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which considered milking as a “secondary revolution” which would have allowed a better 
exploitation of animals in arid zones.

RÉSUMÉ
Provoquer la lactation par insufflation selon l'iconographie rupestre saharienne 

permis une meilleure exploitation des animaux en zone aride.
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INTRODUCTION

The ancient pastoralists of the pre and protohistoric Sahara left us innume-
rable images of themselves and their herds. Paintings and engravings show 
these herders moving with their cattle or carrying out everyday activities 
in their camp. In particular, one sees them looking after their animals, 

no immediate response because, in today’s world, the distribution of pas-
toralists does not coincide with that of milk-drinkers (Map 1), and there 
are even pastoralists for whom the very idea of such a drink is perfectly 

sometimes even seen as a kind of disgusting animal secretion, and there is 
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Moreover, according to the hypothesis put 
forward by Andrew Sherratt, milking is a “se-
condary product” that makes possible a better 
exploitation of animals, particularly in arid 

model, originally hunters could only hunt wild 
bovids for the immediate use of their carcass 

advance came with domestication, which made 
it possible to keep animals as a mobile source 
of meat. Later a second “revolution” consisted 
of the idea of using living animals rather than 
dead ones, milking being a fundamental factor 
in this new progression.

-
tify evidence of milk usage in Saharan rock 

Map 1. – Distribution of pastoralists and "non-milk drinkers" in today’s world.



art. However, indisputable depictions are rare. 

been interpreted as milking material, either for 
preserving milk or for making butter by sha-
king a hanging skin used as a churn, as is still 
done today. It has even been claimed that cer-
tain images in the Libyan desert could represent 
blocks of butter or cheeses laid out on trays (Es-

can prove beyond doubt the consumption of 
milk or dairy products. 
Another kind of argument looks at the volume 
of cows’ udders. Yolande Tschudi used this cri-
terion in her chronology of the paintings of Tas-

-

wrote these lines at a time when no indisputable 
milking scene was yet known in the Sahara. Al-
though only a few have been found since then, 
they nevertheless henceforth rule out this kind 

was to attempt in vain to save this viewpoint, 

Wadi Tiksatin (Fig. 10) was already known. For 
the Czech prehistorian, this engraving was the 

with the situation that in the early phases of 
domestication in the Epipalaeolithic period the 
role of the cattle as a living reserve of meat conti-
nues, together with the use of bulls as beats of 
burden. According to our present knowledge of 
Saharan prehistory, the milking of cows appears 
later, in more advanced stages of cattle domesti-

-
nedy Shaw thought that in the rock paintings 
of Jebel el-’Uweynât, “the prominence given to 
the udders is noticeable and suggests that the 
production of milk was an important feature” 

-

of udders were not too common, the painters 
were clearly more interested in meat than in 

that was soon corrected by Francis van Noten

knowledge of numerous paintings discovered 

dairy economy” (Noten et al.
Finally, the criterion of depiction of udders was 
again used very recently to distinguish two pe-

an early one in which udders were not depic-
ted and which corresponds to a phase of meat 
consumption; then another characterized by 
the depiction of udders, which is evidence for 

-

However, as these images are not photographs 
and are based on graphical canons which may 

1, it seems de-
licate only to use this kind of criterion, even 
though certain examples of very large udders 

which show the interest sometimes taken by the 
artists in this part of the body of the animals 
they depicted. Nevertheless, it remains true 
that, everywhere in the Sahara, the udders were 
generally rarely represented. Moreover, a huge 
number of ethnographic examples prove that 
many varieties of cows raised today by African 
pastoralists have udders that may be almost in-
visible, and yet this in no way prevents milk-
ing (as, for example, among the Dinka and the 
Nuer). This must have been a fortiori the case 
for the primitive bovine races raised by prehis-
toric people.

In Saharan rock images, the use of milk is only 
perceptible with certainty in a few rare scenes 
that clearly illustrate milking, or that show people 
drinking directly from udders. The list is not long 
and, in fact, a few of the documents relied upon 
by early authors are scarcely convincing (see in-
fra). However, one needs to add another kind of 
image to the list, those alluding to the fact that, 

1. Need one recall that at Ti-n-Terirt (Tassili-n-Ajjer) a large 
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in bovines, the reflex release of milk normally re-

herders have progressively eliminated this reflex 

as is known especially in Europe but also still in 

Africa, the disappearance of its calf seriously com-

-

by milkers (of either sex) to achieve their goal. 

Either they trick the cow by presenting it with a 

fake calf (e.g. -

into the cow’s vagina (e.g.
-

will not be examined here, as it seems impossible 

to recognize a fake calf or a real calf in a rock art 

image. On the other hand, we shall see that the 

art, and it can thus provide us with highly valuable 

information. 

THE SAHARAN ICONOGRAPHIC

DOSSIER

First of all, Leo Frobenius published the wa-
ter-colour copy, made by the draftswoman 
Agnes  Schulz, of a red-ochre painting at Ido 
(Tassili-n-Ajjer, Algeria) in which one can see 
three people next to a bovine, and especially 
three vessels, one of which is placed beneath 

in it does not have the slightest indication of 
udders, and none of the humans is shown in a 
position that might suggest milking.

