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A im  T o s tu d y  th e  co m p o s itio n  o f  fa u n a  in  G reece a n d  ad jacen t areas a ro u n d  1 hessalomkt, Greece ' r  ’
3000 years ago based  o n  th e  know ledge o f  H o m e ric  m a n  a b o u t th e  an im al 
k in g d o m .

L o c a tio n  G reece a n d  ad jacen t areas.

M e th o d  A nalysis o f  in fo rm a tio n  derived  fro m  a  th o ro u g h  s tu d y  o f  th e  first 
w ritte n  d o c u m e n ts  o f  G reek  lite ra tu re , th e  epics, a ttr ib u te d  to  H o m e r  a n d  

H esiod .

R e su lts  R ecords o f  2442 an im als  w ere  fo u n d , c o rre sp o n d in g  to  71 d ifferen t 
an im a l n am es. All an im a l n am es w ere a ttr ib u te d  to  recen t taxa, a t d ifferen t 
categ o ry  levels; th e  m a jo rity  (65% ) w ere assigned to  tax a  a t  th e  species level a n d  
th e  rest to  sup raspecific  taxa. M o st o f  th e  a n im a l n am es reco rd ed  in  th e  epics have 
b een  re ta in e d  as in teg ra l w o rd s o r ro o ts  in  M o d e rn  G reek  a n d  th ey  have  b een  
u sed  in  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  L atin  scientific  tax a  n am es. Five an im a l phy la  a p p ea r 
in  th e  texts: (1) C h o rd a ta  (m o stly  b ird s  a n d  m am m als) , (2) A rth ro p o d a , (3) 
M ollusca, (4) P o rife ra , a n d  (5) A nnelida . In fo rm a tio n  in  th e  epics also includes 
m o rp h o lo g y , b io logy, ecology (h a b ita t  a n d  p re y -p re d a to r  re la tio n sh ip s), a n d  
b eh av io u r. T he p resence  o f  several species in  th e  a rea  in  th a t  p e r io d  is 
d o c u m e n te d  o n  th e  basis o f  archaeo log ica l a n d /o r  pa laeo n to lo g ica l find ings fro m  
v a rio u s  G reek  localities.

M a in  c o n c lu s io n s  T h e  know ledge o f  H o m eric  m a n  a b o u t an im als , as reflected  
in  th e  epics, seem s to  c o n cen tra te  m ain ly , b u t  n o t  exclusively, o n  an im als 
invo lved  in  h u m a n  activities. T he p o p u la tio n s  o f  so m e  c o m m o n  a n im a l species o f 
th e  H o m e ric  Age in  G reek  p o p u la te d  areas have b eco m e  ex tin c t o r red u ced  a t th e  
p re sen t tim e. O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , som e c o m m o n  an im als o f  th e  p re sen t tim e  do 
n o t  a p p ea r in  th e  epics, since th ey  w ere  in tro d u c e d  later. U seful zoological 
in fo rm a tio n  can  b e  derived  fro m  th e  s tu d y  o f  classical texts, w h ich  m ay  help  
h isto rica l b io g eo g rap h ers  as a  su p p le m e n t to  a rch aeo lo g y  a n d  a rt, in  th e  
re c o n s tru c tio n  o f  fau n as o f  o ld er periods.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Scientists have searched for palaeo-faunistic and  palaeo- 
environm ental evidence in  their a ttem pt to  gain an  u n d e r­
standing o f  anim al life and  the env ironm ent in  the  past and  for 
evidence o f  h u m an  in terven tion  and subsequent im pact on  
regional faunas. Palaeontologists and archaeologists have

studied  osteological m aterial found  in  Greek archaeological 
sites du ring  excavation. Based on  these findings, they  have 
d raw n in teresting  conclusions concerning the  relationships 
betw een m an  and  anim als in  previous epochs, such as the 
Pleistocene ( Jarm an, 1996) o r the early historical periods such 
as the  geom etric period  (Tsoukala & H atzi-V alianou, 1996; 
W ilkens, 1996). A nother angle o f  approach  has been th rough
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the study  o f  art. Iconographical sources have com m only  given 
zoologists useful evidence. For instance, various au thors have 
tried  to  recognize and record  the  anim als depicted in  M inoan  
wall paintings, vases o r figurines (Vanschoonwinkel, 1996).

In  add ition  to  archaeology and  art, useful in fo rm ation  can 
be derived from  w ritten  docum ents from  early civilizations. 
The Age o f  H om er is a critical m o m en t in  Greek history. It is 
the late geom etric period , covering the  eighth and seventh 
centuries b c . D uring  this period  the Greek alphabet was 
developed and  the first w ritten  docum ents o f  Greek literature, 
the epics, appeared  in  two m ain  form s: the heroic epic 
represented by H om er and  the d idactic  epic represented by 
Hesiod. The epics, in  spite o f  being questionable as historical 
docum ents, constitu te  a useful source for historians and 
archaeologists in  their a ttem p t to  understand  early historic 
com m unity  culture. The ‘H om eric co m m unity  reflects three 
different tim e periods (Latacz, 1997; M azarakis A inian, 2000): 
(1) prehistoric  (m ostly  M ycenaean), (2) in term ediate (corres­
ponding  to  the  dark  ages, covering the  eleventh to  n in th  
centuries b c ) ,  and  (3) the eighth century  b c  (the period in 
w hich H om er lived). The latter two form  the so-called 
‘geom etric period ’. A fourth  layer, w hich is m ythical, appears 
to be an  inven tion  o f  the  p oe t’s im agination.

