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Abstract

Focusing on two examples at Amarna, this article explores the donkey’s utility in modern excavations. The
domestic donkey (Equus asinus), originating from the African wild ass (Equus africanus) c. 6000 years ago, has
a long history in Egypt since the Ist Dynasty (c. 3000 bce) and possibly even earlier in the Predynastic period.
Due to its robustness in arid regions, its ability to carry heavy loads, and its cognitive capabilities, the donkey
played a crucial role in the development of ancient pastoral societies and remains valuable today. Primarily
employed as a beast of burden for various tasks in ancient Egypt, the involvement of donkeys on excavation
sites first moderates damage from motorized vehicles and then allows accessibility. Employing donkeys not
only reduces environmental impact but also affects people’s psyche and enhances community engagement.
Eventually, the use of donkeys aligns with the principles of green archaeology, contributing to carbon-free
practices on a small scale.

Keywords: donkeys, Amarna, modern excavations, Great Aten Temple, Workmen'’s Village, eco-friendly, com-
munity, companionship, sustainability
DOI: 10.31526/SEAS.2024.541

Dlaall L) ‘(EQUUS asinug) u.uLu»d\ Jlaall Jaal dgay Aaall yilaall 4 leal) aild Jall 138 CadSiug i jlaall (he cpllia e 3< il &
Lais di (0.3 3000 (Jsn) (AsY) 5mY) dia jean (8 sk gl A LS cale 6000 s 3 35 (Equus africanus) 28 o4l
cdayaal) )AA@MEM@LG-A@J@‘MUU-BSJ}Y\ elaal) B padil M8 Jaa Lie gy S A 13 J1 0 Vs dagadl) 4y g0 Gl Claaiaall ol
Sle sl Jyﬁ\wbﬁd@‘iw\ RERAE d}mﬁb@wéz\-ﬂw Ayl e a;l.'d\ J).A\;ﬂ;g%!}\ Laall é\yag):m;]\.bjﬁ
Gl jlaa A atloy g «)'A';%!UG‘}!\ As sl pa eall plaaiul (38 gy ccildaall g 8y Apmdlinall AS LAY 3 jeas (Wbl ey Jo i)

s @l e g )8 e

Aalaiia) (488 ) «c,d;.d\ Al dna o Jleadl 45 8 ¢ Sl u}ﬂ Juma dhasd) b sl (A leadl ¢ ppaall dualised) culalSl)

played a crucial role in the development

1. Introduction of ancient pastoral societies in Egypt

Over time, donkeys became a key to hu- (Marshall and Weissbrod 2011;
man existence, turning into a valuable Blench 2004: 25). Recent DNA analyses
socioeconomic asset f.or b(_’th ancient and (mitochondrial variation) trace its domes-
modern people, facilitating household tication back to a unique African source
activities, agribusiness tasks, and general from the African wild ass (Equus afri-
transport (Fernando and Starkey 2004; canus) around the VI-Vt millennium bce,
Wells et al. 2004). Before the introduction coinciding with the time when the Sahara
of the horse in the Second Intermediate became a desert region (Todd et al. 2022;
Period, ¢ 1780 bce (Vernus and Chadefaud 2021; Marshall and Weiss-
Yoyotte 2005: 535-543) and the camel brod 2011: S403). In fact, two subspecies
around the beglnnlng\ of the I** millenni- have been envisaged, the Nubian wild ass
um bce (Agu.t-Labordere 2018: 179‘1_83)' (Equus africanus africanus) and the Soma-
the domestic donkey (Equus asinus) lian wild ass (Equus africanus soma-
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liensis), the first being the most probable
(Kimura et al. 2013). Afterwards, donkey
domestication slowly spread into Meso-
potamia (Goulder 2020: 19-33) and
across Africa (Blench 2004: 25-26), later
expanding in every direction of the world
(Jahy 2023; Mitchell 2018).

However, archaeological evidence is
scarce, with only a few faunal ass remains
unearthed from three Egyptian Predynas-
tic settlements! suggesting, hence, early
domestication. Two significant reasons
might explain this occurrence. First, it
seems that around the Predynastic peri-
od, (tame) donkeys were primarily used
for long-distance travels and carrying
loads by nomadic people prior to semi-
nomadic and sedentary communities set-
tled in the Nile Valley (Marshall and
Weissbrod 2011: S402; Brewer
et al. 1994: 99). Consequently, the rarity
of faunal remains may partially result
from the fact that many specimens might
have died in nomadic environments or at
unidentified nomadic sites. Given these
difficulties, it becomes thus even more
crucial to interpret as much accurately as
possible earlier archaeological sites to
help differentiate between wild and do-
mesticated ass remains. Brewer et al.
(1994: 99) pointed out a few examples
from the Fayum regions where the bones
were later identified as being of wild ani-
mals because the sites were believed to
be associated with nomadic people rather
than sedentary communities.

Secondly, despite their rarity in archaeo-
logical contexts, scholars have highlighted
the challenge of distinguishing early do-

1 The three Predynastic sites are El-Omari (c. 4600-4400 bce),
Maadi (c.4000-3500 bce), and Hierakonpolis (c.3600 bce).
Respectively, see Boesneck and von der Driesch 1990;
Boesneck et al. 1989; Van Neer et al. 2004: 90 passim.

mestic donkey bones from wild ones as
well as from horses, based solely on mor-
phology characteristics due to the long
domestication process (Huang et al. 2023:
2; Vandenbeusch 2020: 39-40). Generally
speaking, it is admitted that domesticated
animals show a decrease in bone size
compared to their wild counterparts. Yet,
evidence suggests that these morphologi-
cal changes might have taken much long-
er for donkeys due to the lack of con-
trolled breeding (Goulder 2020: 33-34;
Marshall and Weissbrod 2011: 398, 402,
404-407) and should be considered as a
major factor in differentiating both spe-
cies (Goulder 2020: 59-60). This issue
hence highlights the importance of an-
cient DNA research (Goulder 2020: 33-34;
Mitchell 2018: 32-34) despite the difficul-
ty in data collection due to the near-
extinction of wild relatives from extensive
hunting and the scarcity of donkey re-
mains (Blench 2004: 24).