Another possible scene of milking a cow was 

spotted it in the left part of a pastoral depic-
tion at the site of Teshwinât in the massif of 
the Tadrart Akukas in southwest Libya (Mori 

does indeed seem to show a human seated 
amid a herd, and perhaps holding a large vessel 
between the knees. Gaetano Forni considered 
this fresco to be “interessantissima” and made 

mentre un pastore sta 

Fig. 1. – Ochre painting in the site known as ”the Children’s shelter“ at Sefar (Tassili-n-Ajjer)



mungendo (peccato che le mammelle non risultino 
qui evidenti) in un enorme vaso, un vitello osserva, 
avido di succhiare. La presenza di un vitello du-
rante la mungitura costituice una tecnica raffinata 
e tuttora valida per aumentare la secrezione lattea 
della vacca attraverso un giocco di riflessi condi-
zionati
presence, near the habitation, of several vessels, 
one of them placed on a one-legged stand, the 
interpretation of the scene as “individuo che 
munge una mucca
very convincing. Gaetano Forni regretted that 
the udders were not clear, and that is indeed the 
least one can say. Moreover, the available tra-
cings show that the supposed milker is actually 
standing close to a hornless animal, which looks 
more like a calf than a cow. Since these are tra-
cings, one should also be very wary of the in-
terpretations, but the current state of the panel 
is such that photographs do not enable one to 
do any checking, even by using high-powered 

A new tracing, made recently by the team of 
the Italo-Libyan mission, is highly revelatory in 
this respect, as it bears even less resemblance to 
a milking scene than that of Mori (Lernia & 

-
cument should be treated with great caution, 
and cannot be considered with any certainty as 
a proof of milking, as was done by Frederick 

22), although this is still the position of Savino 
di Lernia and Daniela Zampetti, who describe 
this painting as a “scena di mungitura” (Lernia 

Henri Lhote, who made famous the rock pain-
ting of the Tassili, wrote that they included “se-

the camps, the huts in which are the women 
and children, the calves close by and, fastened, 
farther away, the herd of adult animals, especial-
ly the cows around which several men are busy 

document that he ever published in this regard 
is an ochre painting from the shelter “of the 

Children” at Sefar, which he claimed to depict 

this same document was again called on to pro-

one cannot see in it either the animal’s udders 
or the vessel for collecting the milk. Therefore it 
is hard to retain this scene as a depiction of mil-
king, and Frederick Simoons was already highly 

extended toward where the cow’s udder, which 
is not depicted, would be. Nor is a pot visible 
beneath the animal, though nearby there is an 
enclosure or hut in which are pots of various 
shapes, together with a reclining man and child. 
Although this may indeed be a milking scene, 

be assisting at the birth of a calf (the cow looks 
pregnant). Or he may be blowing up the uterus, 
which then, as in present-day Africa, may have 
been done to encourage a cow to give milk. If 
so, the scene depicts a preliminary to milking, 

One of the paintings at Tasigmet, in the Wadi 
Djerat, recorded by members of Lhote’s team 

et al. 2000), shows 
two cows being milked by a human in the pre-

of these images (especially the way of depicting 
hooves) denotes their relatively recent nature. 
The whole of this scene is of the Caballine age, 
and it is interesting to note that several wheeled 
vehicles are attached to cattle.

A search of the literature shows that only one 
really convincing document from North Africa 
was published in the early days. Located in Djorf 
Torba, a region of southern Oran which today 
is desert, it was the result of excavations carried 

a pre-Islamic necropolis, by Captain Villalonga, 
but unfortunately no precise description was 

22). It is a triangular limestone block bearing 
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an engraving of a cow close to two small incised 

described “seated on a stool, a milker is positio-
ned beneath a cow’s belly, facing the unhobbled 

the calf is very close to its mother’s head” (Es-

of this kind of element in the funerary monu-
ments of Djorf Torba probably dates back to 
the Vth-VIth

and this relatively recent date makes them of 
little use to our subject.

are those which were discovered in the Libyan 
-

view presents a moment in the life of a camp at 

are grouped together close to some big forked 
poles carved from the trunks of indeterminate 
trees (e.g.
are busy in the vicinity, two in particular at-

(Figs 10 & 11), and the other is attaching to 
the fork of one of the trunks a vessel which one 

scene, meticulously engraved in the style asso-
ciated with the “Messak culture” (Le Quellec 

a nearby wall at the same site (Fig. 12), perhaps 

has been subjected to an unfortunate attempt at 
casting, which has damaged much of it. Never-
theless, one can clearly recognize the same type 
of cow as in the previous scene, with swollen ud-
ders, and the eye drawn with the double line that 
is characteristic of the local artists’ handiwork, 
but the milker can only be recognized through 

-
kground one can see the same forked poles used 
for attaching vessels that are fully comparable 
to the others. Also in the Messak, but farther 
north, in Wadi Eghahar, a third engraving takes 
up the same theme of the human milking a cow 

close to a forked support on which are fastened 
vessels containing the product of the milking 

of sitting, same high pointed hair style, same 

The only other engraving that is even vaguely 
comparable to the previous ones is also in Libya, 
at Ilalen in the region of the Aramat, and its 
existence was reported to me by Yves Gauthier, 
who was kind enough to send me a photograph. 
Although its front part is somewhat hard to 
read, it clearly represents a cow with voluminous 
udders whose four teats are well indicated, and 
under which an anthropomorph is sitting. In 
front of the animal, a few lines may indicate 
the presence of a calf, and the whole thing is 
very strongly evocative of a milking scene or its 