Langdon (1993) considered th a t the  dynam ic relationship 
betw een art and poetry  signalled b o th  the clim ax and the  end 
o f  the  Age o f  H om er. The presence o f  anim als is conspicuous 
in  b o th  the art and the  epics o f  this late geom etric period. 
These first w ritten  docum ents o f  Greek language contain  
valuable in fo rm ation  on  the re lationship o f  H om eric  m an  w ith 
anim als. Furtherm ore, the  results o f  their study  should  help 
zoologists and historical zoogeographers reconstruct the fauna 
o f  this age. This paper presents an  anno ta ted  list o f  all anim als 
appearing in  the  epics, m akes an  a ttem pt to  assign the classical 
anim al nam es to recent taxa and gives a com parison  o f  fauna 
illustrated in  the texts o f  th a t age to present fauna.

C L A S S I C A L  N A M E S  A N D  RECENT T A X A

As m entioned  above, an  a ttem pt was initially m ade to  record 
all anim als appearing in  the texts o f  the  Age o f  H om er and to 
correlate th em  to  recent taxa. To achieve this goal, according 
to the  historical d o cu m en tation  o f  Greek classical literature o f 
that period  (Lesky, 1971; Easterling & Knox, 1985), the 
following texts were studied  Iliad  (I) and  Odyssey (O) by 
H om er, Theogony (T), Works and Days (D), Aspis (A) and 
Catalogue o f W omen  (C) by Hesiod, and  the  Homeric H ym ns  
(H) w ritten  after H o m er’s death. The standard  editions o f 
Oxford classical texts were used together w ith valid translations 
in  M odern  Greek, such as those by  Doukas (2000), Lecatsas 
(1941, Zacharopoulos Press, A thens), and Papaditsas and 
Ladia (1997, Estia Bookstore Press, A thens). First, all lines were 
checked for anim al records. The corre lation  o f  anim al nam es 
to recent taxa was m ade possible by  com bining the  in form a­
tio n  em bodied in  anim al nam es (m ost o f  w hich have been 
retained in  M odern  Greek) w ith m orphological descriptions 
an d /o r in fo rm ation  on  the  ecology, biology, and  behaviour

given in  the texts. W herever possible, this was supported  by  
available archaeological o r palaeontological evidence. All the 
above da ta  were evaluated by  em ploying a variety o f  zoological 
books and  papers (Nowak, 1991; H andrinos & Akriotis, 1997), 
as well as encyclopaedias and general o r specialized lexicons 
(Encyclopedia Papyros Larousse Britannica; Liddell and Scott: 
Great dictionary o f the Greek language; Kofiniotis: H om eric 
Lexicon). The works o f  A ristotle (i.e. History o f animals) were 
also consulted. In  add ition  to this m aterial, various specialists 
in  different taxonom ic groups were consulted.

Care was taken to  be as accurate as possible w hen attribu ting  
classical nam es to  m o d ern  taxa. As a result, in  various cases for 
w hich no clear evidence existed in  the texts, we preferred to 
suggest a h igher taxon  instead o f  a specific species o r  genus. 
The fact th a t a classical nam e has been retained in  M odern  
Greek was no t in  itself sufficient to  identify a species, as show n 
th rough  the  exam ples given below. W e should  however, stress 
the co n tin u ity  o f  Greek language from  the H om eric  poem s up 
to the present, po in ted  o u t by  various au thors (Browning, 
1983; Babiniotis, 2000; Doukas, 2000). It is rem arkable th a t the 
m ajority  o f  the  H om eric  w ords are used in  the  sam e way and 
m any  o f  them  w ith the  sam e m eaning in  M odern  Greek. 
A dditionally, etym ology proves in  several cases to  be critical in 
recognizing anim als. Som e examples are: Kuvopaïcrcriç 
( k ú c o v  =  dog + pafrn =  destroy), „piovoç („pi =  h a lf + 
voç =  donkey), TtàpSakiç (TtapSakôç =  spotted), noX vnovç  
(noXóc, — m any  + Ttoùç =  leg).

Detailed justification was n o t considered necessary for the 
nam es o f  w ell-know n dom estic  anim als such as the  horse, cow, 
goat, sheep, donkey, pig, as well as the  lion, wolf, honeybee, 
b row n bear o r the  m o n k  seal. However, in  som e cases the 
recent scientific nam e o f  an  anim al was n o t so clearly evident, 
or the au thors had  to decide am ong several closely related 
species. Several exam ples are given below  show ing how  the 
identification o f  som e anim als was traced th rough  various 
clues given in  the  texts.