The interactions between nomadic and
sedentary groups likely facilitated the
introduction of the animals to the emerg-
ing settled populations, who soon recog-
nized its usefulness in pastoral environ-
ments, initially as a beast of burden and
then for agricultural pursuits
(Jones 2021: 178-185; Goulder 2020: 24-
30; Brewer et al. 1994: 99). True evidence
emerged with the discovery of donkey
skeletons in mudbrick tombs at Abydos
from the Ist Dynasty, c¢. 3000 bce. Unlike
earlier instances only based on size
measurements, the Abydonian remains,
although similar to contemporary wild
donkeys, displayed osteopathologies on
their spine bones, indicating an extended
and repetitive utilization of the animals
for transporting heavy loads (Rossel et
al. 2008: 3718-3719). These skeletal
damages also indicate that these animals
were likely forced to carry loads exceed-
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ing their weight limit since they were not
aged specimens (Jones 2021: 182). Con-
sequently, this material might represent
the first evidence of poor animal welfare.

Examples of abuse might also be observed
in the representations of donkeys in some
Old and Middle Kingdom private tombs,
where handlers are depicted holding the
animal by one leg and one ear in an at-
tempt to render it motionless
(Jones 2021: 183-185) or beating him
with a stick in the hope to make him obey
(Delvaux 2023:  155-156; Diab 2017:
189). Some texts from Deir el-Medina
provide further evidence of such mis-
treatment (Janssen 2005: 72). However,
such behavior was not entirely accepted
as other sources from the same site some-
times attest to lawsuits concerning don-
key neglect. Some other texts may also
indicate that donkeys were in fact looked
after and, if needed, even cured
(Janssen 2005: 72). Another example sug-
gesting donkey-human links is given by
texts in which donkeys’ names appear
(Janssen 2005: 71). This should be con-
sidered as a good indicator of the proxim-
ity between the animal and its owners as
shown in most of the Old Kingdom repre-
sentations (Mitchell 2018: 48-49), as it
seems to be in most of the modern socie-
ties.

On the other hand, it is unlikely that don-
keys were primarily raised specifically for
meat consumption even though some
bones with butchery marks have been
discovered, but such evidence remains
rare in the whole Egyptian documenta-
tion, and even in antiquity (Vanden-
beusch 2020: 22-25, 219-224). Two hy-
potheses emerge from the literature.
First, “the remains of nonfood animals are
unlikely to be found in settlements,” lead-
ing to their under-representation in food

middens (Goulder 2020: 63). If the ani-
mals had died or were no longer capable
of working or traveling, their carcasses
would have been dragged out of the vil-
lages and abandoned to predators. Such
examples still occur nowadays in the area
around the site of Amarna where it is
quite common to encounter donkeys’ car-
casses at the desert entrance and, more
rarely, those of cattle on the side of the
road, delivered to wild packs of dogs. In
the latter case, the death may have result-
ed from disease. Moreover, regarding the
rare bones with butchery marks, it is
tempting to associate them, in the ab-
sence of burn traces, with the preparation
of body parts for specific medicines as
mentioned in medical papyri (Vanden-
beusch 2020: 146-162; Closse 1998: 33-
34).

The other assumption for the noncon-
sumption of donkey meat is due to taboo
reasons which may vary from one region
to another (Blench 2004: 24-25). For in-
stance, in Egypt, some scholars suggest
the association of the donkey with the god
Seth, making it an wunholy animal
(Closse 1998: 34-37; Partridge 1996: 98),
while others do not entirely agree with
this relationship (Janssen 2005: 69, fol-
lowing te Velde). During the same period
in Mesopotamia, for instance, donkey
meat was not intended for the dietary
regime of the population but was rather
used to feed dogs and captive lions
(Goulder 2020: 63; Marshall and Weiss-
brod 2011: S405). Although there is no
evidence of it, one may wonder if the an-
cient pastoralists were reluctant to eat
some of their working animals, even
though they did eat their cattle, as is the
case in some modern regions
(Goulder 2020: 64-65).
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In contrast, the consumption of donkey
milk may have probably constituted a
part of the pastoral people’s diet along
with that of cattle, and perhaps of goat
(Vandenbeusch 2020:  150-151). This
might be because the ancient communi-
ties already recognized its high nutrition-
al content and benefits (Goulder 2020:
66; Fernando and Starkey 2004: 32).
Nevertheless, the breeding of donkeys
undoubtedly served originally to assist in
agricultural and traveling purposes for
millennia but with slow morphological
change due to low levels of selection
(Gouldel 2020: 65; Marshall and Weiss-
brod 2011: S407).

Although donkeys were not considered a
good food source, their economic signifi-
cance likely grew due to their role in
transporting products, supplies, and peo-
ple within and between different provinc-
es, as well as neighboring regions
(Lashien 2020: 133). Despite being par-
tially replaced by other animals over time,
such as horses and camels, and more re-
cently by the advent of motorized ma-
chinery, donkeys remain integrated into
modern people’s lives (Boum 2023; Far-
hat etal. 2020; Dijkman and Sims 2004:
229-230).

Given the continuous implication of the
animal throughout human societies, this
paper aims to discuss the advantages and
reasons for its use in modern excavations.
To answer these purposes, two case stud-
ies will be presented: the Workmen'’s Vil-
lage and the Great Aten Temple excava-
tions at Amarna (Figure 1). Ultimately,
this article also seeks to demonstrate that
employing donkeys not only aligns with
the principles of green archaeology, con-
tributing to carbon-free practices
(Bell 2006), but also positively forms
bonds with humans, helping along the

way community engagement on various
scales, as well as in a socioeconomic
manner. However, before delving into the
motivations behind their utilization in
archaeological fieldwork, it is first essen-
tial to examine the main characteristic
features of the animal and to provide a
past-present overview of the benefits of
employing this equine over other animals,
especially oxen, with Egypt as a focus.

MEDITERRANEAN SEA N

Cairo*

FIGURE 1: General map of Amarna, highlighting
the Great Aten Temple and the Workmen's Village
(after base map in Stevens et al. 2023: 93 fig.
1/the Amarna Project).

2. The Donkey’s Main Charac-
teristics: Physiology, Sociability,

Behavior, and Intelligence

This section aims to provide a brief over-
view of the donkey’s main characteristics
that most likely contributed to its domes-
tication and made it an important socio-
economic asset to humans. Donkeys are
remarkable animals known for their
unique combination of physiological effi-
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ciency, sociability, behavioral resilience,
and intelligence.