In the Immidir (massif of the Ahaggar, in Alge-
ria), an assemblage at I-n-Sebuk shows people 
resting in enclosures around which a herd is 

very naturalistic, several elements relevant to 
our subject attract one’s attention. To the left 

-
ted are in a vertical line, the traditional way of 
showing that they are attached. The three lower-
most have their calves facing them, and beneath 
at last four of them there is a small human who 
is either reaching for their udders or handling 
the teats (Fig. 18). Under the enclosures, three 
other cows facing left are in contact with small 
humans who are likewise in contact with their 

-
cated at lower right particularly attracts one’s 
attention. Not only is the seated person han-
dling a teat in each hand, but one observes that 
another anthropomorph, this time standing up, 

one of its hands reaches towards the udder whi-
le the other seems to be moving the tail aside, 
just under the base of which the man’s head is 
clearly coming into contact with the cow. This 
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curious posture can be understood through exa-
mination of another image, located beneath the 
preceding ones. Here one can again see a cow 
with udders, the four teats of which are well 
drawn. It is facing its calf, and surrounded by 
people, one of whom repeats the gesture of the 

too is directing his hand towards the animal’s 
udder, he is using the other not to hold the tail 
aside but to raise it very high, which allows him 
to place his face just at the location of the ani-
mal’s vulva (Fig. 20). 

known to ethnologists, and which consists of 
blowing into cows’ vaginas, either directly from 
the mouth or by means of a tube, in order to 
provoke the “milking reflex”. We shall see below 
that it has been reported in Africa among the 
cattle-raising Tuaregs of Niger, as well as among 

Daza (Chad), Suma, Anuak, Dinka, Nuer, Shil-

-
-

(South Africa) (cf. references in the appendix).

These data can be compared with a rock engra-
ving at Wadi Imrâwen in the Messak (Libya) 
which depicts a hornless bovine held by a hu-
man who is kneeling in front of it. The line 
joining the latter’s hand to the animal’s neck 

forward until its face is in contact with the part 
immediately under the base of the tail, which is 
held up in the air (Fig. 22). It is most probable 
that this is once again a depiction of the tech-

In another valley of the Messak, that of Ti-n-
Sharuma, a block is decorated with numerous 

could be linked to another illustration of the 

again, a human seems to be busy beneath the 
-

blished by Yves and Christine Gauthier, appears 
somewhat unconvincing. The animal is atypi-
cal, its tail is not visible, and three of the four 
people surrounding it are armed; moreover, one 

it is hard to believe that this merely depicts a 
way of forcing a recalcitrant cow to give its milk 

In the Ennedi, a milking scene, reported by Gé-
-

Two comparable images, from the same region 

-
et al.

-
-

man handling the udder of a cow whose horn 
is being held by another human in the second 

Where the Libyan desert is concerned, it has 
been said that the paintings of Jebel el-’Uwey-

et al.

small anthropomorphs drinking directly from 
the udders of a cow behind which a couple 

parents (Fig. 27). Although in a poor state of 
preservation, another painting in the same re-
gion shows a cow licking its calf, tied by the 

the udder (Fig. 28). Several paintings in the 
same massif can be linked with these images 
(Le Quellec et al.

represents an archer pushing a calf away with 
one hand, while bending towards its mother’s 
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Fig. 2. –  Rock paintings in a rock shelter at Tasigmet, in the Wadi Djerat. Among the numerous scenes presented here,

et al. 2000).
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Fig. 5. – Camping scene engraved in Wadi Tiksatin in the Messak, in Libya (Photo JLLQ).
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poles in the previous scene (Photo JLLQ).

Fig. 8. – Other poles to which vessels are attached, 

from the same scene (Photo JLLQ).

Fig. 7. – Forked pole used for hanging vessels on,

in the previous scene (Photo JLLQ).
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Fig. 10. – The milking scene from the engraved panel in the Wadi Tiksatin (Photo JLLQ).

Fig. 11. – Detail of the milker,

from the same scene (Photo JLLQ).
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Fig. 12. – Panel close to the previous scene, also including an engraved milking scene (Photo JLLQ).

The milker is more difficult to recognize than in the previous scene (Photo JLLQ, detail of Fig. 12).
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A careful examination reveals that a vessel is attached to a forked pole pole set up in front of the animal (Photo JLLQ).

Fig. 15. – Close-up view of the milking scene in Wadi 



depicting a seated human milking a bovine (Photo Yves Gauthier).
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Fig. 17. – Camping scene in a rock painting at I-n-Sebuk in the Immidir (Ahaggar, Algeria)
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Fig. 18. – Photograph of the left part of the previous scene.

Note the small schematic humans manipulating the udders of the bovines (Photo Yves Gauthier).
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Fig. 20. – Another detail of the same scene, showing a human insufflating a cow (Photo Yves Gauthier).



Fig. 21. – Engraving in Wadi Imrâwen in the Messak (Libya) depicting a bovine between two humans,

one of whom seems to be insufflating (Photo JLLQ).

Fig. 22. – Detail of the previous engraving, 

showing the human’s position and attitude 

(Photo JLLQ).
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Fig. 25. –  Painted milking scene in the Shekitiye region in the Ennedi (Photo Tilman Lenssen-Erz; digital treatment JLLQ).

(Photo Tilman Lenssen-Erz; digital treatment JLLQ).
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Fig. 27. – Rock painting from Jebel el-’Uweynat (Libyan desert) described as a milking scene by Noten et al. 