The nam e „piovoç Í j q ó x e q o c , (Iliad, 11.852) was a ttribu ted  
to the  species Equus onager (wild m ule) due to the  adjective 
ÎygÔTSQoç (wild) and the  in form ation  abou t its area o f  origin, 
som ewhere in  n o rth e rn  Asia M inor. The know n d istribu tion  o f 
this species covers the  area a ro u n d  the  Caucasus, the Black Sea, 
Anatolia and  Iran, a lthough its populations are very restricted 
nowadays due to  hun tin g  and hab ita t destruction . This anim al 
was d istinguished from  „piovoç (m ule) w hich was frequently 
reported  in  the epics and was recognized as the  hybrid o f  Equus 
asinus and  Equus caballus. The anim al called qcûSioç (heron) 
(Iliad, XI.274) was identified as the n igh t heron, Nycticorax 
nycticorax since it is reported  to  appear du ring  the night. M uía  
(fly) was recognized as a species o f  the  fam ily Calliphoridae 
according to  the fact th a t it lays its eggs o n  w ounds or decaying 
bodies. Ap f  iy p fq  was a ttribu ted  to the  wild goat, Capra 
aegagrus as a result o f  the  descrip tion  o f  its hab ita t (Odyssey, 
IX .l 18-124) and the length o f  its horns (Iliad, IV.105). The 
nam e Sskcjfiç (do lph in) m ost possibly corresponds to the  m ost 
com m on  do lph in  species Tursiops truncatus because o f  its 
silver colour and  the fact th a t it appears in  schools very near
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the  coast (Aspis, 207-212; Iliad  XX.122). ’T\|/ (w oodw orm ), 
a lthough as a nam e has been used in  the  construction  o f  the 
genus nam e Ips o f  the  fam ily Scolytidae (the m em bers o f  w hich 
live in  w ood) was a ttribu ted  to  a m em ber o f  the family 
Derm estidae, since it is reported  to eat objects m ade o f  anim al 
body  parts, such as Odysseus’ bow  (Odyssey, XXI.393). The 
species Falco peregrinus was assigned to  the  nam e k î q k o ç  

(a k ind  o f  harrier) because it was described as being very fast, 
nesting on  rocky m o u n ta in  slopes and  praying o n  w oodpi- 
geons. Cuculus canorus was recognized un d er the  nam e 
k ó k k u E,, from  its characteristic call m entioned  by H esiod 
( W orks and Days, 486). Cygnus cygnus is the  species beh ind  the 
nam e k ô k v o ç  (sw an), due to  its piercing cry (Homeric Hymns, 
XXI.1). ITokÔTtouç (having m any  legs) m ost p robably  refers to 
the  species Octopus vulgaris; its d istribu tion  in  shallow  waters 
m akes the observation o f  its thalam us easier (Homeric Hymns, 
III.77). The nam e "crjGsov, a lthough in  som e lexicons is 
described as ‘a k ind  o f  bivalve’, was recognized as a sea squirt 
o f  the  class Ascidiacea, since a detailed descrip tion  o f  these 
anim als is given by A ristotle un d er the  nam e TijGuoi (History o f  
Anim als, 531a9—31). The com m on  com m ercial sponge species 
Hippospongia communis, w hich bears the m ost num erous and 
large canals, possibly hides beh ind  the nam e cntoyyoç 
(sponge) (Odyssey, 1.111, XXII.439), while xéXoq  is the 
m argina ted  tortoise, an  endem ic Greek species (Testudo 
marginata) having a large shell w hich was used by H erm es 
for the  construction  o f  his lyre (Homeric H ym ns, IV .24-48). 
Finally, yskiScbv (swallow) should  be a ttribu ted  to  the 
swallow, H irundo rustica, w hich is observed even inside 
buildings (Odyssey, XXII.239) and  has been depicted o n  wall 
paintings in  T hera (Masseti, 1997).

Overall 2442 records o f  anim als, corresponding to  71 
different anim al nam es were revealed after a tho rough  study 
o f  the  H om eric and Hesiodic epics. All an im al nam es were 
correlated to  curren t anim al taxa (Table 1) at different 
category levels; the m ajority  (65% ) were assigned to  species 
and  the rem aining to  supraspecific taxa.

O u t o f  the to ta l o f  2442 m entioned  records o f  anim als, 1283 
were found  in  Iliad, 783 in  Odyssey, 178 in  Homeric H ym ns  and  
195 in  Hesiodic works. Only three o f  the anim als recorded, the 
ant, the  cuckoo and  the  carrion  crow, were found  exclusively 
in  Hesiod, while a lo t o f  anim als found  in  the H om eric epics 
do  no t appear in  the works o f  Hesiod. The torto ise appears 
exclusively in  the 4 th  Homeric H ym n.

Additionally, c. 100 records that were no t included in  the 
above calculations were either com m on  anim al group names 
such as D yôùç (fish) and  'gviç (bird), o r zoological term s 
describing anim al body  parts, e.g. k s q o iç  (horn), kocj)iq (m ane), 
o"6 o iq  (udder), p q g io v  (thigh) and yapcj)qkij (jawbone).

As seen in  Table 1, 56 o f  the 71 classical Greek anim al names 
(79% ) found  in  the epics appear in  M odern  Greek, according 
to  the Lexicon o f M odern Greek language (Babiniotis, 2000). 
A lthough in  som e cases they  do no t have exactly the  same 
form , they  still re ta in  the  sam e m ain  them e. Furtherm ore, 61 
o f  them  (86% ) have been used in  the fo rm ation  o f  Latin 
scientific nam es. These estim ations were based on  species

catalogues o f  certain  publications, such as H onacki et al. 
(1982) and  H ow ard & M oore (1991). The wide use o f  Greek 
w ords in  the  zoological nom enclature is reflected by  the  set o f  
rules found  in  The International Code o f Zoological N om en­
clature (Ride et a l ,  1985) governing their translitera tion  and 
latinization. The co n tribu tion  o f  the Greek elem ent to  the 
nom enclature  and  term inology o f  som e anim al groups reaches 
80% (V oultsiadou & Gkelis, 2005).