Donkeys are robust animals with strong,
sturdy bodies well suited for carrying a
variety of heavy loads, including humans,
the morphology of their backs being de-
signed to accommodate such activities.
The use of adapted equipment like pack
saddles further enhances the equitable
and stable distribution of weight over
their backs (Fielding 1988: 2). Recent
studies revealed that the traction capabil-
ity depends on the body weight of the
animal, the donkey accounting between
24 and 40%, with an average carrying
capacity of 33%. This means that they are
capable of transporting between 100 and
150 kg per day, even up to 200 kg, while
oxen can shoulder up to 300 kg but for a
shorter time (Forster et al. 2013: 195;
Kopp 2013: 3-4, 8 tabl. 1). When har-
nessed in pairs, donkeys can collectively
generate a draught force equivalent to
15-20% of their combined body weight.
This remarkable strength allows them to
perform various tasks, including plowing
(apart from the debate for ancient Egypt
discussed below), without showing signs
of fatigue over long periods, well beyond
those of other working animals until the
advent of the camel (Goulder 2020: 42;
Yilmaz et al. 2012: 140).

Furthermore, donkeys are naturally more
armed for rugged roads, both over short
and long distances, and are more effective
in traversing remote desertic regions
thanks to their adapted hooves (Pré-
vost 2021). Their adaptability to arid and
semiarid regions makes the donkeys very
suitable for undertaking long journeys,
for either commercial or travel purposes.
It has been reported that donkeys can
endure up to two or three days without
water, with great tolerance to high tem-

peratures (Goulder 2020: 42; Forster et
al. 2013: 195), but it is highly advised to
provide them water once a day in suffi-
cient quantity (Brodie 2008: 303).

In terms of feed-to-strength ratio, don-
keys outreach cattle. While the former
does not require specific food mainte-
nance, the latter demands more nutrition
and water to reach its maximum power
(Goulder 2020: 37, 42). Donkeys’ diges-
tive system is highly efficient at extracting
nutrients from fibrous plant material such
as straw and hay (Goulder 2020: 95-98;
Forster etal. 2013: 195). It is also said
that donkeys are more drought-tolerant
and less dependent on food supplements
compared to other pack animals, whether
they are working in fields or traversing
desertic regions (Mitchell 2018: 226;
Forster 2013: 307-308). Regrettably, the
consequence of this is that donkeys may
suffer from extended chronic undernutri-
tion, especially during the dry seasons
(Wold et al. 2004: 80-81). This is notably
true if they are left to graze by themselves
for insufficient time. In such cases, addi-
tional food is required to provide the an-
imals with their dietary needs in order to
maintain their good body condition
(Goulder 2020: 90-92; Mitchell 2018: 23-
24).

On another matter, donkeys happen to
have a stronger resistance to illness com-
pared to other livestock species (Bro-
die 2008: 303). While much of the pathol-
ogies observed in donkeys arise from
their use as burden-carrying animals and
the mistreatment they often endure (Far-
hat etal. 2020: 10-11; Wold 2004: 80),
donkeys are also susceptible to various
parasites acquired from other animals.
Among the most significant are the gas-
trointestinal parasites, such as large and
small strongyles which can severely com-
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promise a donkey’s overall health (Ge-
breab etal. 2004: 51). Donkeys are also
prone to colic which can result from being
fed wheat grains or other rich foods
(Goulder 2020: 46), as well as from in-
gesting foreign bodies (Fahmy 2004:
240).

Furthermore, ethnoarchaeology revealed
that most donkeys’ health problems also
come from ill-fitting or poorly designed
harnesses made from unsuitable materi-
als (Farhat etal. 2020; Mutua 2004: 99;
Gebreab etal. 2004: 51). Ngendello and
Heemskerk (2004: 124) noted that yoking
systems designed for cattle were some-
times employed with donkeys, leading to
neck wounds since donkeys' necks are
not built to withstand such pressure and
weight. Besides, sores on the back of the
animal may also be caused by the lack of
saddle or proper protection such as a
saddle pad (Gebreab et al. 2004: 51). Far-
hat et al. (2020) observed that the clean-
liness of the overall equipment also signif-
icantly affects the welfare of the animal,
potentially aggravating skin injuries. Le-
sions from clothes or skin friction can also
occur. Prolonged exposure to sunlight can
exacerbate these injuries, potentially
leading to infections. The use of improper
collars can cause severe skin injuries due
to friction (Farhat etal.2020: 11;
Fahmy 2004: 239-240).

In such cases, owners often apply a mud-
dy patch over the infected areas, either as
a preventive measure or as a therapeutic
approach (Figures2 and 7d). Although
other traditional methods exist (Hene-
in 1988: 122-123), it is highly recom-
mended to bring the injured donkey to
the nearest welfare facility, where profes-
sionals will provide the best possible
treatment. In many countries, such infra-
structures, including shelters, exist to

help donkey owners and farmers (Dug-
gal 2015: tabl. 2, 34-38). With proper
care, donkeys can live up to 30-40 years,
and by their fourth year, they are capable
of efficiently transporting heavy loads,
highlighting their enduring usefulness
and reliability (Forster et al. 2013: 195;
Brodie 2008: 303).

To prevent damage caused by poorly de-
signed harnesses, several studies have
been conducted in collaboration with
farmers to develop improved systems and
lighter carts, thereby enhancing donkey
welfare (Mutua 2004: 99; Wold 2004: 81;
Ngendello and Heemskerk 2004: 124).
Nevertheless, donkeys overall demon-
strate an impressive power of recovery
compared to other equids, such as horses,
further enhancing their value as reliable
partners for work and transportation in
various situations (Yilmaz et al.2012:
140).

FIGURE 2: Anna, the older donkey, with a muddy
patch over her forehead for sun protection during
excavation at the Great Aten Temple in 2023 (©
the author/the Amarna Project).
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Apart from their endurance and strength,
the versatility of donkeys likely played a
crucial role not only in facilitating their
domestication but also in their utilization.
This enduring trait continues to make
them invaluable companions and is often
considered a mark of intelligence. Ethno-
archaeological research demonstrated
that donkeys can be trained for work in a
remarkably short timeframe, usually from
one week to one month, depending on the
complexity of the demand (So-
sovele 2004: 109) and the proximity with
more experienced congeners
(Goulder 2020:  80;  Dijkman  and
Sims 2004: 230).

Unlike full herd animals, donkeys tend to
have a calm and steady attitude, making
them less prone to panic in stressful situ-
ations. This fearless disposition is benefi-
cial for both work and safety. As a re-
sponse, donkeys assess situations and
obstacles cautiously before making any
move and may even freeze to evaluate the
handler's demand if they do not fully un-
derstand it (Goulder 2020: 37-40). In the
presence of an incoming predator, for
instance, they become immobile or group
together to face the threat (Yilmaz 2012:
23).