Fig. 28. – Small human drinking directly from the udder, in a rock painting at Jebel el-’Uweynat, in the Libyan desert (Photo. JLLQ).
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while bending down to its mother’s udder  (Photo JLLQ).
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HISTORICAL AND ETHNOGRAPHIC

DOCUMENTATION 

-
cular one would like to be able to explain the 

-
sufflation to provoke lactation (Map 2).

-

to use them in preparing their milk. The plan 
they follow is to thrust tubes made of bone, not 
unlike our musical pipes, up the vulva of the 
mare, and then to blow into the tubes with their 
mouths, some milking while the others blow” 
(IV-2, translation by G. Rawlinson). It has been 
suggested that the existence of the same techni-

river Tung, in th-century China, must have 
a historical connection with the custom pre-
sented by the Father of History (Huston Edgar 

parts of Asia. In the th century, when Jo-
hann Eberhard Fischer was to carry out some 
research among the Yakuts (Siberia), Gerhard 

into the uterus of their cows to make them give 
more milk” (“wie die Jakuten deren Kühen in den 
Uterus blasen, damit sie mehr Milch geben”), ac-
cording to a tradition that he had probably ob-

-

th cen-
tury, the same Gerhard Friedrich Müller later 
noted this method of overcoming a recalcitrant 

bung of carved wood, so that, in its desire and 

India, this custom, known as Phooka or doom
dev is forbidden by the “Prevention of Cruelty 

Phooka or doom dev includes any 

process of introducing air or any substance into 
the female organ of a milch animal with the ob-

-
tion of milk”. It had already been denounced by 
Gandhi, who considered it “loathsome”, and it 
was described as follows by the secretary of the 

a day, at each milking session a piece of bam-
boo is introduced into the uterus of the cow to 
blow air into it and to distend the walls. The 
resulting inflammation causes pressure on the 
glands, enabling the milker to extract milk to 
the very last drop until blood starts to flow from 
the udder. Even though it is illegal, this practi-
ce, which has been common in India for a long 

where it was practiced in the th century 

blew into the vagina of their cows by means of 

-

as much wind as they can, with which doing 

th

still practised today in Aubrac (personal com-

May 2010).
Apart from these sporadic mentions, it is in Ara-
bia and especially in Africa that this custom has 
been observed most often. The Eurasian zone 
poses particular problems, and henceforth we 
shall only deal with Arabian and African claims, 

th

century, Ferdinand Carsten Niebuhr wrote 

sticks his hand and arm up to the elbow in the 
vulva, because they claim to know from expe-
rience that, being tickled in this way, they give 



comparable practice in his description of the 

taking the trouble to tie its back legs, so that it 
can no longer kick, and then blow into the pla-

have discovered that they could neverteheless 
obtain milk by this method. This is work that 
can be done by either men or women, and I have 
seen it done by both” (Ibid
from the German edition). A th century 
engraving preserved in the Cape Library gives 
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th century engraving preserved in the Cape Library and providing another depiction of the same practice 



the vagina of the cow with the mouth or a bam-

is an unusual thing, which I have noticed only 
among the Hottentots, that when one of them 
will milk a cow and is busied therewith, another 
Hottentot usually blows into the beast from 
behind, judging that thus the milk will flow to 
the udders much sooner and more abundantly 

explorer, Robert Jacob Gordon, would likewi-

“after milking for a while, they grasp the labia 
of the cow with both hands and blow between 
them strongly. Shortly afterwards the cow uri-
nates and they continue milking it. They say 
they do this if the cow keeps the milk in” (Gor-
don et al.
Since then, this practice has often been descri-

Leonhard Schultze at the start of the th cen-

give her milk, the Hottentot successfully blows 
into its intimate parts, or he tricks it with the 

Other authors referred to it by reporting their 

cows, whose calves had died, were blown in an 
extraordinary manner, to make them let down 

for Hugo von François, he noted with regard 
to the Nama and Damara that “The Hottentots 
blow air into the animal’s vulva, and the animal 
then readily accepts the milkmaid” (von Fran-

In the th

multiplied. Some people occasionally associated 
it with others, like the Turu of Tanzania among 
whom “if a cow refuses to give milk, then a magi-
cian (mbaha-ñgombé) cooks a remedy, the com-

position of which is a secret, and smears it on the 
periphery of the cow’s vulva. Then he takes a little 
of this concoction in his mouth an blows it as hard 
as he can into the vagina, while holding the lips 

-
ment by bending its back and urinating on the 
magician’s face, though this does not seem to bo-
ther him. Next, a little boy puts on the calf ’s hide, 
smeared with the same secret mixture, and stands 
in front of the cow. As soon as the latter feels it, 
she licks it and calmly lets herself be milked” (Sick 

a cow who is said to give too little milk. Now, 
girls and boys take turns to place their mouth 
against the animal’s anus and vagina and blow 
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as hard as they can. This does not seem to please 

which have no calf but can nevertheless give 
milk, the Dinka, like the Nuer, blow as hard 
as they can into their anus and their vagina” 

-
tos taken by Evans-Pritchard during his sojourn 
among the Nuer show the insufflation tech-

2.