H O M E R I C  M A N  A N D  HIS K N O W L E D G E  OF  THE  
A N I M A L  K I N G D O M

The data  given in  Table 1 show  that m an ’s knowledge o f  anim als 
in  the  Age o f  H om er based o n  the  epics, concentrates a round  5 
phyla; o f  the  anim al taxa reported  in  the exam ined texts, c. 81% 
were C hordata, 14% A rthropoda, 1.5% M ollusca, 1.5% Porifera, 
and  1.5% Annelida (Fig. 1). W ith in  C hordata, birds and 
m am m als prevailed, including 48%  and  41%, respectively, o f  
the  to ta l chordates recorded. Tunicates, fish and reptiles p a rti­
cipated w ith low  percentages (2%, 4%  and  5%, respectively).

M am m als and birds, besides being easily recognizable, are 
m ore fam iliar to  m an  at th a t age due to  their involvem ent in 
h u m an  activities: agricultural works and  tran sp o rta tio n  (cattle, 
horses and  m ules), hun tin g  (wild boar, deer, b row n hare, lion), 
food and  clothing (goat, sheep, pig), construction  o f  household 
and  w ar objects (cattle, dog, goat), offerings to  gods (cattle, 
sheep), and sym bolism  (e.g. lion, owl, com m on  crane). This is 
fu rther supported  by  the nu m b er o f  records o f  each anim al in  the 
s tudied  texts. The m ost frequently  appearing anim als are: the 
horse (con tribu ting  w ith 30% o f  the  to ta l records), dom estic 
cattle (14% ), the  pig (8% ), the  dog (7% ), the  goat (7% ) and 
sheep (7% ). These six anim als constitu te 73% o f  the  total 
records. Som e anim als occur frequently  in  m etaphors and 
similes used to describe h u m an  behaviour o r appearance. The 
owl, for exam ple, appears in  the  texts only th rough  the adjective 
ykauK(D7tiç m eaning ‘having shining eyes’ o r ‘grey eyed’. 
Obviously, the prom inence o f  these anim als in  the  texts does 
n o t necessarily m ean  high densities o f  populations at th a t tim e.

Invertebrates and  small-sized vertebrates do  n o t seem to  be 
o f  interest to  m an, w ith the  exception o f  som e species o f  
econom ic im portance (either useful o r harm ful to  people or 
their dom estic anim als). Examples are the honeybee, the 
com m on  sponge, the sea squirt, the gadfly, and  the  tick. The 
knowledge o f  m arine fauna also seems to  be lim ited. The only 
m arine  anim als m en tioned  are the m o n k  seal, cat shark, 
E uropean eel, bo ttle-nosed  dolphin , com m on  sponge, com ­
m o n  octopus, and  an  edible ascidian species. Fish are reported  
in  general as DyGfisg and  the sea is often called 
DxGuôsiç TiovToç m eaning ‘sea full o f  fish’.

Knowledge abou t the ecology and  behaviour o f  anim als is 
illustrated in  the texts. M ost o f  the tim e, in form ation  is given 
o n  the hab ita t and  p rey -p red a to r relationships (Fig. 2). 
B ehaviour, d iet and m igration  are also discussed in  several 
cases. Thirteen  taxa are reported  m ore th an  three  tim es for 
their ecology o r behaviour (Fig. 3): the dog is the m ost 
frequently  reported  o f  all (17% ) due to  its involvem ent in
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T ab le  1 List o f taxa names attributed to the classical Greek animal names recorded in the epics. Common English names, total records 
found and one selected record for each item are also given

Scientific name
Classical Greek name (modern Greek 
name)*1* Common English name

Num ber o f  
records

Selected
record^

Example of  
scientific name 
formation

Accipitridae sp. aÎETOÇ, TtEQKVOÇ*"!* (ctETÔç) Eagle 19 I(XVII.674) Gypaetus

Acrididae sp. àKQLç**j* (a x p iô a ) Locust, grasshopper 1 I(XXI.12) Acrididae

Anguilla anguilla  (Linnaeus, 1758) £Y X £À uç*t (éyxeA uç, x éAi) European eel 2 I(XXI.203) Scolecenchelys

Anser anser (Linnaeus, 1758) X ^ v * t  (x tfva) Graylag goose 9 O(XV.160) Chenoptera

A pis mellifera Linnaeus, 1758 piAujaa*")* (fiéAujcra) Honeybee 107 O(XIII.105) L. melissa

Araneidae sp. à p à x v f i* t  (açàxvr]) Spider 4 D (777) Arachnida

Ascidiacea sp. x f]0 o ç’f A  kind o f tunicate 1 KXVI.747) Tethya
Athene noctua (Scopoli, 1769) y A a 0 £ * f  (yAaÙKa) Little owl 112 I(X.553) T. glaucopis

Aves sp. ClL0UUX*f Unknown bird 2 0(V.352) A ethia

Aves sp. Kl5]^ Unknown bird 1 0(XV.479)
Aves sp. KÚ|a.LVÓLQ XOÀKIÇ Unknown bird 1 I(XIV.290)
Bos taurus Linnaeus, 1758 ß o ü g * ’)’ (pouç, (3ôôi) Domestic cattle 340 I(XX.466) Bos

Calliphoridae sp. ¡a in a* ’)’ (p.úya) Blow fly 9 I(XDC.25) C. m yia

Canis aureus Linnaeus, 1758 0COÇ*^ (0COÇ=TCTaKÔÀl) Jackal 4 I(XI.473) 0. thous

Canis fam iliaris  Linnaeus, 1758 K i3(nv*f (kùcjv= okùAoç) Dog 183 D(604) Chrysocyon

Canis lupus (Linnaeus, 1758) ÀfiKOÇ*")" (ÀÙKOÇ) W olf 14 I(X.334) Lycalopex

Capra aegagrus Linnaeus, 1758 a lk  àyp irt*^  (a ty a  àypux) W ild goat 8 0(XX.118) C. aegagrus

