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Justin Lev-Tov was assistant professor of anthropology at the University of Alabama Birmingham 
from 2003 through 2005. Since that time, Justin has worked for cultural resource management 
firms in the U.S. In his spare time, he continues to conduct and publish zooarchaeological research 
as a part of various excavation projects in Israel and Jordan, most recently the Tel Akko Total 
Archaeology Project in Israel.

Paula Hesse served as staff zooarchaeologist for the Leon Levy Expedition to Ashkelon (Israel) 
from 1985 until the conclusion of excavations. She continues to research and publish on many of 
Ashkelon’s unique features, such as the dog burials and the worked bone and ivory industries.

Allan Gilbert is professor of Anthropology at Fordham University in the Bronx, New York. After early 
research in the zooarchaeology of the Near East, Gilbert has been engaged in geoarchaeology and 
the historical archaeology of New York City during the past two decades.

This book honors the memory of Brian Hesse, a scholar of Near Eastern 
archaeology, a writer of alliterative and punned publication titles, and an 
accomplished amateur photographer. Hesse specialized in zooarchaeology, 
but he influenced a wider range of excavators and ancient historians with 

his broad interpretive reach. He spent much of his career analyzing faunal materials from different 
countries in the Middle East—including Iran, Yemen, and Israel, and his publications covered themes 
particular to animal bone studies, such as domestication, ancient market economics, as well as broader 
themes such as determining ethnicity in archaeology. The essays in this volume reflect the breadth of his 
interests. Most chapters share an Old World geographic setting, focusing either on Europe or the Middle 
East. The topics are diverse, with the majority discussing animal bones, as was Hesse’s specialization, 
but some take a nonfaunal perspective related to the problems with which Hesse grappled. The 
volume is also broad in temporal scope, ranging from Neolithic Iran to early Medieval England, and it 
addresses theoretical matters as well as methodological innovations including taphonomy and the 
history of computers in zooarchaeology. Several of the essays are direct revisits to, inspirations from, or 
extensions of Hesse’s own research. All the contributions reflect his intense interest in social questions 
about antiquity; the theme of social archaeology informed much of Brian Hesse’s thinking, and it is why 
his work made such an impact on those working outside his own disciplinary research. 
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Introduction: Bones as Building Blocks for 
Brian Hesse’s Social Archaeology

Justin Lev-Tov

Brian Hesse started out his professional career with a strong interest in animal 
bones, finishing his PhD at Columbia University by writing a still widely cited 
dissertation on the domestication of goats in western Iran, based on his research 
on faunal remains from Tepe Ganj Dareh (Hesse 1978). In fact, Brian many years 
later returned to that subject, revisiting the same dataset and coauthoring a paper 
on it with Melinda Zeder (Zeder and Hesse 2000). In the process, Brian’s origi-
nal conclusions were confirmed: the goats from the site were early domesticates 
based on the assemblage’s demographic profile, even though they were not mor-
phologically distinguishable from wild goats at that point in the Neolithic. One of 
Brian’s last projects was another return to the Neolithic, a study of the bones from 
the pottery Neolithic site of Shaʿar Hagolan, Israel (Hesse 2002), in which he fo-
cused on the site’s late Neolithic date (sixth millennium BCE) and its implications 
for understanding animal husbandry after the so-called Neolithic Revolution but 
prior to the Urban Revolution.

Hesse, though maintaining a focus on the Fertile Crescent (Hesse 1982, 
1984) after finishing his PhD, was always somewhat eclectic, especially in the first 
several years of his career. Like other American archaeologists of his generation, 
he had to end his research in Iran at the time of the 1979 revolution. That perhaps 
led him to his work during the early 1980s in South America, where he studied 
camelids, Muscovy ducks, and other animals in Chile, Ecuador, and Brazil. His 
South American interlude did not last, and while working at the Smithsonian 
Institution in the 1980s, Hesse collaborated with a colleague there on prehistoric 
sites in the North American plains as well as historic period sites near Washing-
ton, DC. The southeastern U.S. state of Alabama became an area of research for 
Brian after he took up a long-held position at the University of Alabama, Bir-
mingham. There he worked on faunal assemblages from North American prehis-
toric contexts and had the opportunity to train graduate students in zooarchaeol-
ogy, utilizing both local and Near Eastern assemblages.

Brian very evidently never lost his interest in the animal bones of the Middle 
East, and, since Iran had become off-limits, switched to working in other coun-
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tries within the region, at first seemingly trying out research in Yemen, Tunisia, 
and Jordan prior to settling on Israel as a place within which to focus his research. 
Although the domestication of animals in the Middle East remained an interest 
of his, he turned his main attention more and more to faunal remains from the 
Near East dating to post-Neolithic periods. The shift to later periods began his 
intense interest in integrating animal bones into the mainstream of Near Eastern 
archaeology by attempting to show that the material could help answer important 
questions about Bronze and Iron Age societies. Up to the time of Brian’s entry 
into the zooarchaeology of the Bronze and Iron Ages in the Levant, as well as 
more recent periods, there had been much doubt among excavation directors 
there that animal bones could be useful in helping reconstruct those ancient so-
cieties (cf. LaBianca 1995, 4). As Halpern and Greer (2011) wrote, “Before Hesse, 
bones were never properly sampled, but after his work … excavators in Israel, 
and a good many in Syria and elsewhere, have placed a new emphasis on the 
collection of faunal remains.” In a way, however, Brian’s foray into dietary studies 
within complex societies was a return to earlier themes: as a graduate student, 
Brian published a paper in Columbia’s Near Eastern studies journal (Hesse 1971) 
which attempted to show how bones could be useful in the reconstruction of an-
cient states. Indeed, though never published, one of Brian’s earliest researches in 
the post-Neolithic Mediterranean world was his participation in Lawrence Stag-
er’s excavations in Carthage on behalf of Harvard University, a relationship that 
led Stager to invite Brian to study the animal bones from Harvard’s subsequent 
excavations in Ashkelon, Israel.