Among the Peul Wodaabe, milking is gene-
rally women’s business, but the man interve-
nes in difficult cases by blowing air into the 

-
tion comparable to that made by Niebuhr in 

the Ziba of Tanzania where, “to be able to pro-

they blow into the cow’s anus, or they stick the 
hand and arm up to the elbow into there. In 
most cases, after that, the cow then gives milk” 

and Darfur also practise insufflation, according 
-

-
dressed a letter to his troublesome subject with 
rather unfairly began ’Ya nafáh el buqqer’ [’You 

]

-
ter being borrowed from the Arabs (Lagercrantz 

2. Morton, Chris. “Treating Nuer cow” Southern Sudan Proj-

-

In the Horn of Africa, where the custom is 

receive no other food than grass, in the mor-
ning after a brief graze, when the cow will give 
about three litres of milk; and at night when 

put a calf ’s hide on their head. While the cow 

blow violently into the vagina of the goat or 
the cow, in the Sudanese way” (Paulitschke 

“Abyssinia” in general is provided by J.-Maria 

often does when it has lost its calf, the latter’s 

at the moment of milking, or it is presented 
with another cow’s calf which has previously 
been smeared with the urine of the dead calf. 
She licks it and accepts it, believing that it is 
her own calf. At the same time the real mo-
ther continues to suckle her little one, so that 
it often happens that two or three cows share 

a cow still refuses to give its milk, they tie its 
back legs together and they blow hard into its 
vagina. The labia of the vulva are separated, 
and the herder blows some brief blasts di-
rectly into the vagina. Rapidly withdrawing 
his head, he manually closes the labia of the 
vulva, so that the vagina remains distended 
by the air. This operation is repeated as many 
times as is necessary to force the cow to stay 

work. If a cow refuses to give milk, the natives 
use a very original method to obtain it. A man 
holds the cow’s head, another pulls its tail, and 
a third blows as hard as he can into its anus, 
after which the animal willingly gives its milk” 
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In East Africa, among the Wagogo, “if the 
calf dies, milk production ceases immedia-
tely. So the cow is tricked in the following 

stretched over a gourd. This naturalised head 
is brought close to the cow from behind, 
she licks it, thinks she recognizes her calf, 
and lets herself be milked. Another method 
consists of blowing air into the animal’s vulva” 

In southern Africa, the custom of insufflation 
has been mentioned among the Nama (Alexan-

-

speaking to it, singing it songs, giving it salt, and 
if none of those things works, they insert into 
its vagina certain herbs which are supposed to 



make milk flow (information obtained in situ by 
Nicole Poissonnier, in litt. 17-iv-2010). A simi-

have seen, among the Turu of Tanzania (Sick 

doctoring their cattle, and administer some herb 
by injection into the uterus to make a cow yield 
milk when its calf has died; this has to be done 
with care, and not too often, or it causes the ani-

knew a medicine, which they could insert into 
the uterus of a cow that had lost its calf, with the 

but if the operation was repeated, it caused steri-

In these latter cases there is no insufflation, but the 
act of placing herbs into the vagina should, if need 
be, be recognizable in some detailed rock images. 
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For reasons presented elsewhere (Le 

precisely dated, are undoubtedly more recent 
although, for climatic reasons, they cannot be 

has been mentioned by Philippe Gouin, who 
unfortunately does not indicate his source  

of fresco recorded in a Vth dynasty tomb (ca. 

This image is one of those which show that 
the ancient Egyptians took advantage of the 
presence of the calf to obtain the milk, and 
here the little animal has a competitor in the 
form of a young boy who is suckling the udder 

his right hand under the animal’s tail, as if 
to stimulate it manually just as the Dinka do 
when they practise insufflation. Although it is 
not absolutely convincing, this image therefore 
seems to contribute to our dossier, for want 
of a more precise illustration. However, such 
an illustration may exist in the form of the 
decoration of the tomb of Oukhhotep at Meir 

th

taking care of its calf, which must have recently 

wraps his arms around the cow’s back legs, 
obviously to immobilize it. His companion, 

is bending forward with his head raised. If 
one goes by the drawing, the herdsman is not 
yet actually milking, he is just placing in the 
correct position the vessel into which the milk 
must flow. This vessel is no longer visible, but 
it certainly existed, and the man, with his arms 

lowered in parallel, was busy putting it exactly 
under the udder of his animal, before beginning 

not as faithful to the work as it might seem 

in front of the cow, this is obviously to facilitate 
lactation, as is common everywhere, especially 

of Oukhhotep, the person located under the 
mother is small, and thus is probably a child or 
an adolescent learning to suckle directly from 
the udder, as is always common in Africa. It is 
therefore normal that no vessel is visible, and 
pointless to imagine that it has disappeared. 
As for the adult located behind the cow, why 
would he be seeking to immobilize the animal 
by girdling its legs, which would be fairly risky, 
and even dangerous, when it would be so simple 
to hobble it, something the Egyptians knew 

this clearly in the decoration of the tombs at 

the animal’s markedly raised tail, it is far more 
probable that this human is preparing to blow 
into its vagina, having already knelt down to do 
this, adopting a posture that is often used by the 

In our inventory, the easternmost location is 
that of the so-called “dairy” panel discovered to 
the left of the entrance staircase at the temple of 
Nin-hursag. This monument was built at Tell
el-’Obeyd (southern Mesopotamia, in present-