Capra hircus Linnaeus, 1758 a î ^ * t  (a iy a ) D om estic goat 170 0(XX.173) C. aegagrus

Capreolus capreolus Linnaeus, 1758 TIQÓ4 Roe deer 2 0(XVII.294)
Cervus elaphus Linnaeus, 1758 ëÀ acj)oç*‘}‘/ ¿AAôç (eÀàcjn) Red deer 33 0(X,158) C. elaphus

Chlidonias niger o r  Sterna sp. KOQCJvr) elvaAiT] (Black) tern 3 0(XII.418)
Cicadidae sp. TETTlÊ;*’)’ (T£TTL4='rCLTClKaç) Cicada 3 A(393) Tettigonidae

Columba livia  Gmelin, 1789 n éA e ia ’j* Rock dove 12 I(V.778) Scotopelia

Columba palum bus  Linnaeus, 1758 (Jjáacra* (4>àcr(ja=ay p lotieqùjteqo) W oodpigeon 1 I(XV.237)
Corvidae sp. KÓpa^**)“ (KÔQaKaç) Crow 1 C(54-l) C. corax

Corvus corone Linnaeus, 1758 KOQCJVT]*’!' (KOUQOÙva) Carrion crow 2 D(746) C. coronae

Corvus m onendula  Linnaeus, 1758 koàoloç* ^  (koàoLÔÇ=KaALaKOÙÔa) Jackdaw 2 I(XVII.755) Colius

Cuculus canorus (Linnaeus, 1758) KÓKKU^f Cuckoo 1 D(486) Coccyzus

Cygnus cygnus (Gmelin, 1789) KUKVOÇ*’)’ (kÙKVOÇ) W hooper swan 5 H(XXI.l) Cygnus

Dermestidae sp. t y t Dermestid beetle 1 0(XXI.393) Ipidae

Elephantidae sp. èA éc|>aç*f (eAé(|)avTaç) Elephant 11 0(XXIII.199) Elephas

Equus asinus Linnaeus, 1758 < 5voç*f (ôvoç) D om estic donkey 1 I(XI.558) E. hemionus

Equus caballus Linnaeus, 1758 Ï7 i7 io ç * f (Î7t7ioç=àAoyo) Domestic horse 748 I(X.436) Hippopotam us

Equus caballus xE . asinus hybrid f |p io v o ç , OÙÇEÙÇ*"|" (t]u [ovoc) Mule or hinny 55 I(XXIII.265) E. hemionus

Equus onager Boddaert, 1785 f|p io v o ç  ctYQÔT£Qoç*(r]p[ovoç àyoLoç) Onager 1 1(11.852)
Falco peregrinus Gmelin, 1788 KÎQKOÇ*f, Ïçi4  (KLpKIVÉÇl) Peregrine 13 I(XXII.138) Circus

Falconiformes sp. ÂpICTlt Falcon 1 I(XIX.350) H arpia

Formicidae sp. p b ç p r |4 * t  (pueptiYKi) Ant 2 C(7-5) M yrm ex

Grus grus (Linnaeus, 1758) y é p a v o ç * “)* (y ep a v ô ç) Common crane 4 1(11.459) G. leucogeranus

Gypaetus barbatus (Linnaeus, 1758) a iy tm io ç 'f Lammergeyer 7 A(405) Aegypius

Gyps fu lvus  (Hablizl, 1783) y ù i|> * t  (yÙ7iaç) Griffon vulture 7 I(XVIII.270) Gyps

Haliaeetus albicilla  (Linnaeus, 1758) W hite-tailed eagle 2 0(111.372)
Hippospongia communis (Lamarck, 1814) crTtôyyoç*^* (cr7iôyyoç) Common sponge 5 I(XXII.438) Spongia

Hirundo rustica  Linnaeus, 1758 XeAiM tv*^* (xeAl&óvl) Swallow 3 0(XXII.239) Chelidoptera

Ixodes ricinus Linnaeus, 1758 KtJVOQa'ÙTTfjÇ Tick 1 O(XVII.300)
Larus sp. A âpoç*')' (A âpoç, yAripoç) Guii 1 0(V.51) Larus

Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758 A a y c o à ç * f , ttucüÇ (A ayôç) Brown hare 6 I(XVII.676) Lagomorpha

Lumbricus sp. cncd)Arj¿,*t' (ctkouAlki) Earthworm 1 I(XIII.654) Scolex

Luscinia megarhynchos Brehm, 1831 àrjôàrv*^* (arjôôvi) Nightingale 2 0(XIX.518) T. aedon

Lynx lynx  (Linnaeus, 1758) A ir y ^ ’f* (Aùy£, Atryicaç) Lynx 1 H(XIX.24) Lynx

M artes sp. iKT'lÇ*^ (iKTL&a) Marten 2 I(X334) Ictidom ys

M onachus monachus (Hermann, 1779) cj)CÔKT]**f (cf)d>Kia) M onk seal 8 O(IV.405) Phoca

N ycticorax nycticorax  (Linnaeus,! 758) èpCOÔLÔÇ*f (epcoÔioç) Night heron 1 I(X.274) A. herodias
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T ab le  1 continued

Scientific name
Classical Greek name (m odem  Greek 
name)**j* Common English name

Number o f  
records

Selected
record^

Example o f  
scientific name 
formation

Octopus vulgaris Cuvier, 1797 fio A tm o u ç* ’)’ (7toÀÙ7Toôaç) Common octopus 2 0(V.432) C. polypus

