the cook’, he says. Likewise, the only part of a char worth eating is the liver. He quarrels with those willing to eat the chitterlings of a virgin pig. ‘I prefer them from a pregnant sow.’ Some creatures he eschews entirely. To eat a peacock would be an insult to its beauty, and wood-pigeons an affront to one’s wife. ‘They make sluggish and blunt the manly powers. He who wishes to be a lover should not eat of this bird.’

   Tradesmen may feed their families on sea hedgehogs, mullets, chickens and eggs, while the poor have to rely on street vendors or squalid bar counters, and the poorest of all must scavenge. Rome is one city but many different worlds. A man who wants for a scrap of cheese cannot know what it is to eat a fat dormouse rolled in honey and poppy seeds. These little animals are the very symbols of wealth and indulgence. Marcus Terentius Varro tells us how they should be raised for the table. First they must be nurtured in gardens full of nut trees, and then lavished with acorns and chestnuts when the trees are empty. To be made fit for eating, they should be fattened inside jars of nuts and kept in the dark. Pliny tells us that our Senators in one of their maddest moments once attempted to prohibit these subtle delicacies, for the absurd reason that such emblems of inequality were anathema to sensitive men. Sensible men took no notice.

   The rearing of any animal requires both knowledge and skill. Nature provides the raw material: men hone it to perfection. The great Columella, our highest authority on all things agricultural, notes, for example, the need to castrate young boars to keep them from fighting, and to spay females to make them fat. He is particular also about farm dogs, which he says should be of ample size with a loud and sonorous bark. They must also be of a single colour. Sheepdogs should be white, so that they are distinguishable from wolves, and yard dogs black to frighten thieves. An animal of mixed colour is good for nothing.

   For knowledge of the natural world no one surpasses Pliny, whose work builds upon that of his revered predecessor Aristotle. In his Natural History may be found all the prevailing notions of the universe, the Earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, the wind, the rain and the thunder. Beyond this he provides us with a history of man and of all the creatures with which our world is shared. He deplores the example of the Greeks, who have turned animals into deities, and of others whose gods embrace ‘certain obscene things, which are not to be spoken of’. Most absorbing are his revelations of how animals influence the living world, and how in their turn they are influenced by it. He notes, for example, that it is the breath of animals that draws down wind and rain. The moon, too, is of great importance. Oysters, whelks and shellfish of all kinds swell and shrink under its influence. More strikingly even than this, the entrails of the field-mouse correspond in number to the age of the moon, the ant always rests at changes of the moon, and diseases in the eyes of beasts of burden increase or diminish according to its phases. Man himself, Pliny observes, is the only animal that is not always killed when lightning strikes without thunder at night, ‘all other animals being killed instantly’.

   His great encyclopaedia of species begins with the elephant. Though it is the dog that lives most amenably with man, it is the elephant that is closest to us in wit and learning. An elephant will understand the language of its homeland and do whatever it is told to do. Some say it possesses also a religious sensibility. In a quite different way, Pliny admires the dragons of India and Ethiopia, which grow to twenty cubits in length and have magical powers of navigation. They are the cleverest and most enduring of swimmers. At the seashore, four or five of them will bind themselves together, then broach the waves with their heads held high like sails on a raft. In this way, riding wind and tide, they find their way to greener pastures in Arabia.

   Even stranger sights are met during droughts in Africa, when thirsty animals congregate at each small trickle of water. There is a proverb passed down from the Greeks: ‘That Africa evermore bringeth forth some new strange thing or other.’ And here by the shrinking waters we see the evidence. Various males leap upon females of every sort, whose subsequent offspring, Pliny explains, comprise ‘many strange shaped beasts, of a mixed and mongrel kind’. He does not say from which clay the serpent Amphisbaena was wrought, but notes its singularity in having two heads, one at each end, ‘as if she were not hurtful enough to cast her poison at one mouth only’.

   Pliny tells how sick or wounded animals cure themselves with herbs, and how a porcupine, by stretching its skin, can launch its spines like arrows at bothersome hounds. Even the lion faces mortal danger from a tiny animal called Leontophonos, whose flesh is so poisonous that a lion will die at the merest lick of it. The lion’s answer is to crush it with his paws, ‘and so killeth him without setting tooth to his body’. The Leontophone for his own part is ready to drench the lion with urine, ‘knowing right well that his piss is a very poison to him’.

   When it comes to mad dogs, Pliny advises that the surest remedy for their bite is the root of a wild rose, and that there are ways to save the dog itself from madness. Here he agrees with Columella: ‘that when a whelp is just forty days old, if his tail be bitten off at the nethermost joint, and the sinew or string that cometh after, be likewise taken away, neither the tail will grow any more, nor the dog fall ever to be mad’. No less than Aristotle, Pliny is contemptuous of superstition. ‘That men may be transformed into wolves, and restored again to their former shapes, we must confidently believe to be a lie.’

   One by one he proceeds through the lives and habits of all the creatures of the wild: panther and tiger, camel and crocodile, rhinoceros and water horse, hart and stag, hyena, bear, rat, hedgehog, hare, ass, ape and monkey. He tells us everything that anyone could ever know about the more familiar animals of field and hearth. Like Marcus Valerius Martialis, he holds the hare in such esteem that cooks, too, may benefit from his words. ‘There is a most dainty dish served up at the table made of leverets or rabbits, either cut out of the dams’ bellies or taken from them when they be suckers.’ Reading this, who could restrain an urge to rush directly to the table?