In this decoration, the position adopted by the 

milking ewes and goats, but is surprising in the 
case of a cow because, says Philippe Gouin, it 
“obliges the man to work with arms outstretched 
and his face confronting the animal’s rear end, 
which prevents him seeing what he is doing. 
Moreover, the cow’s powerful tail is a nuisance, 
and its droppings are at risk of falling in the 
milk. Nevertheless, this method of milking is 



whose general decoration is, moreover, very 
close to that of the frieze of el-’Obeid as well as 
on a small fragment of a relief at Ur. In fact, the 
milker thus places himself before milking, in 
order to be able to blow into the cow’s  uterus” 

incomplete, a fragment of bas-relief at Ur 

like them, without a seat behind the animal 

have just been cited, one can also add a seal 

th

th
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ORIGIN

seem to be located outside the region infes-
ted by tsetse flies (“fly that kills cattle” in the 

MA, TR, WG) seem to contradict the hypo-
thesis of an explanation of avoidance of the 

-
tionship can apparently be established with 
any ecozone, it is the idea of a cultural mo-
tivation that springs all the more readily to 

not systematically linked to pastoralism (the 
majority of pastoralist societies do not seem 
to know it) and because the repeated inven-
tion of such a specialized and not very ob-
vious process appears to be far less probable 

-
le-Aymar sees in it a cultural trait comparable 

that is also not universal among pastoralists, 
and both form part of a “complete pastoralist 
package including certain highly specialized  

2007 & 2008). The distribution area of war 
cattle has not been well studied for the mo-
ment, but this subject is worthy of further 
study, especially as the prehistorian Oswald 

of insufflation was a typical trait of what he 
called the “warrior-pastoralist culture” (Sie ist 
ein typischer Zug der Hirtenkriegerkultur

The most economical hypothesis is that which 
supposes that this trait spread at the same time 
as domestic bovines; it appears that their ar-
rival is best documented in the northern half 
of the continent, even if many uncertainties 
remain, especially where their ultimate origin 
is concerned. This may result from an intro-
duction from the east, or from a native do-
mestication of the African aurochs (Loftus et 
al. et al. et al.

possibility is not currently favoured by most 

of an introduction from the east is generally 
preferred, on the one hand because the ar-

-
pothesis of an African domestication centre, 
and on the other because of the very early 

from the Cypriot preceramic site of Shillou-
rokambos (Guilaine et al. -
vines transported by boat, but also in Syria 
for a diminution of the sexual dimorphism of 

-
tication around the same period (Arbuckle 
2005). Whatever precision can be brought to 
this subject by future research, the situation 

were introduced here from the east, before 

-
nes arriving in the subcontinent, as presen-
ted especially by Ronan Loftus and his col-
laborators (Map 5), does not really take into 
account their presence in the central Sahara, 
and is essentially based on two sites which 
should be treated with caution; because the 

sites, Haua Fteah in Cyrenaica (Clark et al.
-

tic bones – scholars cannot decide whether 
they are from a small aurochs or domestic 

the documentation extracted from the Ca-

that is often invoked, it only proves a possible 

Without getting trapped by the shortcomings of 

one can legitimately wonder if the distribution of 

until the th -

by various ethnologists and historians (Chrétien 



of the relationship between archaeological data 
-

of this kind has been applied to Saharan rock art 
by several linguists and prehistorians since the 

-
ledge of historical linguistics and archaeological 

that if ever there was a place where one could 

"penetration corridor" probably followed by the pastoralists.
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apply this method, it is indeed the Sahara, where 
-

sions” were provoked by the climatic hazards (Le 

It appears that the oldest evidence of the tech-

in the heart of the area of Afrasian languages. 

Where the cases found in the prehistoric Sahara 
are concerned, it seems probable that the tech-

time as domestic bovines, came with the spea-
kers of a language belonging to this phylum 

-
mented expansion within this family is that 
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the cultural vocabulary of stockrearing (espe-
cially the words for “goat”, “billygoat”, “sheep”, 
“ewe”, “flock”, “cow”, “calf ” and “milk”) proves 
that its speakers, who were herders, dispersed in 

that is perfectly compatible with the data from 
rock art. 
Where Mesopotamia is concerned, it should be 

marked the end of the archaic Dynastic period. 
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It was then the Akkadian language, which is 
the oldest Afrasian language to have been 

-
cal evidence of Akkadian is the proper names 

language itself seems to have appeared around 

et al. -

at Tell el-’Obeyd could very well result from 
Akkadian influence. Hence, in the present state 
of documentation, all the points that mark out 

should really be linked to the dispersal of her-
ders belonging to the Afrasian linguistic group.
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languages and the dispersal of their speakers 
contributed to the pre- and protohistory of 
the Sahara and Sahel. The geographic and 
chronological proximity of the original sources 
of the two great families of Afrasian and Nilo-
Saharan languages, and then the contiguous 
nature of several of them after their extension 
and until today shows that borrowings took place 

them for the case that interests us here since, 
apart from among the Tuareg of the Ayer who 
call it askuf
of insufflation does not have names whose 
evolution it might be possible to  follow.

group of Chadic languages (from the Afrasian 
phylum) is the result of a westward movement 

th

-

gradual occupation of Wâdi Howar (North-Su-
dan) by the bearers of a particular type of Mid-
dle and Final Neolithic pottery with a decora-
tion known as “Leiterband” (Jesse et al. 2007, 

level that a curious ceramic object was disco-

-

ruled out the possibility of such a function, she 
-

valent. However, its resemblance to the mouth 
of a tool made of shell and used (in th-cen-
tury Hungary) for blowing into cows’ vaginas 

impossible, and it will be recalled that the bone 
tubes discovered in the tombs of the kurgans of 

and with so-called “Leiterband” decoration

th century Hungary for blowing into 
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southern Russia have been interpreted in this 
way, with a high degree of probability (
Galkin

south of the continent is clearly attributable 
to speakers of languages of the Nilo-Saharan 
and Niger-Congo phyla, the pastoralists having 
used a “corridor” that remained free within the 

higher density of historical cases in these lin-
guistic areas allows one to suggest that the very 

them in southern Africa could indicate an an-
cient connection between Nilo-Saharan (more 

