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Abstract
In this paper, we explore ceramic figurines depicting human-bird therianthropes, from Neolithic sites in the Southern Levant.
We argue that the choice of birds was not accidental as, aside from their attractive physical characteristics (e.g. ability to fly), they
represented a class of animals that was still wild in a period that witnessed the domestication of many other taxa. These hybrid
images reflect the “transfer” of animal properties to humans - the birds vital force, physical and spiritual attributes – thus, enabling
assimilation of their extra-ordinary powers. We suggest that these figurines are part of a wider ontology created by Neolithic
communities in this region which bound them to birds, especially raptors.
Keywords: Avian Images; Therianthropes; Neolithic Iconography; Hybrid Images

Introduction
Human–animal hybrids (therianthropes) appear worldwide
and throughout human history in literature, iconography and
religious beliefs, reflecting the widespread fascination with the
topic [1-2]. They are of particular interest as they clearly do not
represent ‘reality’ but a symbolic or perceived reality in which the
separate categories of human and animal, have been collapsed. Like
all symbolic representations, they offer a key to understanding
beliefs, behaviors and institutions since their creation is a social
act [3-7], although they can be difficult to deconstruct since
representation entails reconfiguration and interpretation of reality,
rather than its faithful reproduction. In recent years, researchers
such as Bruno Latour [8] have proposed that animals (like all
“non-humans”), should be subject to the same (he uses the term
“symmetrical”) treatment as humans and so puts an end to our
objectification of them. In other words, humans and animals are
ontologically inseparable. Instead of animals being objectified
and so defined solely by an anthropocentric perspective, they are
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defined through their mutual relations with humans [9]. Indeed,
for Latour, animals only have agency if they become “hybrid” or are
taken into a hybrid (‘nature culture’) network, in other words as
long as they are in contact, directly or not, with humans. This tallies
well with ethnographic accounts of animistic hunter-gatherers
[10,11] which emphasize that these communities feel a very close
affinity between themselves and the natural world, with animals
perceived as being in an alliance with humans. As stated by Bradley
[12] “The very idea that humans and animals are different in kind
may be alien to their way of thinking”. Thus, in such traditional
societies, therianthropic images are perceived as manifestations
of this sense of relatedness, just as some traditional communities
believe that humans (especially shamans) and animals can easily
transform themselves (shape shift) into each other [13-15].
This view gives rise to the central issue addressed in this paper
- if embracing human-animal hybridity is an integral part of the
worldview of many hunter-gatherer communities, why then are
such hybrid images still widespread in Neolithic communities in
the Levant, societies that represent the earliest sedentary agro-
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pastoralists? This is especially surprising, since Neolithic humans
were the first to gain domination over animals through their
domestication [16]. The act and consequence of domestication
would have significantly shifted peoples’ ‘egalitarian’ views of
nature. With reference to a corpus of Neolithic human-bird hybrid
figures from sites in the Southern Levant (Figure 1), we propose
that the appearance of this specific form of iconography was not
accidental. It was a ‘relic’ of the earlier ‘natureculture’ network that
enmeshed humans and wild animals. While several animal taxa
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underwent domestication during the Neolithic, so breaking this
bond, birds and especially raptors, were given a special, elevated
status [17-19]. Thus, Neolithic communities created a unique
ontology which bound them with birds/raptors. By merging
these two entities in a hybrid image (a good example of Latour’s
‘natureculture’ network), the two were given equal status. This
transformed, spiritualized and empowered the human body with
bird/raptor-like qualities.

Figure 1: Map of sites in the Southern Levant that are mentioned in the text.

The Finds
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA; ~11,500–10,500 cal BP)
Numerous examples of bird therianthopic ceramic figurines
first appear in this period and can be identified in what Garfinkel
[20] termed ‘cylindrical’ or ‘pillar’ figurines. Their bird-like
attributes were first recognised by de Conteson [21-24]. He termed
them ‘pions’ (i.e., chess pawns), describing them as elliptical or
conical-shaped figurines (tube-like), with a head shaped to form
a point and a pinched nasal area. de Contenson [22,24] and noted
their “beaklike noses” and “butterfly wing arms” in their profile
view. Wengrow [25] pointed out that these figurines include
complex but relatively standardized forms made by “adding body
parts to a central stalk, with features created by carving, painting or
application”. Their erect posture and free-standing vertical posture
on a flat base signify bipedalism and therefore, anthropomorphism.
Bifurcations are found at the base of some figurines, perhaps
denoting legs. Many are bent forward implying movement, which
would further support this idea [18-24]. Indeed, Hershman and
Belfer-Cohen [26] have emphasized the anthropocentrism of these
images and described them as generic human proto-types.