   The Romans’ fascination with animals does not end with their natural history or usefulness in the kitchen. The fables of Aesop are as popular with the Romans as they were with the Greeks, though they have been refined by the Roman fabulist Gaius Julius Phaedrus to rid them of sentimentality. Rome is not Greece. The weak here do not conquer the strong. A frog or a sheep might dare to confront an eagle or a wolf, but it will suffer for its insolence.

   The Colosseum in Rome is the most beautiful building in the world. It is made of the finest travertine stone, hauled during the reign of Vespasian from the quarries at Albulae, and its four storeys reach nearly one hundred and thirty cubits into the sky. The columns on the first storey are of Doric design. On the second they are Ionic and on the third Corinthian. The fourth is made into walled compartments with windows that look down into the arena. Below them is seating enough for forty-five thousand Romans and standing-room for five thousand more. On many occasions these numbers are greatly exceeded. It is said that the common populace, unruly at best, has been kept in line by the double promise of the corn dole and regular entertainments: bread and circuses, in the scornful language of the poet Juvenal. It seems unlikely, however, that in a city of a million people, the fifty thousand who have time and money to spend in the Colosseum are those of inadequate means. The good behaviour of such people cannot be guaranteed. There are some who say that the elegance of the Colosseum is alien to its function. Perhaps they have spent too much time with that ancient fool Pythagoras, for they are wrong. Their ungracious words are a grave insult to Vespasian and the emperors who followed him, and a slur upon the memory of those brave gladiators who, even as they face death, pledge their loyalty. ‘Hail Caesar’, they cry. ‘Those about to die salute you!’

   The gladiatorial contests and wild beast hunts are the ultimate expression of our contempt for death. Towns in the provinces also have arenas, where the traders who buy and sell gladiators, the lanistae, provide men to fight. Each Familia gladiatorum has fighters of various kinds: slaves bought and trained by a lanista, men found starving in the streets; even the sons of good families who have lost their fortunes. But things are done differently in Rome. Here it is the city’s financial officers, the Procuratores, who bear responsibility, and the gladiators are condemned criminals and prisoners of war.

   Animals for the contests are brought from every corner of the Empire and kept at the Emperor’s vivarium by the Praenestine gate. Into this vast space are crammed every kind of exotic beast from ostrich to elephant. Here, too, visitors come to stare at these rare creatures before they are taken to the arena. The fights between men are made more interesting by their armament. Some have a sword and a full war-shield. Some have a dagger and a tiny round shield, called a buckler, strapped to their forearm. Some have only a net and a trident. With these they thrust and feint until only one of a pair remains standing. Sometimes when a fallen man has fought bravely, the Emperor signals to the victor to let him live. More often he is killed. Those wounded in combat are tended by physicians who owe much of their learning to a Greek, the famed pioneer of surgery Galen of Pergamon, who earned his commission from the High Priest of Asia by cutting open a live animal and proving that urine was made in its kidneys. This he did by strangulation of the kidneys and penis, which caused many of those present to be glad that they were not beasts.

   Animals, too, vary in their armoury. They may have teeth, tusks, claws, beaks, speed, strength, agility, size, cunning. Like the gladiators they must fight to the death, though the crowd will be outraged if mercy is denied to one who deserves it. There was fury at one Games when elephants were killed by African hunters after they had knelt and begged for mercy. So great is the variety and number of the combatants that you could believe the pages of Pliny had come alive. From Africa come lions, elephants, leopards, hyenas, hippopotami, rhinoceroses, giraffes, ostriches. Europe sends bulls, bison, bears and boars. Tigers are brought from India. Sometimes the animals fight each other. Sometimes they face the bestiarii. These unluckiest of gladiators have only leather tunics to protect them. Their usual weapon is the hunting spear, though sometimes they carry firebrands or bows. It happens sometimes that arrows are shot by spectators from their seats, but this cowardly act is deplored by those who understand there is no glory without courage. Not all the spectacles end in death. To amuse the crowd, elephants may be taught to dance or kneel to the Emperor, tigers may lick their keepers’ hands, panthers may be harnessed to chariots. Some even say that lions can be taught to catch live hares and then obediently release them from their jaws, though few have seen this happen.

   In all the years since the Emperor Titus held the first Games, more animals have died here than there are stars in the sky. Nine thousand were killed in Titus’s Games, and eleven thousand in the celebrations that followed Trajan’s victory over the Dacians. More money has been won and lost in wagers than would keep an army in the field for a year. The rich stake their fortunes, and the poor their last denarii. Events proceed always in the same order. The day begins with animal entertainments and concludes with gladiators in the afternoon. In between these two great spectacles, condemned criminals are brought to be executed ad bestias, which is to say torn to death by animals. This is not the only way criminals provide entertainment with their deaths. When a drama calls for a death on stage, it is common for a condemned man to be sacrificed for the sake of authenticity. This had an unfortunate parallel when Crassus was beaten by the Parthians at Carrhae. As if defeat were not ignominy enough, his severed head was used in a play performed in celebration of a wedding.
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