This hypothesis may enjoy two items of sup-
port. On the one hand, a “syndrome of Nilotic
customs” has been noted among the Nguni of 
west Zimbabwe and the northern part of South 

th

or th

-
vier Fauvelle-Aymar, who mentions it in sup-
port of a possible connection between Nilots

dates mentioned are very late. Moreover, the 

thirteen populations in East and South Africa is 
compatible with the hypothesis of a demic dif-
fusion of pastoralism out of East Africa towards 
a zone of southern Africa located at the present 
boundary of Angola and Namibia, indepen-

ago. The authors of this work conclude that the 
population which introduced pastoralism into 
southern Africa had a Nilotic linguistic affilia-
tion (Henn et al.
research work that was independent of the one 

associated with the persistence of lactase (and 
hence the digestive tolerance of cow’s milk) 

Namib Desert (Ovimbundu, Ganguela, Nya-

from this the existence of a link between these 
zones and East Africa, probably after migrations 

et
al.
concerning the transmission of the mutation in 

either direct, through migration, or indirect 
-

-

Hence the totality of the available data tends to 
-

sion of cattle rearing by populations with Afra-
sian languages in the northern half of Africa, 
and with Niger-Congo and Nilo-Saharan lan-
guages in the southern half. 

RECONCILIATION OF THE DATA OF

DIFFERENT TYPES

North Sudan and the Libyan desert form part 
of the original zone of two of the big African 

years ago. This was a contact zone (located so-
mewhere between present-days Sudan, Egypt 
and Ethiopia), and the exchanges that occur-
red in this period would help explain the vague 
“family likeness” that has been observed several 
times between the iconography of the central 
Sahara and the Nile area (Leclant et al.

In the Nilo-Saharan phylum, words for 
“milk” and “to milk” have been reconstruc-
ted by Christopher Ehret (Ehret 2001) to the 
north Proto-Sudanic stage, which he places 



in Proto-Afrasian, around the same period 
-

for “milk” could be explained by an early histo-
ric contact in the region of the Eastern desert. 
So the data from historical linguistics point to a 
very early appearance of milking, around 8000 

-
grosso 

modo to that which certain archaeozoologists 
and prehistorians have proposed for an inde-
pendent origin of the domestication of bovines 
in Africa. According to this supposition, this 
independent process occurred in the extreme 

-

-
tier 2002). In reality, the osteological evidence 
and the ecological arguments presented in sup-
port of this suggestion only make it possible to 
make very fragile suppositions, and even if  a 
few authors apparently accept it without hesi-

21), this hypothesis has been criticized very 

principal promoter himself, in the most recent 
review of the subject, has been very careful to 
speak only of “putative domestic cattle” or of 
“early hypothetical presence of livestock espe-

Even if, during more recent periods, cattle 
plaid a preeminent role in several sudanese sites 

(Chaix 2007), one still wait for new and truly 
solid arguments to suppose that there was an in-
dependent domestication of bovines in this re-

th or VIIIth -

-
mestic cattle at Wadi el-Arab (Honegger 2007), 
and the eagerly-anticipated publication of these 
new data might create a wholly new situation.
In order to make up for the weaknesses of this 
archaeological and osteological dossier (Grig-

et al.
Troy et al. 2001, Hanotte et al. 2002) which are 
supposed to reinforce the idea that an African 
centre of domestication could have been loca-
ted somewhere in the Eastern desert (Wendorf 

of an autochthonous and very early domesti-
cation of the African aurochs have sought help 
in the models constructed by geneticists, and 

theory, without noticing that their procedure 
consisted of wishing to prove a supposition by 
a hypothesis. 

-
logical and linguistic data, it has also some-
times been proposed that, for obvious reasons 
of taphonomy, there is always a certain lapse of 
time between the appearance of a phenomenon 
and the moment when it becomes sufficiently 
widespread to have a chance of being detec-
table millennia later, by means of archaeology 

-
ri the data of historical linguistics for the sole 

through the results of prospections and exca-
vations. Prehistorians are nonetheless highly 
sceptical of the linguists’ speculations when 
they contradict their own. Is it not possible 
that the linguists risk taking as evidence for an 
early and common origin what could actually 
be no more than the results of later contacts 

-
theless one must admit that this objection, al-
beit certainly academically acceptable, has pri-
marily been formulated as a matter of form and 
has very little chance of being well-founded, 
when one considers the work of such expe-
rienced linguists as Christopher Ehret, Roger 

Contrary to the linguists’ deductions in this 
domain, there is a far more powerful argument, 
namely that the presence of a word for “milk” 
in a language in no way proves the practice 
of milking. The African example of the “non-
milking area” (Map 1) should suffice to prove 
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this, if that were necessary, since many pastoralists 
obviously know about milk’s existence, but 
refuse to milk their cows. As it seems impossible 
to bring the comparison to bear on terms like 
askuf (“insufflation in cows’ vaginas to force 
them to give milk”), because for the moment 
this is a hapax, and as the earliest words for 
“to milk” are the result of a recalibration from 
terms known before domestication and which 

could demonstrate the early existence of milking 
through that of words designating either it or 

bone remains are enabling researchers to re-

recent and sufficiently meticulous excavations 
et al. 2000), but this 

is not yet the case in the Sahara.
All things considered, it is therefore rock 
art which, for this zone, provides the best 
documentation. Although its dating is still 