Ophidia sp. Ôc}HÇ*'j'/  ÔçàKCOV (0(j)lÇ, cf)ÎÔl) Snake 18 A(161) Ophidia

Ophidia sp. UÔQOÇ Water snake 1 1(11.722)
Otus scops (Linnaeus, 1758) OTCdnj7**f* (OTCûn|)=yiCl£ÔVT]ç) Scops owl 1 0(V.65) 0. scops

Ovis aries Linnaeus, 1758 ou;*}*, à çv E iô ç * , àçrjv  (açrvi) D om estic sheep 162 0(X X.l) Ovis

Panthera leo (Linnaeus, 1758) À£a>v*'f/ À îç (Àécav, ÀiovxàçL) Lion 86 I(V.161) P. leo

Panthera pardus  (Linnaeus, 1758) 7tàçÔ aÀu;*’t' (Àéo-7tàQÔaAt]) Leopard 7 I(X.29) F. pardalis

Passer domesticus (Linnaeus, 1758) OTQOU0ÔÇ*’)' (CJTQOU0Í) House sparrow 3 1(11.311) Struthio

Rhinolophus sp. or M yotis  sp. VUKTEQ'lÇ *’!' (VUKTCQLÔtt) Bat 2 D(6) Nycteris

Scyliorhynus sp. ki3cüv Cat shark 1 0(XII.96)
Sturnus vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) (t|;aQÔvi) Starling 2 I(XVII.775) Leucopsar

Sus scrofa Linnaeus, 1758 OÛçj'/ XOLQOÇ*, KàfiQOÇ* (xoîqoç, 
kAtcqoç)

Wild boar or pig 192 0(XIV.5) Sus

Tabanus sp. OÎOXQOÇ*'!', KUVâflUia (OLCTCQOç) Gadfly 3 0(XXII.229) Oestrus

Testudo m arginata  Schoepfi, 1792 X éÀ uç*‘f  (xéÀ uç, x^Acova) Marginated tortoise 5 H(IV.25) Chelys

Turdus sp. KLXÀTlt Thrush 1 0(XXII.468) Cichlom is

Tursiops truncatus (Montagu, 1821) 6eÀ (jxç*’j’ (Ô£À<]>lvl) Bottle-nosed dolphin 8 I(XXI.22) Delphinus

Ursus arctos (Linnaeus, 1758) aQKTOÇ*!' (aQKTOç) Brown bear 10 H(V.15^) U  arctos

Vespidae sp. (acj>f[Ka) Wasp 2 I(XII.167) Sphigidae

*Words appearing either as roots or as integral words in modern Greek names are given in parentheses.
fW ords used as integral words, prefixes, bases or suffixes, in the formation of Latin scientific taxa names (examples are given separately). 
JI, Iliad; O, Odyssey; T, Theogony; D, Works and Days; A, Aspis; C, Catalogue o f Women and H, Homeric Hymns.
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Figure  1 Num ber o f animal taxa per higher taxonomic group 
found in the texts o f the Age of Homer.

hun tin g  and pro tec tion  o f  dom estic anim als. Som e anim als 
(wolf, jackal, peregrine, lion, leopard) are d istinguished as 
active predators, others as prey (red deer, roe deer, w ild goat, 
b row n  hare, dom estic cattle, sheep and  pig), hu n ted  by  bo th  
anim als and  hum ans. In  this latter category we find several b ird  
species, such as the jackdaw, rock  dove, house sparrow , 
w oodpigeon, graylag and starling. Parasitic relationships are 
also m entioned, such as those encountered  in  derm estid  
beetles and  ticks. Interesting in fo rm ation  is given o n  the 
hab ita t o f  various anim als, som etim es con tribu ting  to  their 
identification. Graylags, w hooper swans and  com m on  cranes
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Figure  2 Histogram showing the num ber o f records on various 
aspects o f ecology and behaviour for animals given in the texts of 
the Age of Homer.
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Figure  3 Histogram showing the num ber o f records o f the most 
frequently recorded animals for their ecology and behaviour in the 
texts o f the Age of Homer.
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are reported  to  be living in  groups by the  rivers, m o n k  seal 
populations in  coastal m arine  caves, octopuses in  their 
thalam i, peregrines on  steep m o u n ta in  slopes, scops owls in 
areas covered w ith poplars and cypresses. In  som e cases, the 
behaviour o f  anim als is illustrated in  m etaphors and similes, as 
m entioned  above: people are chatting  like cicadas, persistently 
p rotecting  their land like honeybees o r wasps, being cowardly 
like doves o r brave as lions o r w ild boars, trapped  like thrushes, 
being tough  and  persistent like m ules, and so on. M an at that 
age was interested in  the  lives and  habits o f  anim als th a t signal 
agricultural activities. The arrival o f  swallows was a sign for 
p run ing  the  vineyards ( Works and Days, 568), while the  clang 
o f  cranes signified the  beginning o f  ploughing ( Works and  
Days, 448). Overall, the  in form ation  given in  the  epics o n  the 
ecology and behaviour o f  anim als does n o t seem to contradict 
curren t knowledge.

For som e o f  the anim als, b o th  the  dom esticated  and  the  wild 
form s are reported  un d er the  sam e nam e such as in  the case o f 
the graylag (x ijv ). In  others, the two different form s are found  
under different nam es, as in  the  case o f  the wild boar (KÔmgoç) 
and  the dom estic pig ( x o î q o ç ) ;  obviously people were aware o f 
the close relationship betw een the two form s since they  used a 
th ird  nam e (cmç) describing both .