Their proficient sense of orientation and
exceptional memory for routes further
enhance their utility for handlers, ena-
bling them to cross familiar paths with
ease at an average speed of 3-4 km/h
(Forster et al.2013: 195; Brodie 2008:
301). Besides, Goulder (2020: 40-41)
notes that donkeys can safely return
home alone without experiencing any
memory loss related to the correct route.
This particularity, along with being easier
to work with, is especially appreciated by
less experienced handlers, children, and
women (Goulder 2020: 102-104; So-

sovele 2004: 109). Yet, it is essential to
remember that, whether in ancient or
modern times, traveling with all sorts of
caravans implies meticulous planning and
organization, mostly when crossing over
remote desertic regions is necessary to
reach the destination. Knowing where to
make stops for cooling the animals and
the crew, as well as seeking shelter, is of
fundamental importance to prevent any
inconvenience along the way (Képp 2013:
15-22).

The other trait of donkeys’ intelligence is
probably their cognitive abilities and
their inherent social nature toward their
fellows, other livestock, as well as hu-
mans, making them perfect companions
(Artemiou etal.2021; Panzera etal.:
2020). When a genuine profound bond of
trust is established between a person and
a donkey, the animal often exhibits signs
of joyfulness and playfulness. Donkeys
become eager and willing to interact with
humans, demonstrating their affection
and connection to their trusted compan-
ions. The Brooke,? a charity organization,
notes that a healthy, well-cared donkey
can increase its owner’s productivity.
Overall, donkeys’ qualities facilitated their
integration into human societies and en-
hanced their value in agriculture,
transport, and companionship.

3. The Benefits of Donkey

Utilization: Past and Present

The aforementioned characteristics have
played a pivotal role in shaping the don-
key’s impacts on human societies. Despite
its popular reputation for having a chal-
lenging temperament and being consid-
ered a less favorable animal (Del-

2 https://www.thebrooke.org/ [Accessed 28 June 2024].
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vaux 2023: 120; Prévost 2023; Vanden-
beusch 2020: 253-255), the donkey has
proven its worth since domestication,
revealing a multitude of invaluable ad-
vantages (Sosovele 2004: 109) that
makes it a precious asset for various ac-
tivities. It has been thoroughly argued
that the donkey’s adaptability and effi-
ciency largely participated in the devel-
opment of ancient pastoral societies
(Goulder 2020; Marshall and Weiss-
brod 2011; Fernando and Starkey 2004).

Ancient Egyptians were among the first
societies to use donkeys, certainly after
having observed their endurance and re-
silience when used by nomadic groups
they interacted with (Goulder 2020: 101;
Mitchell 2018: 226-227). These charac-
teristics are vividly illustrated in the agri-
cultural scenes depicted in tombs from
the Old to Middle Kingdoms (Figure 3).
There, donkeys are shown contributing to
the harvest, transportation, and discharge
of the produce from the fields to the stor-
age facilities (Delvaux 2023: 111-172;
Jones 2021; Lashien 2020). Old Kingdom
reliefs also frequently show accidents

occurring en route but disappear in the
Middle Kingdom and perhaps in the suc-
ceeding periods. This observation may
suggest either a misarrangement of the
pack system (Fielding 1988) or, as recent-
ly debated, is the result of technological
advancement in the confectionery of pack
saddles and double bags which enables
better stability of the loading on the ani-
mal (Delvaux 2023: 138-143).

Like oxen, and less commonly sheep,
donkeys could also participate in the
threshing process of harvested crops by
treading the ears to separate the grains
(Lashien 2020). To achieve the desired
outcome, donkeys were arranged in line
on a raised circular flooring structure,
where the sheaves would have previously
been spread (Closse 1998: 30). Discipline
was required to uniformly tread the area
and to keep the animals in order since
handlers frequently held a stick with one
hand to guide them, while the other di-
rected one of the donkeys.
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FIGURE 3: (A) Donkeys transporting the crops in the mastaba of Akhethotep at Saqqara (after Ziegler 1993:
136-137), and (B) foreign tributes accompanying donkeys in the tomb of Khnumhotep II at Beni Hassan

(Newbery 1893: pl 31 modified following pl 30).
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More rarely observed (or identified) is
the use of donkeys as draught animals in
agriculture (Brewer etal. 1994: 100), as
evidenced in Ankhtifi’'s tomb at El Moalla
dating to the Eighth/Ninth Dynasty,
c. 2160 bce (Prévost2022: 89-90; Van-
denbeusch 2020: 20 n. 34), of which very
few textual sources may support it. Writ-
ten examples include on the one hand the
stele of Hornakht (CG 20499) dated to the
Second Intermediate Period, c 1650-
1550 bce, and two papyri on the other
hand, respectively, the Papyrus Lansing
and the so-called Prophecy of Neterfi,
both dating to the New Kingdom, c. 1550-
1295 bce (Prévost 2022: 90; Closse 1998:
30).

The use of donkeys for traction in plowing
aimed to prepare the field for seeding.
Usually, this practice was done by oxen
and cows since they could pull the plow
deeper into the soil (Lashien 2020: 126;
Goulder 2020: 5). In the case of Ankhtifi,
Jones argued that, based on Ankhtifi’'s
autobiography, the use of donkeys as
draught animals in this context might
have been due to a significant drought
occurring at the time which had led to
widespread starvation and forced people
to eat cattle more than usually (2021:
179). Hence, Anthtifi would have wanted
perhaps to show in his tomb that he had
participated in the well-being of his com-
munity during this rough time. Jones, fol-
lowing Vandier, also noted that the design
of the plow had been adapted to donkey
use, changing from a yoke to a harness
system (2021: 179). As Janssen before
(2005: 73), Prévost wondered (2022: 91)
if donkeys were used in soil preparation
and seeding during the Ramesside era by
discussing the meaning of the verb r sk3,
understood as cultivating rather than
plowing (Moreno-Garcia 2008: 55).

However, although the depictions of don-
keys involved in agricultural pursuits con-
tinue into later periods, their number
seems to decrease and eventually totally
disappear for some as time progresses.
For the latter, this is particularly evident
in depictions of the threshing activity and
the scenes showing the animals returning
from the stores with empty bags (Pré-
vost 2022: 89). The explication remains
unclear among scholars, but a change in
the status of donkeys and ideology within
the Egyptian society has been forecasted
as potential reasons (Prévost2022: 98;
Jones 2021: 180-182; Moreno-
Garcia 2008).