We propose that, the use of an elliptical free-standing core was
a device specifically employed to unite elements of human and
animal form, since their duality is revealed only when observing
both frontal and profile views. Particularly, Stordeur et al. [27] have
pointed out the interplay between the human-like frontal view and
the avian aspect of the profile - revealing arms/wing and the head/
beak of a bird. While many of these ‘pillar’ figurines are missing
heads (i.e., broken off accidentally), other features on the torso
such as presence of wings, depiction of plumage by incisions or
indentations, or their forward stance, all serve to identify them as
human-bird hybrids. We present some examples of such hybrids in
Figure 2. Pillar figurines are described from the PPNA site of Gilgal I
[28- 30]. As illustrated in Figure 2a, the frontal view of one of these
elliptical clay items suggests a bird with a beak, with a square or
a fan-shaped head. The body bears a vertical column of lunateshaped incisions in sets of three, interpreted as indicating feathers
[26]. Yizraeli-Noy [30] calls this object a magic artifact. Another
figurine from the site of Gilgal 1, shown in Figure 2b, was described
by Yizraeli-Noy [30] as “cylinder shaped with diagonal head and
bird-like eyes.” A very schematic limestone, pawn-like item from
Gilgal III shown in Figure 2c, includes a number of characteristics
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we attribute to a human-bird hybrid [29]. Diagonal lines running
parallel along the front hint at wings in profile. The upward
pointing apex of the head is bird-like, the figurine leans to one side,
and its entire surface is incised with shallow vertical striations
suggestive of feathers. The ‘head’ at the top of the long neck of an
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item from the PPNA of Netiv Hagdud (Figure 2d) is fan-shaped with
widely-spaced, bird-like eyes and short ‘wing-like’ stumps for arms.
Fragments of the same figurine type (Figure 2e) from this site, have
remains of breasts and an incised net pattern on the top of the head.

Figure 2: Examples of Pre-Pottery Neolithic A ceramic human-bird hybrid figurines (source references and dimensions in mm
are given).
a. Gilgal I [30 on page 32, Fig. 9; size 70x26]; b. Gilgal I [30, Fig. 10, size 37x12]; c. Gilgal III [29, Fig. 11.13, Plate on pg. 203]; d.
Netiv Hagdud [31, Fig. 6-1-2:1, size 47x23x22]; e. Netiv Hagdud [31, Fig. 6-1-2:1, size 56x22x12].

Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB; ~10,500-8,250 cal BP)

Figure 3: Examples of Pre-Pottery Neolithic B ceramic human-bird hybrid figurines (source references and dimensions in mm
are given).
a. Munhata [20, Fig 13.1, size 15x22x57]; b. Munhata [20, Fig 13.6, size 36x21x12]); c. Munhata [20, Fig. 14:6, size 16x25x49]; d.
Munhata [20, Fig 14.7, size 17x28x44]; e. Ain Ghazal [34, Fig.14.6, no. 39, size 43x19]; f. es-Sifiya [35, on page 117, Fig. 4 No 3,
and Plate 23Z, size 39x19x26]; g. f. es-Sifiya [35, on page 117, Fig. 4 No 1, and Plate 23Z, size 31x23x23].
Some of the PPNB examples of human-bird hybrids are highly
schematic, small and standardized. In most figurines, the taxonomic
ambiguity is evident when the different frontal and profile images
are combined. These different aspects are used to express human-