A lthough in  the  present w ork a th o ro u g h  study  o f  the 
anim als reported  in  the first w ritten  docum ents o f  W estern 
civilization was attem pted, it should  no t be considered th a t a 
com prehensive p ictu re  o f  the fauna o f  ancient Greece at that 
age has been  given. Actually, in  this w ork  we collect and  decode 
the in fo rm ation  regarding anim al life recorded in  the  texts from  
a biological p o in t o f  view, in  an  a ttem p t to show  hu m an  
knowledge as is reflected therein. A lthough the H om eric  heroic 
poem s are far from  being historical docum ents (since they 
reflect different historical periods), they still rem ain  a rich 
source o f  knowledge on  h u m an  life and interests o f  a tim e 
a round  3000 years ago. The H esiodic W orks and Days have long 
been considered as a valuable d ocum en t on  the agricultural life 
o f  the  sam e age (M ireau, 1954). It is highly possible however, 
that H om eric  m an  was fam iliar w ith m any  m ore anim al species 
th an  those reported  in  the epics. This is supported  by  the fact 
that four centuries later, Aristotle gives a catalogue o f  c. 500 
anim al species, m ore th an  160 o f  w hich are fish and  m arine 
invertebrates th a t hardly  appear in  the texts o f  the  eighth 
century  b c  (E. V oultsiadou and  S. Kiousis, unpublished  data).

P A ST  A N D  P RE S E NT :  C O M M E N T S  O N  F A U N A L  
C O M P O S I T I O N

Som e o f  the  species appearing  in  the  studied  texts and 
constitu ting  basic faunal elem ents o f  the late geom etric period 
have now  becom e extinct in  Greece and  adjacent regions. Lions 
were w idely d istribu ted  in  n o rth e rn  Greece, as reported  in 
various classical texts (X enophon, H unting, IX. 1; H erodotus, 
Histories, VII.126; Aristotle, History o f animals, 6.579b). N ow ak 
(1991) claim ed th a t lions d isappeared from  the Balkan 
Peninsula a ro u n d  2000 years ago. Lions roam ed Europe in 
early an tiqu ity  b u t had d isappeared by the first cen tury  b c ,

possibly due to  the forestation  (Hughes, 2003). Leopards and 
o ther wild anim als, such as lions, lynxes and bears are 
m entioned  by X enophon  (H unting , IX. 1) to  inhab it various 
areas o f  n o rth e rn  Greece (e.g. M o u n t Pangaion and  Pindos). 
Populations o f  the endangered subspecies tulliana o f  the genus 
Panthera pardus still exist in  w estern Turkey (H ughes, 2003). 
Bones o f  b o th  Panthera leo and  P. pardus from  the  Pleistocene 
have been found  in  various Greek sites (Tsoukala, 1989; Guest- 
Papam anoli, 1996). However, while lion  bones have been found  
at archaeological sites in  sou thern  Greece, the  presence o f  the 
leopard in  the Balkan Peninsula in  historical tim es has n o t been 
confirm ed. The com m on  crane, Grus grus, w hich appears bo th  
in  H om eric  and H esiodic texts and  is reported  by  Aristotle in 
History o f A nim als  (e.g. 597a4), stopped  resting in  Greece 
du ring  its m igration  after 1965 (H andrinos, 1992).

The populations o f  several species know n in  the  Age o f 
H om er have been reduced in  the  present tim e and  are restricted 
to certain  areas. Examples are the populations o f  lynx, b row n 
bear, red deer and  wild goat. As far as the species Lynx lynx  is 
concerned, its populations have been dram atically  reduced in 
Europe because it has been severely h u n ted  for its fur un til 
recently; isolated populations have survived in  the  sou thern  
Balkans am ong o ther European areas (Nowak, 1991). It is the 
biggest cat in  Greece today  and no  in fo rm ation  on  its 
popu lation  size and d istribu tion  exists (Paraschi, 1992). Ursus 
arctos and  Cervus elaphus have been recently included in  the 
endangered species list o f  the  Greek fauna (M erzanis, 1992; 
Poirazidis & Paraschi, 1992). Populations o f  w ild goat, Capra 
aegagrus, have been restricted to  a few A egean islands, w ith the 
largest p opu lation  in  Crete, where the  subspecies Capra 
aegagrus cretica (Schinz, 1838) is currently  pro tected  by  law 
(Paragam ian, 1992). Bones o f  this species w ere found  in  various 
excavations a t C retan locations (Jarm an, 1996). H ughes (2003) 
claims th a t the  extinction  o r decline o f  b iodiversity  in  som e 
areas in  an tiqu ity  was the  result o f  the reckless collection and 
consum ption  o f  anim als by  Greeks and  Rom ans.

It has to  be m entioned  th a t the elephant was n o t present in 
Greece du ring  the H om eric Age, b u t was well know n for its 
ivory, w hich was a m uch-appreciated  decorative m aterial. 
People had com e across elephant bones found  as fossil rem ains 
that as a result o f  their im aginative in terpreta tions were 
th ough t to be the skeletons o f  m ythical giants and  m onsters 
(M ayor, 2000; Hughes, 2003). The fossil bones o f  a pygm y 
elephant species o f  Elephas, E. falconeri Busk, 1867 th a t had 
lived in  the late Pleistocene and the early Recent epochs, have 
been found  on  som e Aegean islands (Nowak, 1991); rad iocar­
b o n  dates as late as 4390 b c  have been reported  for specim ens 
from  the Greek island o f  Telos.