Besides, the donkey’s role as the primary
beast of burden for transporting all sorts
of freights during military campaigns,
trade expeditions, and mining excursions
mirrors the depiction of agricultural
scenes found in Egyptological evidence
(Figure 3). These pictorial representa-
tions may also be less common to those
involving horses and horse-drawn chari-
ots after their introduction to the region
even though they were mainly used for
human transportation rather than for
transporting goods (Kopp 2013: 2-3, 9-
11). This observation seems to equally
align with textual sources that further
detail the loads carried by the donkey
caravans since the bags in reliefs could be
closed, not allowing to know their con-
tents (Rommelaere 1991: 22-29).

First, the cargo was laden with the neces-
sary equipment to fulfill their missions
including the supplies for the men, name-
ly, food and water. Secondly, texts also
inform on the nature of the goods ac-
quired after completion of the missions.
In most cases, they consisted of the prod-
ucts from the visited, looted regions, in-
cluding mining areas, loaded in bags at-
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tached to a pack-saddle (Prévost 2022:
93-94; Goulder 2020: 124-125; Closse
1998: 30-31).

By contrast, even though horses arrived
later in Egypt, the evidence of donkeys
transporting humans is exceptional
throughout Egyptian history and seems to
be largely associated with foreigners
(Prévost 2021; Diab 2017: 183;
Janssen 2005: 69) and ill individuals in-
capable of walking (Delvaux 2023: 242-
244; Kopp 2013: 7-8) or related to un-
pleasant circumstances (Prévost 2022:
95; Diab 2017: 183).

Indeed, it appears that ancient Egyptians
did not like riding donkeys, contrary to
the Asiatics as shown on the stelae of
Serabit El-Khadim in Sinai dating to the
Middle Kingdom who rode them side-
saddle  (Closse 1998: 31;  Brewer
etal. 1994: 100). Instead, the Egyptians
preferred to go on foot or, possibly, used
carrying chairs (Partridges 1996: 88-94).
This assumption is at least the impression
given by the reliefs. Partridge (1996: 97)
made the argument that it is challenging
for an artist to represent a mounted don-
key in regard to artistic conventions but is
not surprised by the representations,
though rare, of individuals riding a horse
(1996: 102-104). However, Vanden-
beusch (2020: 20-21) questions the prac-
tice of horse-riding by pointing to the al-
most total absence of depictions showing
a mounted horse, despite being consid-
ered to have a more noble status (Pré-
vost 2022: 95). Nevertheless, it is im-
portant to remember that horses were
primarily meant to be driven while at-
tached to a chariot, as evidenced by sev-
eral depictions of horse-drawn chariots,
particularly in military, hunting, and pro-
cession scenes. Furthermore, the material
regarding the use of donkeys with chari-
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ots remains unclear, mostly because of its
scarcity. This lack of evidence leads to
difficulties in understanding the extent
and nature of such a practice (Mitch-
ell 2018: 48). However, the use of special-
ly trained donkeys or hybrid equids is not
excluded either (Prévost 2022: 97).

Moreover, donkeys being seen as poten-
tial manifestations of the god Seth
(Closse 1998: 34-37) could also explain
why artists, or tomb owners, did not want
to be represented riding a donkey where-
as they likely did so during their lifetimes
(Partridge 1996: 98). This practice may
have in reality been used particularly by
common people (El-Menshawy 2009: 55-
56) as well as high-ranking persons while
conducting duties in the long distance but
were unwilling to be viewed in such pos-
ture in reliefs (Prévost2022: 96; Di-
ab 2017: 181).

In textual sources, donkey riding also
seems to have been mainly performed by
foreigners, especially as expressed in New
Kingdom material, ¢ 1550-1295 bce
(Prévost 2020:94-95), confirming Assyri-
an texts written in Sumerian or Akkadian
(Jahy 2023: 1988-1990). Additionally, it
appears that the word “ass” bore in an-
cient Egypt a concept of mockery and was
used as an insult, much like it is today
(Prévost 2022: 95; Closse 1998: 34;
Brewer et al. 1994: 100).

Less common would be the carrying of
individuals seated or kneeling either on a
litter or on a palanquin supported by a
pair of donkeys, but such attestations re-
main unusual (Vandeneusch 2020: 20-21,
68-69). The use of such devices is only
attested on three Old Kingdom private
tombs, that of Khuwiwer at Giza and
those of Niankhknum and Khnumhotep at
Saqqara, all belonging to the Fifth Dynas-
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ty, c¢. 2500-2421 bce (Jones 2021: 185;
Lanshien 2020: 122). Partridge (1996:
97-98) discussed the system and con-
cluded its nonpracticality for both the
occupant and the animals.

Another notable aspect is the low upkeep
requirements of donkeys, making them a
social and economic investment for small-
scale farmers and rural communities in
both ancient and modern times
(Goulder 2020: 151-152; Mitchell 2018:
35-38). Research conducted in develop-
ing regions has demonstrated, on the one
hand, that donkeys significantly contrib-
ute to the family economy by transporting
farm products to markets (Fernando and
Starkey 2004). This task is often handled
by children or women since donkeys are
easier to manage than other working an-
imals, allowing men to focus on other
household duties. In this regard, donkeys
also generate additional income by carry-
ing other various materials such as char-
coal, water, firewood, and building sup-
plies for instance (Farhat et al. 2020: 10-
13; Gebreab et al. 2004: 48-50). Further-
more, the draught ability of donkeys has
become essential and widely used in
these communities. Besides their contin-
ued use in agricultural work and travel,
donkeys also enhance transport capacity
and efficiency when equipped with carts,
providing a low-cost alternative to motor-
ized vehicles (Dijkman and Sims 2004:
231).

On the other hand, donkeys remain inval-
uable in areas with rugged terrains and
inadequate road infrastructures, hinder-
ing the circulation of vehicles (Goulder
2020: 104). These animals are also crucial
during times of crisis, such as war con-
flicts or natural disasters (Mitchell 2018:
figure 8.4). When no other motorized ve-
hicles have access to the area, donkeys
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are the perfect candidates to transport
supplies and move disabled or inanimate
individuals (Boum 2023; Gebreab
et al. 2004: 49).

Consequently, there is no doubt that don-
keys hold considerable utility in modern
archaeology. The two case studies pre-
sented hereafter will serve as excellent
examples, highlighting their advantages
for the fieldwork, the community invest-
ment, and the overall animal-human as-
sociation. Additionally, donkeys embody a
sustainable model for the environment,
offering significant ecological benefits for
the planet.

