Concerning Animal Companions

Towards the end of March, in fact while I was preparing to record the most recent ‘Chris’ Ramble’, Sheebeg and other cairns I happened to overhear a news report from the BBC. My attention was probably ‘grabbed’ as I was already thinking about ancient bone fragments stored, forgotten, in museum cupboards.  This report concerned a 9cm fragment of a jawbone from a dog, discovered in excavations at Gough’s cave, located in Cheddar in South West England, sometime back in the 1920’s.

According to the BBC report, the bone had long been packed away in a museum drawer somewhere, considered nothing special. But, recently a researcher, William Marsh came across an obscure paper published ten years earlier that raised the possibility that this bone fragment might have belonged to a dog.

But why should this matter?  It was presumed that this bone must have been from a wolf or more likely a wolf-dog ancestor hybrid. The stratification of the fragment, it was believed, long preceded the domestication of dogs, The idea had been ignored. 

But, of course. modern genetic testing has a tendency to throw established thinking to the winds and can turn up some surprising and exciting results. It was certainly true when, recently, this bone was rediscovered and genetically tested

The jawbone was shown to be from a domestic dog, not a wolf, but definitely a dog. Also, it proved to be all of 14,300 years old.  This was a far earlier date for the domestication of dogs than had been previously believed. 

It is pretty amazing to think that humans were sharing living spaces with canine companions all that time but there Is still more to tell, 

Because it had been possible to date this bone with a high level of confidence it offered opportunities to allow dating of other bones. Its genetic signature was used to test specimens of a similar age from across western Europe particularly central Anatolia (modern Türkiye).

William Marsh and his team then joined a second research group located at the University of Oxford, the University of York and from the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich in Germany. 

This led to opportunities to include even older dog remains at another cave site in Pınarbaşı, central Türkiye, as well as at three other sites in Central Europe.

I think here, rather than trying to describe this groundbreaking project myself, I will just quote William Marsh, who was the lead author of the study.   This is taken from the Natural History Museum, (UK) Website. The link to this full article is available on the Story Archaeology podcast page. 

“We ran DNA analysis on several specimens from the museum’s fossil mammal collection that had been excavated from Gough’s Cave, an important archaeological site in Somerset. “We found that one of them was genetically closer to a dog than a wolf. This was a fantastic finding that, at the time, represented the oldest empirical evidence of dogs.”

“The genetic identification of two Palaeolithic dogs from Gough’s Cave and Pınarbaşı represents a step-change in our understanding of the earliest dogs. “These specimens allowed us to identify additional ancient dogs from sites in Germany, Italy and Switzerland, which clearly show that dogs were already widely dispersed across Europe and Türkiye by at least 14,000 years ago.

“Remarkably, we found that all these dogs were genetically very similar, even though they were discovered thousands of miles apart and associated with humans who were culturally, genetically and behaviourally very different.”

The paper detailing the findings in full was published in Nature in March this year, 2026 and is well worth reading. I have attached a direct link to the paper on the podcast webpage.

So, to sum up, what remarkable conclusions does this new research offer? Well as I understand. it means that dogs were genetically separate from their wild ancestors as long as 15,000 years ago and were living within human populations.

And the paper includes other fascinating ideas. The researchers also found evidence to suggest just how closely the dogs interacted with the humans whose remains had been found at the same sites.

It seems, and I am quoting again here, that ‘analysis of chemicals in the bones of the human and dog remains, known as dietary isotopes, showed that the people in Türkiye likely fed fish to the dogs. This is the same food that the humas themselves were eating’.

It does seem that these dogs may have had a relationship with their humans that were not so different from our working dogs today. 

 But that isn’t all. There was evidence that the dogs may have been deliberately carefully buried, And, interestingly, the dogs bone found in Gough’s cave had also been handled with the same deliberate intent. 
The paper includes this paragraph. ‘The dog remains suggest they may have been manipulated after death in ways comparable to funerary practises observed in human remains at the site’.

Manipulation and reburial of skeletal body parts was still fairly common at later neolithic settlements such as Çatalhöyük, flourishing around 7000BCE or maybe. Jericho. where a skull dating back to 7500BCE was separated from the body and covered with a plaster face. There are many other examples. However, the purpose of these activities is generally thought to be symbolic of respect so it is very interesting to see a dog bone which may have been treated in a similar way.  It could imply that these dogs were family companions, perhaps even ‘pets.’  