Archaeological excavations in  various sites over the  Greek 
territo ry  (such as in  Crete and Peloponnesus) have revealed bone 
m aterial o f  several species, confirm ing their presence in  the  area 
du ring  the  H om eric Age. Bos taurus, Canis familiaris, Capra 
aegagrus, C. hircus, Equus asinus, E. caballus, M artes foina  
(Erxleben, 1777), Sus scrofa and  Ovis aries were recognized from  
bones an d /o r horns as significant elem ents o f  the  dom estic fauna 
and the con tem porary  econom y (Jarm an, 1996; Tsoukala &
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H atzi-V alianou, 1996; W ilkens, 1996). Besides these, the  fox, 
Vulpes vulpes (Linnaeus, 1758), the  wild cat, Felis sylvestris 
Schreber, 1777, the rabbit, Oryctolagus cuniculus (Linnaeus, 
1758), and the  badger, Meles meles (Linnaeus, 1758), although 
n o t m entioned  in  the  epics, have been  found. Furtherm ore, fossil 
b one  collections from  the late Pleistocene and H olocene add 
in fo rm ation  o n  the  presence in  the Greek territo ry  (m ainland 
and  islands) o f  species such as Canis lupus, C. aureus, Ursus 
arctos, Cervus elaphus, Testudo marginata, Lynx lynx, Cervus 
dam a  Linnaeus, 1758, Lepus tim idus Linnaeus, 1758, Rhinolo- 
phus  sp. and  M yotis sp. (T randalidou, 1996; Tsoukala, 2001, 
2003). To these should  be added  som e species o f  rats and  mice 
[e.g. Apodem us mystacinus (D anford  & Alston, 1877)], M us  
musculus Linnaeus, 1766 and Rattus rattus (Linnaeus, 1758), as 
well as frogs (e.g. Bufo viridis), w hich seem to be continuously  
present in  Greek territo ry  th rough  tim e th ough  they were totally 
absent from  the studied  texts.

Two anim al species th a t were very com m on  later in  Greece 
and  Europe, the  dom estic  cat and hen, are no t included in  the 
texts. Their absence strengthens the assum ption  th a t they  were 
subsequently  in troduced  to  E urope from  o th er areas. It is 
suggested th a t the  cat cam e to  Greece from  Egypt, where it was 
an  object o f  w orship and  had been dom esticated (H erodotus, 
Histories, 2) by  the fifth century  b c  (e.g. Hughes, 2003). Hens 
w ere in troduced  to  Greece from  Ind ia  where the  species Gallus 
gallus (Linnaeus, 1758) had been dom esticated  4000 years ago. 
H ughes (2003) suggests th a t this in tro d u c tio n  took  place in  the 
seventh cen tury  b  c .  Based on  the  above, the  report o f  cats and 
cocks in  the  Batrachomyomachy, a text a ttribu ted  to  H om er by 
au thors in  an tiqu ity  (Easterling & Knox, 1985), strengthens the 
m o d ern  op in io n  suggesting th a t it was w ritten  at the sam e age, 
a ro u n d  500 b c .  Aesop’s fables, in  w hich records o f  these 
anim als also exist, are also believed to  have been w ritten  at a 
later date. It is clear that m ost o f  the  dom estic anim als kep t by 
m an  in  the  Age o f  H om er were aliens: horses, donkeys, sheep, 
goats, cattle and  pigs had  all been in troduced  from  Asia, during  
the  neolithic period  (McNeill, 2003).

Finally, we should  stress the  im portance o f  anim al iconogra­
phy  as seen in  the artw ork  o f  the  G eom etric o r earlier M inoan 
period . Anim als such as the  do lphin , m o n k  seal, wolf, bull, horse, 
w ild goat, red deer, dog, lion and  the  swallow are depicted on  
wall paintings, vases and  o th er objects (Langdon, 1993; 
V anschoonw inkel, 1996). The red deer, m o n k  seal and the little 
owl appear on  early coins o f  the sixteenth, the  seventh and the 
fifth cen tury  b c  respectively. Som etim es, w hen anim al repre­
sentations are naturalistic, the image becom es an  effective source 
o f  palaeo-faunistic evidence for the  zoologist (Masseti, 2000).

C O N C L U S I O N S

Sum m arizing, the following conclusions can be drawn: (1) The 
knowledge o f  H om eric  m an  abou t the anim al k ingdom  
concentrates m ainly  o n  anim als involved in  h u m an  activities: 
dom estic  anim als are m ost frequently  recorded in  the epics. In 
add ition , terrestrial fauna attracts m ore  a tten tio n  th an  m arine 
o r freshwater fauna. (2) Anim als reported  in  classical texts can

be assigned to  recent taxa on  the basis o f  diverse in form ation  
o n  their m orphology, ecology, o r behaviour given in  the  texts. 
A nim al nam es can be o f  great help since m ost o f  them  are 
retained in  M odern  Greek or were used in  the fo rm ation  o f  
Latin scientific nam es. (3) Som e populations, m ainly  wild 
anim al species, com m on  at th a t tim e in  the Greek areas have 
disappeared or are now  reduced, while som e currently  
com m on  anim als do  no t appear in  the  texts since they  were 
in troduced  at a later tim e.

Useful zoological in form ation  can be derived from  the  study 
o f  classical texts, w hich m ay help historical biogeographers, as 
a supplem entary  approach  in  add ition  to  archaeology and  art, 
in  the  reconstruction  o f  the  faunas o f  o lder periods.
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