4. The Workmen'’s Village

It is highly possible that donkeys played
an important role in excavations, but evi-
dence for earliest missions remains lim-
ited. Meticulous research on the Amarna
archives conserved at the Egypt Explora-
tion Society enabled the observation of at
least two photographs from the 1923 ex-
pedition in which donkeys appear in the
very back of the images (Figures 4a-b).
However, the lack of information makes it
difficult to determine if the animals were
solely used for the transportation of a
limited number of workmen due to their
small number, or if their presence sug-
gests additional activities such as carrying
materials and findings.

One plausible piece of indirect evidence
hinting at the use of donkeys is provided
by one of Pendlebury’s letters, now in the
Amarna archives (TA.WAD.01.044). In a
letter dated September 1932, he wrote to
architect James Hilary Waddington, ad-
dressing several points, notably empha-
sizing in capital letters and underlining
that there were no cars present at Am-
arna. Nevertheless, this statement and the
context does not clarify as whether auto-
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mobiles were entirely absent from the
region or simply forbidden on site. Thus,
the question regarding the use or prohibi-
tion of motorized vehicles in the area re-

mains, implying the potential use of other
means, such as donkeys.

FIGURE 4: Donkeys at Amarna, (A) in front of the North Dig House before being excavated (courtesy of The
Egypt Exploration Society, TA.NEG.23.054), (B) tethered to a post at the North Palace during excavation, both
photographs taken in 1923 (courtesy of The Egypt Exploration Society, TA.NEG.23.073), and (C) view of the
zir-area during excavation at the Workmen’s Village in 1983 (courtesy of B. J. Kemp, 1983.4.24).

Therefore, due to the scarcity of motor-
ized vehicles in the region until quite re-
cently, except for a few tractors, it is es-
sential to consider that donkeys may have
been utilized for excavation purposes.
Although there are no proper records in-
dicating the use of donkeys or other pack
animals for such activities, it is highly
likely that they were indeed employed for
such tasks during the former excavations
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like at Amarna or Deir el-Medina, for in-
stance.

One of the earliest and best examples of
donkeys’ utilization for modern excava-
tion was conducted at the Workmen’s
Village at Amarna (Figure 4c). The site,
located in the desert east of the city of
Amarna, consists of a square-walled
mudbrick village on a sloping valley floor
within the low plateau. It comprises 72
houses, each of roughly standard size and
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design, with adjacent tombs, chapels, gar-
den plots, and animal pens (Figure 5).
Partly recognized as the residence of the
workers involved in the rock-cut tombs’
construction situated in the eastern cliffs
and, also, used for policing the desert, the
village (c. 1346 bce) was partially identi-
fied during Petrie’s survey (1894). Initial
excavations occurred in 1921/22 on be-

half of the Egypt Exploration Society (Peet
and Woolley 1923), before further cam-
paigns were conducted between 1979
and 1986 under the same auspices
(Kemp 1987). It was mainly during these
last investigated seasons that donkeys
were employed at the Workmen's Village
with certainty.

FIGURE 5: The Workmen’s Village as exposed in 1922, facing northeast and northwest (courtesy of The Egypt

Exploration Society, TA.NEG.22.032 and TA.NEG.22.062).

Before the major irrigation project in the
area, which runs to the east of the dig
house, became operational, the fields had
been prepared but the irrigation water
had not yet been connected.3 Consequent-
ly, there was an open desert between the
house and the excavation site, with only a
large floodwater embankment to be
crossed about halfway. Each morning,
nearly 20 workmen would arrive at the
dig house, each accompanied by his don-
key. The men would bring their lunch
along with some greens for the donkeys
and collect any necessary equipment. The

3 Barry Kemp, formerly the director of the excavations for the
EES and later of the Amarna Project, fondly recalled the pres-
ence of donkeys during that time and kindly shared his memo-
ries with me, for which I am deeply grateful [personal commu-
nication, 17 Feb. 2024].
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site’s water supply consisted of a couple
of large zir-potteries sunk into the desert.
Another individual delivered fresh water
to fill them, using his own donkey with
plastic jerrycans hung over the saddle
exactly like in the New Kingdom
(Kemp 1983: 65-80).

The rock-cut tomb of Mahu at Amarna
provides a plausible unique parallel scene
of transported supplies to the village in
which three donkeys are involved, one of
which is even carrying two jars on its
sides (Davies 1906: pl XXIV). This scene
offers a tangible connection to the logisti-
cal challenges faced by ancient Egyptians,
illustrating their reliance on donkeys for
transporting essential goods. Indeed,
without wells on-site, inhabitants would
have had to transport fresh water from
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the city of Amarna located further down
in the valley along paths that are still visi-
ble nowadays (Fenwick 2004). Once ar-
rived at the destination, the water suppli-
er would have poured the liquid within
large zir-potteries sunk into the desert,
situated at the village’s entrance
(Driaux 2016: 49-53). Mahu's relief thus
provides valuable insight into the daily
realities and challenges of life in ancient
Egypt, underscoring the significance of
donkeys in facilitating everyday tasks and
activities.

Throughout the working part of the day,
the men’s donkeys were tied up on the
relatively flat area near the site of the an-
cient buried zirs (Figure 5b). Each donkey
had a pile of green fodder, usually the
Egyptian clover, berseem (Trifolium alex-
andrinum), which the farmers grow for
this purpose as early as the ancient pas-
toralists (Dost et al. 2014; Badr et
al. 2008). Initially, two night guards slept
at the site in straw huts, making the don-
keys particularly useful for the return
journey when boxes of potsherds and
other finds would be loaded onto their
saddles. This particular scene would have
certainly evoked the ancient donkeys’
caravans returning from a victorious mili-
tary campaign laden with loot or a pros-
perous trade expedition. It is a poignant
reminder of the enduring legacy of dis-
placement that continues in some areas of
the Saharan regions, interweaving the
threads of history and tradition between
past and present (Prévost 2021; Forster
etal. 2013; Forster 2013).

Even today, the Workmen’s Village re-
mains partially inaccessible by car due to
the environmental conditions of the area.
The main challenge arises from crossing
an ancient riverbed originating from the
Great Wadi, which can still flood during
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heavy rains (Figure 1). As a result, vehi-
cles must stop a few meters away from
this point, and individuals must continue
their journey on foot for approximately
15 minutes to reach the ancient village. In
other words, there is no proper road lead-
ing to the site.

This situation allows visitors to envision
the past by reducing reliance on vehicles
and promoting walking. Utilizing donkeys
as a sustainable transport method mini-
mizes environmental impact and pre-
serves the archaeological integrity of the
area. It also serves as a reminder of tradi-
tional transportation methods and en-
courages a more sustainable way of ex-
ploring historical sites as long as veteri-
nary care is maintained (Duggal 2015).