There is one more conclusion to be found in this paper that I want to reference for now, although there is far more new information available.  
The quote I included earlier mentioned that all these dogs were genetically very similar, even though they were discovered thousands of miles apart and associated with humans who were culturally, genetically and behaviourally very different.”

What this suggests is that the domestication of dogs was not just widespread over a large area but that these culturally, genetically and behaviourally different human groups were actively interacting, perhaps even trading with each other from surprisingly early dates.  

I wonder what names they chose for their canine companions? I would guess that they might be just as personal and idiosyncratic as they are today. 

I had understood that before this more precise dating that the earliest record of humans living with dogs went back no more than 8000 or 9000 years. As far as I know, there is no pictorial evidence of dogs at Gobeki Tepe. I wondered about Çatalhöyük and did find an abstract from a paper, Scavenger and Sentry: The Roles of Dogs at Çatalhöyük, by Nerissa Russell from Cornell university It is informative and relevant. She says,
‘Foragers domesticated dogs before plants and livestock. With the advent of farming in the Neolithic, human activities changed and dogs’ lives surely did as well. Dogs have served many roles in human societies: food, pet, guard, herding aid, and scavenger, to name a few. At Çatalhöyük, the evidence suggests that dogs did not play a major role in hunting or herding, but served as sentries and garbage processors. In particular, they may have contributed significantly to improving human health by consuming human faeces. Comparisons with other Near Eastern Neolithic sites suggest that dogs may have occupied different niches in other places. However, there is little evidence that they were used extensively in either hunting or herding, or that they were regarded as companions in the Near Eastern Neolithic.’

Perhaps no individual names then? Who knows?

Today it seems that some people are dog people and others are cat people, at least if you believe what you see on the internet. Where I live, it would be beneficial to keep a dog to see off the invasive and often destructive roe and fallow deer. This is, after all what most of my neighbours on the hill do. However, my problem is that I am not fond of dogs, And, yes, I do much prefer cats. 

So, in the interest of balance I think it is worth spending a little time considering the history of cats as helpers and companions to humans as well.

It seems that the domestication of cats, if it can actually be defined as domestication, happened more recently than that of dogs.  It is generally thought that it was between 4000 – 2000 BCE that humans and cats gradually began to live in closer company. 

Once humans had begun to settle, planting crops and herding domestic animals a natural niche for cats became available.   Granaries and cowsheds might well be an ideal source of easily scavenged food. And humans must have rapidly discovered that these ‘not too dangerous’ and reasonably friendly creatures got rid of the vermin. So, these cats, who had initially come looking for a meal were actively encouraged to stay around. 

They also had another useful skill to offer, at least in many areas of the ancient world. They could rapidly and effectively deal with unwanted dangerous creatures such as snakes or scorpions.

Probably the best recorded early culture where cats and humans lived happily together was ancient Egypt where they purred their way into domestic homes by around 2000 BCE.

Their presence in the home is apparent many depictions in Egyptian tombs, of all types. I think my favourite, and definitely one of the most attractive is the little cat to be seen sitting under the chair of the wife of the craftsman Ipuy. His tomb, TT217 is to be found on the upper terrace in the western cemetery of the ancient workmen's village of Deir el-Medina and I think it is the most attractive of all the Egyptian tombs I have visited. I really think that the artists and craftsmen who lived saved their most intricate and delightful work for their own small resting places. And yes, Ipuy’s wife’s cat was certainly a ‘pet’. 

The ancient Egyptian’s also trained their cats to retrieve waterbirds and small game during the hunt. Of course, cats can be trained but if I know anything about them it is that training lasts only as long as they are still interested and are not bored.

Cats in ancient Egypt also took on a symbolic protective quality. Indeed, in the New Kingdom period Bastet, a goddess with cat aspects was very popular.

No, cats were never quite domesticated in the same manner as dogs.  Perhaps this is why there has always been something of the wild about them. Bastet was not the only ancient female image with feline connections. There is for instance a neolithic figurine, found in Anatolia depicting a woman seated on a leopard, and holding a small leopard on her chest dated to around 5600BCE or perhaps the better-known ‘seated woman of Çatalhöyük’ on her leopard throne from around 6000 BCE.

Cats and humans do appear to have interconnected across a broad spectrum of experience, representing both good or nor so good outcomes. 

But that is a different story. I set out to explore the topic of animal companions. That cat under IPuy’s wife’s chair was most definitely a much -loved pet!
