FIGURE 8.4 Butchery
in a Village. The completeness of the skeleton is one way to distinguish domestic from
wild varieties of animals. As depicted here
in this rural Egyptian
village, an entire
domestic animal is
being butchered in the
village. If the animal
was wild there is a
good chance some
preliminary butchery
would have been
undertaken before
returning to the village.
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At least in the early stages of domestication, domestic animals were usually smaller
than their wild counterparts. A domestic goat, for example, was smaller than a wild
goat. The reason for the size difference is not completely understood. One popular
explanation is that smaller animals were selected for domestication because they were
easier to capture and control. Another possibility is that domestic animals generally
would have had a worse diet than their wild counterparts, which was reflected in the
stunted growth of the skeletons.
The completeness of skeletons is a good way to tell whether animals were domestic.
A complete or nearly complete skeleton of a moderate-sized or large animal in a settlement suggests that it was probably domestic, likely because if the animal was hunted,
some butchery would have taken place at the site of the kill. Hunters routinely discarded parts of the animal of little value to them to lighten the load to carry back to
the settlement. For example, a hunter of a wild goat who kills an animal 25 kilometers
(15 miles) from the settlement is unlikely to bring the entire skeleton back.
Assemblages of butchered remains are also examined for age and sex ratios to make
inferences about domestication. A high percentage of young adults, particularly males,
is probably indicative of domestication. One reason for this is that when hunting wild
animals, the young adults are typically the most difficult to kill due to their strength
and speed. Also, groups who have domestic animals often preserve most females, but
rely on a few males for breeding. Thus, relatively few young female remains are likely
to be found in an assemblage of domestic animals.
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