bird hybridization and also dual genders. In the PPNB layers at Tell
Aswad, Ayobi [32] reported isolated examples of what she called
‘ambiguous’ human/animal types’ and noted their similarities
with the hybrid Neolithic bird-woman examples from Eastern
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Europe described by Gimbutas [33] A number of pion or pillar
type figurines were also identified at this site [32]. In the PPNB
layers at the site of Munhata (Figure 3a), Garfinkel [20] described
a series of pillar figurines and interpreted them as representing
females due to the presence of breasts. However, the fan or squareshaped heads of four of the figurines [20], and profiles of five of
them [20] are suggestive of birds, which in our opinion makes them
woman-bird hybrids. Cord-like impressions on the breast of one
of the figurines [20] resemble feathers/plumage. In Figure 3b, the
bird-like head is visible both frontally and in profile. Another group
of highly schematic figurines from PPNB Munhata were classified
by Garfinkel [20] as anthropomorphic “genderless” or “conical”
types (Figure 3c). These figurines have fan/square heads (Figure
3d) and on one of them [20], there are cord-like incisions on the
body, suggesting feathers. Figure 3e, from the PPNB of ‘Ain Ghazal,
was described by Schmandt-Besserat [34] as a complete standing
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figure bending forward with a pointed face/muzzle. We suggest it
represents a hybrid woman-bird image based on the sharp features
of the face which resemble a beak in profile. The features on each
side of the chest may be arms or folded wings. The semi-circular
base is pinched on either side to depict feet. Schmandt-Besserat
[34] has pointed out that there is inter-site variation in the shape
of the conical figurines. For example, in some figurines from the
site of Gwair I, the top of the cone is bent over and covered with
fine punctate impressions [36] illustrating, as we suggest, plumage.
Figurines with a schematic head created by pinching a cone tip, are
found at the sites of Ramad [23] and at Munhata [20]. They are also
one of the seven classes of figurines listed for the site of es-Sifiya
[35]. At this site, figurines (Figures 3f-g), with a stylized conical
shaped body have protuberances for arms and the head/neck is
indicated by a crest perpendicular to the arms.

Pottery Neolithic (PN; ~8250-6800 cal BP)

Figure 4: Examples of Pottery Neolithic ceramic human-bird hybrid figurines (source references and dimensions in mm are
given).
a. Yiftahel [38, Fig.19.1, size 40x17]; b. Ard el-Samra [39, Fig. 11, size 11x39]; c. Munhata [20, Fig. 38.3, size 37x23x18]; d.
Munhata [20, Fig. 38.5l, size 24x12x11].
Relatively few human-bird hybrid figurines have been identified
in PN assemblages. Sites such as Munhata [20] and Sha’ar Hagolan
[37] feature pillar figurines with hybrid human-bird features such
as small upper conical ends with a pointed top. In addition, a
figurine (Figure 4a) from the PN layer at Yiftahel may belong to this
class although Commenge [38] thought that it was “not suggestive
enough to assert that an anthropomorphic representation was
intended”. A figurine of the same type, with a triangular head and
a pointed nose like a bird’s beak, was reported from the PN (Wadi
Rabah) deposits at Ard el-Samra [39] (Figure 4b). Rollefson et al.
[40] identified a similar styled figurine in a Yarmoukian context
at ‘Ain Ghazal and also thought it was bird-like. In the Wadi Rabah
stratum at ‘Ain Ghazal, a cylindrical figurine [34] has striations on
its body, in our view suggestive of feathers, and widely spaced eyes
(bird-like?) but is described by Schmandt-Besserat as a figurine
with a phallic head rather than as a bird hybrid. At Nahal Zehora
ll, most of the incised stone items bear incisions and striations,
that may denote feathers. Several fragments (Figures 4c-d) of
highly schematic figurines were discovered at Munhata in the Wadi
Rabah layer and were classified by Garfinkel [20] as miscellaneous
baked clay items. We suggest that, although highly schematic, birds’

heads can be discerned on these figurines. In addition, ceramic
anthropomorphic figurines from Nahal Zehora II are depicted with
only three or even four fingers at the ends of their limbs, which is
more of an avian than human characteristic [41]. For example, a
Yarmukian anthropomorphic figurine has three fingers [41], while
the fragment of an arm and hand has four fingers [41]. Another
group of schematic figurines bear incised lines and striations (i.e.,
feathers) and were termed incised trapezoids [41]. These figurines
are shaped like a rectangle with a narrow apex and broader base
[41], which following Gimbutas [33], may represent a highly
schematic representation of an egg. It is suggested here that they
too may represent very schematic bird therianthropes.

Discussion

Most studies addressing zoomorphic iconography in the
Southern Levant have highlighted the importance of correctly
identifying the animal species depicted. This pursuit for anatomical
accuracy has perhaps led to a neglect of that very small part of
the record that is ambiguous, counter-intuitive, and mixed. In this
study we have documented a diachronic series of such ambiguous
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figurines that in our view depict human-bird hybrids. This imagery
is probably first observed in the Southern Levant in the Natufian
period (~15,000-11,500 cal BP), where we have identified two
possible examples from the site of Nahal Oren. As discussed here,
human-bird hybrids are well-established in the subsequent PrePottery Neolithic of the Southern Levant. They are also documented
in the Northern Levant and Anatolia at this time [43-45] and may
reflect a shared symbolic world while leaving room for localized
expressions of this same cultural vocabulary. The Neolithic hybrid
figurines entailed careful selection of features, often including
the gender of the anthropomorph and the manner in which
hybridization was represented. Our perception of these items
converges with those proposed by Wengrow [25], in the context of
Predynastic Egyptian hybrid images, that new, meaningful relations
emerge from the blending of affinities. Thus, it is possible to identify
key physical human and avian features, or a combination of one or
more of them, that characterize these hybrid figurines.