Later, with his wife Paula Wapnish Hesse, in a widely cited article published 
for a large audience in the popular magazine Biblical Archaeologist [now called 
Near Eastern Archaeology] (1993), the need for insights from zooarchaeology to 
be integrated into site interpretations and not relegated to little-read appendices 
was again addressed. This article dealt with the curious phenomenon of dog buri-
als from Ashkelon’s Persian era. His papers in the 1980s on post-Neolithic animal 
bones in the Near East, many coauthored with Paula, would for many scholars 
form his most recognizable body of work. It was within this period that Brian 
began his lasting affiliations with several projects in Israel, including Ashkelon, 
Tel Dan, and Tel Miqne-Ekron. Seemingly, during analysis and interpretation of 
faunal remains from those projects, Brian developed what was arguably new, or 
at least unusual, in both Near Eastern archaeology and even zooarchaeology: the 
employment of complex social arguments to explain patterning in animal bone 
collections (see Fowles 2008). In an obituary for Hesse, Shanks (2011), the pub-
lisher of the popular magazine Biblical Archaeology Review, noted that work on 
the dog cemetery had made the resultant article about the phenomenon one of 
the most widely read in the magazine he edits, Biblical Archaeology Review (see 
Stager 1991).
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Before, in between, and after, Brian published a number of articles on ethnic-
ity and diet. His views on pig bones in the Near East comprise another influential 
corpus of scholarship, not only for fellow scholars in the community of faunal 
analysts, but also for archaeologists whose specialty is pottery. Pots and people 
arguments are old in archaeology, and Brian gave archaeologists something new 
to chew on: pigs and people. With the start of Hesse’s work at Tel Miqne-Ekron 
(Hesse 1986), archaeologists who had long speculated that the Philistines came 
from elsewhere in the Mediterranean to settle in the southern Levant now had 
what they perceived then, and still perceive now, to be a new fossil directeur. The 
Philistines apparently loved pork, as the bones from that and other Philistine 
sites where Brian worked showed something of a correlation, a pond of pig bones 
amidst a vast steppe of sheep and goat (and practically pig-free) surrounding 
sites. Of course, Brian, ever the iconoclast, never quite saw the pigs-Philistines 
correlation as the sine qua non of Philistine origins in the Aegean region, and 
was never ready to accept the elevation of pig bones to index fossils (see Hesse 
1990, 1995; Jones 1994, 21). But his work on pigs, despite his cautions and pro-
testations, spiked a curiosity among a generation of archaeologists that arguably 
had not previously considered animal bones as a data source relevant to their 
socio-historical inquiries. Archaeologists working on Philistine—and non-Phi-
listine—sites commonly cite Brian’s work at Tel Miqne-Ekron when they discuss 
pig bones as a characteristic of Philistine culture. Luckily, the appeal of Brian’s 
publications on animal bones from the post-Neolithic Near East seems to have 
sparked a wider interest among nonanimal bone archaeologists. That may be one 
reason why saving and studying animal bones has become normal practice in the 
region since the 1980s.

New excavations often provided Brian with chances to explore different 
themes in his research. With Paula and Brian’s involvement with the Tel Dan 
and Megiddo expeditions came the opportunity to examine the use of animals 
in ancient Near Eastern religions, as items of sacrifice (Wapnish and Hesse 1991, 
2000). Perhaps more than any other subject written about by Brian, except pos-
sibly food taboos, animal bones found within cultic areas provided the context 
for the Hesse team to explore their subject from both an anthropological point of 
view—discussing the bone evidence and why people sacrificed what they did—as 
well as from an historical point of view, integrating what the Hebrew Bible and 
other ancient texts had to say on sacrifice in the region’s religions (Hesse, Wapni-
sh, and Greer 2012).

This volume is meant to celebrate Brian Hesse’s legacy in archaeology. As dis-
played in the table of contents, the book is divided thematically into six sections, 
papers dealing with methodology, with ethnicity, ritual, animal burials, animal 
economics, and site-specific analyses of faunal assemblages. The papers in the 
book reflect his main career foci: on the post-Neolithic Near East, and the evi-
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dence that animal bones can contribute to archaeological studies. The book ends 
where Brian’s career began: with a paper on bones from a Neolithic (and later) pe-
riod site in Iran (Chogha Mish). Still other papers discuss lesser-known themes 
of Brian Hesse’s work, including site formation processes, taphonomy, and the 
role of computers in archaeology. Brian Hesse, with Paula, explored taphonomy 
early in their careers, largely prior to the explosion of interest that subject saw 
in the 1990s (see Hesse and Wapnish 1985), as well as the computerization of 
archaeological data. Perhaps the greatest testaments to his influences are those 
papers in this volume by nonzooarchaeologists. Two of those contributions take 
up the subject of ethnicity in archaeology, but do so by integrating a variety of 
artifacts including animal bones. Another paper examines site formation pro-
cesses in part through the lens of mollusk shells. Brian Hesse (with A. Rosen 
1988) was also interested in site formation process, approaching that subject in 
part through—of course—animal bones. I believe that the inclusive approach to 
the archaeology of the Bronze and Iron Age Near East that is now common came 
about in large part due to Brian’s influential publications. These demonstrated 
how relevant piles of broken bones from archaeological sites could be. Brian’s 
work also helped lead to an understanding that the entire matrix of sites were of 
relevance, not just the pots and other “finds” floating within them.
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