5. The Great Aten Temple

The Great Aten Temple, situated at the
heart of Amarna (c 1353-1336 bce),
stands as a testament to Pharaoh Akhena-
ten’s vision and devotion as stated in his
boundary’s stelae. Known at this time as
pr itn, the “House of the Aten”, the site
held the most important Sanctuary dedi-
cated to the Aten (Figure 6a). Despite its
historical importance, excavations con-
ducted since the late 19t century mainly
focused on the stone buildings, leaving
the vast surrounding spaces relatively
unexplored. These expansive areas, which
encompass the temple, raise questions
regarding its potential functions, includ-
ing the possibility of hosting large gather-
ings as well as serving alternative motives
(Kemp 2018: 347; Kemp 2012: 117). Rec-
ognizing the need for a deeper under-
standing of these empty spaces, the cur-
rent British Mission of the Amarna Pro-
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ject* has been initiating since 2021 new
excavations to the rear of the Great Aten
Temple (Balestra forthcoming; Idem
2023; 2021). Situated 750 m east of the
stone-built Long Temple front, the area
was briefly excavated in 1932/33 by ar-
chaeologist John Pendlebury (Pendle-
bury 1951: chapter II, III).

This subsidiary project aims to delve into
the area’s functions, exploring its connec-
tions to the city of Amarna, its relation-
ships with other Egyptian settlements,
and potential interactions with foreign
counterparts. Eventually, the project
seeks to comprehensively document the
site, as it faces threats from encroachment
and potential destruction from wheeled
vehicles, human and animal traffic, and
natural hazards like thunderstorms and
sandstorms. Through these efforts, the
Amarna Project endeavors to preserve
and shed light on this crucial aspect of
ancient Egyptian history.

To address the threat of modern en-
croachment on the temple complex, a
practical approach was adopted in 2023
(Figure 6). Two donkeys with a cart were
employed from Et-Till Beni Amran, a vil-
lage located on the north side of the site,
to transport archaeological equipment to
the excavation zone. Deliberately opting
for nonmotorized vehicles, the project
aimed to minimize the risk of destruction.
In contrast to the Workmen’s Village, the
team met the donkeys directly on-site
next to the long-built Long Temple, where
they awaited to be loaded with gear, in-

4 Preliminary reports of the Great Aten Temple can also be
downloaded from the Amarna Project webpage. These cover
work at both the Eastern Gateway and the Long Temple in the
western part of the temple enclosure since 2012. Available at
https://www.amarnaproject.com/pages/recent_projects/
excavation/great_aten_temple/ [Accessed 13 Feb. 2024].
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cluding a ladder and one to two wheel-
barrows depending on the day. From
there, the whole crew headed to the exca-
vation area which took roughly 15
minutes to reach (Figure 7).

Although it was not very complicated to
find the donkeys, as many locals own at
least one, finding available ones posed
more difficulty. Indeed, in the periphery,
donkeys are commonly employed early in
the morning for agricultural tasks in the
surrounding fields, as well as for trans-
porting people and children to various
destinations. For these reasons, they were
only utilized at the beginning and end of
each day, allowing them to return to their
main activities. Hence, donkeys were not
present at the site during the working
day.

The decision to use donkeys emerged
from the observation that the current
ground surface overlays the ancient levels
by only 5 to 10 cm (Figure 6c). The visible
tire tracks, etched into the desert sand
since at least the first half of the 20t cen-
tury, serve as a reminder of the potential
damage caused to the ancient under-
ground by mechanized transportation.
The problem is not only the wheel itself
but rather the weight of the engines and
their repeated passage over the same dips
for days or generations. The consequenc-
es of this impact became evident during
the three seasons of excavations, reveal-
ing damage not only to the trampled floor
but also to the structures constructed
with brickwork (Figure 6d). This demoli-
tion may increase the difficulty of com-
prehending archaeological discoveries
leading to more incomplete interpreta-
tions.


https://www.amarnaproject.com/pages/recent_projects/excavation/great_aten_temple/
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FIGURE 6: Encroachment at the Great Aten Temple, (A) aerial photograph in 1964 (© IGN), (B) aerial photo-
graph in 1993 (© G. Owen/the Amarna Project), (C) area at the back of the Sanctuary during the 2023 excava-
tion, and (D) the Eastern Gateway during the 2021 excavation (© the author/the Amarna Project).

Moreover, the team could quickly notice
the famous adaptability and sociability of
both donkeys. Within the span of just one
week, the animals familiarized them-
selves with the trail and knew exactly
where to stop at the destination, undis-
turbed by the presence of wild dogs in the
nearby desert area. Despite the open sur-
roundings, the donkeys navigated confi-
dently and efficiently. In the same
timeframe, the donkeys clearly became
integral members of the team, eagerly
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awaited by everyone each day. Undoubt-
edly, the animals provided invisible emo-
tional support to the entire team, likely
increasing the oxytocin levels (the love
hormone) in their bodies. Conversely, the
team’s care and interactions with the an-
imals likely reciprocated this effect, lead-
ing to a decrease in cortisol levels (the so-
called stress hormone).

While research on this subject is relative-
ly new and challenging due to the sample
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collection (Lirzel et al. 2020: 3-4; Rault et
al. 2017: 6-8) and has been primarily
conducted for dogs, cattle, pigs, and sheep
(Lurzel et al. 2020; Rault et al. 2017), the
same conclusion can likely be extrapolat-
ed for donkeys. In addition, this suggests
that the human-donkey bond has been
initiated, indicating at the same time mu-
tual positive interactions and well-being
(Rault et al. 2020: 5-6). As a result, the
donkeys would sometimes bend their
heads toward the men, looking for cud-

dles, which were readily offered. Thus,
despite the heat, the men found them-
selves in better spirits (Bartz et al. 2011:
305-306), and the donkeys felt reassured,
safe, and respected by their environment
(Rault et al. 2020; Liirzel et al. 2020: 16).
However, a basic understanding of don-
keys’ behavior and postures is preferable
for better interactions with them (Arte-
miou et al. 2020: 5; Panzera et al. 2020: 9
fig 2).

FIGURE 7: Donkeys Anna (white) and Tutu (grey) employed at the Great Aten Temple excavation in 2023
with the owner and the team (A). Ready to go, (B) upon arrival at the destination, (C) returning to departure,
and (D) while unloading the archaeological material (© the author, M. Bertram/the Amarna Project).