Human features
a)

b)

c)

These are represented in the elliptical shape of the figurine,
occasional presence of a bifurcation at the base of the pillar
implying legs, presence of genitalia and frequently, the
presence of a well-defined head with human facial attributeseyes, nose, eyebrows, ears etc.

The hybrids are both female as attested by presence of breasts
and protruding buttocks, or male as attested by the presence
of genitalia, while the overall cylindrical shape of the pillar
figurines can also be interpreted as phallus-like.

The forward bending stance and bifurcations near the base
observed in many of the figurines evoke bipedalism.

Avian features

a.
These include beak-like noses, arched eyebrows, widely
spaced eyes and two, three or four toes/fingers. The tridactylous
and the tetradactylous hands are features identified with a birdgoddess [46]. The arched eyebrows and beak or nose, that are
usually connected with the brow-ridges in the shape of an anchor
or letter T, also contribute to the bird-like character of these
depictions [33].
b.
Protuberances on the upper part of the torso which
represent stumps or stubby arms as well as bent or v-shaped arms
on various figurine types. An iconography of wing imagery seems to
be incorporated in the position of the arms in these figurines. In the
Neolithic period they all seem to be closed or drooping.
c.
Plumage may be depicted in a variety of incised forms-a
net pattern, V-shaped lines, punctuates, longitudinal striations etc.
but their location on the body of the figurine conforms to feathered
areas on a bird.

d.
An upward pointing or forward-leaning posture as well
as a head and nose/beak pointing upwards which create a point
when seen in profile. The upward pointing head posture is termed
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“bill tilt” “head up” or “head up threat” and is observed in some bird
species when engaged in courting behavior, where males compete
for dominance, and vie for the attention of females [47].

e.
Features that depict, or are suggestive of, eggs or eggcarrying [33] such as a protruding buttock, and in its a more
schematic form represented as a broad base or widened lower
register on a figurine. Notably, in some Neolithic sites (e.g., Tel
Ramad in southern Syria and Tel Sabi Abyad in northern Syria),
alongside human remains, ritualized egg-shaped clay objects
were found, whose smooth, rounded external form evokes that
of human crania as well as eggs [48]. Diachronic changes in their
depiction are also observed over the course of the Neolithic, from
iconic to the schematic. In the earlier PPNA, these human-bird
figurines encompass a variety of types, but most are of the pion
type – incorporating well defined, easily recognizable human
and avian features. In the later PPNB and PN, the pion figurines
are joined by more schematic and abstract examples which are
characterized by simplicity of form. This implies that by this time
the bird-human hybrid image was so well established that its
reduction to a “shorthand version” sufficed. Although the precise
function of these figurines remains enigmatic, the hybrid images
were clearly symbols that signified concepts beyond themselves
that are allegorical or symbolic. We contend that the Neolithic
bird therianthropes demonstrate the continuation of an earlier
hunter-gatherer ontology, one that did not separate human culture
and society from other natural beings but enjoyed an affinity
with nature and wild animals. Since birds were not undergoing
domestication at this time, Neolithic peoples could be ‘equal’ and so
could be merged, sharing their source of power, spiritual qualities
and well as physical traits (wings, feathers, beaks merged with legs,
thorax etc.).

Symbolically, the human-bird hybrid was designed to portray
divine or supernatural qualities and so hybrids were a symbolic
means for humans to acquire extra-ordinary avian qualities, such
as the ability to fly and leave earth, a feature of shamanic out-ofbody quests. The acquisition of such ‘superhuman’ qualities may
have been especially attractive to people living through a period of
dramatic socio-economic change, characterized by their increasing
dominion (via domestication) over many other life forms, both
plants and animals. This tallies with Gimbutas [33] claims, that the
primary purpose of hybrids was to transform and spiritualize the
body. At the same time, the process of hybridization imbued the
birds with anthropogenic qualities-literally bringing them down to
earth-and so making them an integral part of the human world.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we evoke Boyer’s ideas [49,50] and suggest that
the intention of the therianthropes studied here was not to show
anatomically accurate humans or animals but to intentionally
depict counter-intuitive beings which violate natural cognitive
expectations. Consequently, by intentionally breaking the
constraints of taxonomy, depictions of hybridity in the Neolithic
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served as powerful devices intended to convey and express
symbolically loaded ideas.
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