Another heartwarming event highlighting
the positive impact of interacting with the
donkeys occurred when the younger don-
key managed to escape. The rope around
its neck was not tightly secured due to its
thickness, allowing the youth to slip free
(Figure 8). Delighted by its newfound
freedom, the young donkey raced around
the team and its congener and more sur-
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prisingly made playful jumps. Everyone
could sense the joy of “being free”. Re-
markably, the donkey galloped all the way
to the top of a nearby spoil heap, continu-
ing to bound on itself with unrestrained
enthusiasm. However, despite having the
opportunity to completely escape, the
donkey eventually halted, turning back to
its companion as if awaiting it. This touch-
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ing demonstration exemplifies the inher-
ently affectionate nature of the animal.
Eventually, the donkey returned home,
walking nonchalantly along the cart.

These examples of human-donkey and
donkey-donkey interactions may explain
why donkeys have been increasingly in-
corporated into rehabilitative programs
in several countries, alongside other ani-
mals like dogs, cats, and obviously its
cousins the horses. Although comprehen-
sive data are still lacking (Porta-
ro et al. 2020; Panzera et al. 2020: 7), few
recent studies indicate that donkeys are
being used in animal-assisted interven-
tions mainly to support children and indi-
viduals with specific pathologies or hav-
ing general difficulties in interacting with
their environment (Panzera etal.2020;
De Rose 2011).

FIGURE 8: Tutu, the younger donkey, fleeing with
youthful vigor after slipping free from his neck-
rope (© S. Kelly/the Amarna Project).

To maximize the therapeutic benefits of
donkey-assisted interventions, an etho-
logical and physiological assessment of
the presupposed donkeys is essential
(Panzera et al. 2020: 17). Additionally, it
is crucial to thoroughly address the clini-
cal pathologies of patients beforehand so
that the therapists can offer their exper-
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tise more effectively. Based on this evalu-
ation, a personalized therapeutic plan is
developed, incorporating specific activi-
ties and interactions with the appropriate
donkeys. These activities can include
grooming, feeding, riding, and playful in-
teractions, each carefully designed to
meet particular therapeutic objectives.
The therapy’s progress is continually
monitored, and the plan is adjusted as
necessary to ensure the best possible out-
comes for the individual, as well as the
animal welfare (Portaro etal.2020: 391;
De Rose 2011: 391-392).

However, it appears that horses and don-
keys differ in their therapeutic applica-
tions. While horses are particularly bene-
ficial for physical issues related to psy-
chomotor aspects, donkeys significantly
improve various psychological, cognitive,
and psychiatric domains (Panzera
etal. 2020: 1-2;  Portaro etal. 2020).
Overall, donkey-assisted therapy is versa-
tile and effective for a wide range of indi-
viduals, including those with physical dis-
abilities, developmental disorders, mental
health issues, and those recovering from
trauma or stress, as well as people expe-
riencing anxiety.

6. What’s Next?

The three first sections of the article re-
visit the history of donkey domestication,
underscoring its main advantages over
other pack animals in both ancient and
modern Egypt. The case study of the
Workmen’s Village illustrates that don-
keys were mostly employed due to the
absence of motorized vehicles in the re-
gion. On the contrary, at the Great Aten
Temple, their utilization aimed at mini-
mizing the threat of encroachment, which
has significantly impacted the site since
its abandonment.
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While at the Workmen’s Village donkeys
were mostly a practical solution to local
circumstances of the time, their role at
the Great Aten Temple reflected a more
sustainable archaeology objective and
concept. Although the notion of sustaina-
bility carries diverse and controversial
definitions depending on one’s stand-
point, here the term mainly refers to the
preservation of archaeological material,
from simple artifacts to the complexity of
the entire landscape (Guttmann-
Bond 2019; Hutchings and La Salle 2019;
Carman 2016: 137-148). This also inevi-
tably implies the need to protect the site
from modern urban development or
plunder, for instance. In this context,
community engagement becomes a highly
valuable aspect to ensure the success of
such projects, where shared interests,
transparent communication, and mutual
trust are not only important but also nec-
essary resources (Schofield et al. 2012:
302-303; Moser et al. 2002).

However, perceptions and definitions of
site degradation may vary between popu-
lations and over time. In reality, it has
been argued that land degradation results
more from the lack of maintenance than
direct human actions, although both fac-
tors can interweave (Schofield et al. 2012:
299-300; Hill 2009: 160-162; Fish-
er 2009: 213-217). The Great Aten Tem-
ple stands out as a prime example of a site
under such threats, having been widely an
open quarry since antiquity, rendering it
more vulnerable to looting and material
spoliation (Kemp and Gabolde 2022).

Today, the sight of Westerners riding or
leading donkeys might trigger the curiosi-
ty of local communities. This presents an
opportunity to engage them in discus-
sions about the purpose behind this prac-
tice, fostering understanding and concern
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for the sustainability of the archaeological
environment. Sharing the team’s dedica-
tion to preserving as much as possible the
site for further research, tourism, and
educational visits is part of a broader
community engagement and heritage
management initiative started in 2017 at
Amarna. Numerous events have been or-
ganized for and in partnership with the
local people at the Visitor Centre located
in Et-Till Beni Amran, near the river bank.
(Tully forthcoming; Idem 2023).

Ultimately, donkeys represent an eco-
conscious choice compared to wheeled
vehicles or machinery, emitting minimal
carbon and leaving a negligible ecological
footprint. Their use not only promotes
sustainable practices but also reduces
dependency on fossil fuels, making a sig-
nificant contribution to environmental
conservation initiatives.

Throughout ancient and modern times,
donkeys have played a pivotal role in
Egyptian society thanks to their adapta-
bility, efficiency, and emotional and natu-
ral intelligence in a multitude of tasks.
Employing donkeys in excavations aligns
with green archaeology principles, im-
proves community involvement, benefits
the owners’ economy, and enhances the
well-being of the animals.

By choosing nonmotorized vehicles like
donkeys and carts, archaeological field-
work projects would aim to mitigate fur-
ther damage to sites, especially those fac-
ing serious preservation challenges (Fig-
ure 9). This approach also underscores
the commitment to safeguarding cultural
heritage, ensuring the conservation of
sites for future studies and appreciation.
Overall, the enduring qualities of donkeys
remain invaluable today, even with tech-
nological advancements.
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FIGURE 9: The team returning from the excavated area situated at the back of the temple complex (© M.

Bertram/the Amarna Project).
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