Moreover, it attests, for the Saharan Neolithic,

which excavations would have great difficulty 
in detecting, to say the least. So in this zone, 
there is no need to resort to the hypothesis of 
the secondary products “revolution”, and the 
dossier presented here strengthens for Africa 
the arguments already put forward in Europe 
against this hypothesis (Vigne & Helmer 2007).
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Afar AF Danakil Ethiopia Afrasian XXth century EC Lagercrantz 1950: 48

Al-’Ubayd UB Iraq Afrasian ca. 2500 BCE Gouin 1993

Ancient
Egyptians

AE Egypt Afrasian ca. 2500 BCE See text

Anuak AK Sudan Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE

Arabs of 
Basora

BS Iraq Afrasian XVIIIth century CE Niebuhr 1779:  231

Baggara BA Sudan Afrasian XXth century CE MacMichael 1924

Bana BN Chad Afrasian XXth century CE Rühe 1938: 216;
Plischke 1954: 4; 
Lagercrantz 1950: 49

Bedouins of 
Egypt

BD Egypt Afrasian XXth century CE Gouin 1993:  140, 
n. 29: “en Egypte 
ancienne et moderne”

Daza/Teda DZ Chad Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE Baroin 1975: 495

Dinka DK Sudan Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE Bernatzik 1929: 93; 
Parau 1975: 30; 
Castiglioni 1977: 159

lbe FU Mali Niger-Congo XXth century CE Fauvelle-Aymar 
2007: 84

Gonaqua GQ “Gonna
Hottentots”

South Africa Khoisan XXth century CE? Lagercrantz 1950: 
49-50

Immidir IM Algeria Afrasian IVth mill. BCE? See text

KF Kaffa, Kefa Ethiopia Afrasian XXth century CE Bieber 1920: 345

Khoekhoen of 
the Cape

KH South Africa Khoisan XVIIIth-XXth

centuries CE 
Kolb 1719: 468; von 
François 1896: 258; 
Schultze 1907: 257.

Korana KR !Kora, !Ora
Griqua

South Africa Khoisan ? Lagercrantz 1950: 
49-50

Maasai MA Kenya Nilo-Saharan XXXth century CE Menghin 1931: 529

Messak MK Libya Afrasian Vth mill. BCE? See text

Nguni NG South Africa Niger-Congo XXth century CE Lagercrantz 1950: 50

Nuer NU Sudan Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE Bernatzik 1930: 112

APPENDICES

1 - INSUFFLATION TECHNIQUE
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Oromo OR Galla Ethiopia Afroasian XXth century CE Paulitschke 1893: 266; 
Lagercrantz 1950: 48

Nama NA Namaqua, 
Damara, 
Damaqua, 
Bergdamara

Namibia,
South Africa

Khoisan XIXth century CE Alexander 1838: 146

Qora (Arabs 
of Dhofar)

QR Sultanate of 
Oman

Afroasian XXth century CE Thesiger 1978: 55

Rolong RL Botswana Niger-Congo XXth century CE Lagercrantz 1950: 50

Šilluk SH Shilluk Sudan Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE Bernatzik 1929

Somali SO Ethiopia Afroasian XXth century CE Keller 1901: 135

Surma SU Sudan Nilo-Saharan XXth century CE Fauvelle-Aymar 2007:  
83

Tuareg of the 
Ayer

TG Niger Afroasian XXth century CE Bernus 1980: 110, 
 Nicolaisen 1963: 51

Tswana TS Zimbabwe, 
Namibia, 
South Africa 

Niger-Congo XXth century CE Lagercrantz 1950: 50

Turu TR Limi,
Niaturu,
Nyaturu,
Rimi,
Waniaturu, 
Walimi, 
Warimi

Tanzania Niger-Congo XXth century CE Sick 1916

Wagogo WG Gogo Tanzania Niger-Congo XXth century CE Clauß 1911

Wodaabe WO Peuls
Bororo

Niger Niger-Congo XXth century CE Dupire 1962: 86

!Xosa XS South Africa Niger-Congo XXth century CE Lagercrantz 1950: 50

Ziba ZB Wasiba, 
Kiziba

Tanzania Niger-Congo XXth century CE Rhese 1910: 49

i.e.

Pieds nus à travers la Mauritanie
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Bir Kiseiba Egypt 8500-7800 9000±100 SMU-481 Gautier 2002

Wadi el-Arab Sudan ca. 7000 Forthcoming Forthcoming Honegger 2007

Enneri Bardagué Chad 6700-5900 7455±180 Hv-2775 Hassan 2002

Haua Fteah Libya 6060-5700 7000±110 GrN-3541 Clark et al. 2008

Nabta Playa Egypt 5900-4800 6480±270 / Applegate et al. 2001

Adrar Bous (site I) Niger 5570-4580 6200±250 Pa-753 Paris 1997

Shaheinab Sudan 5485-5385 6500 / Gautier 1987-a

Merimde Egypt 5350-4750 6130±110 / Ibid.

Gabrong (level b) Chad 5300-4800 6130±90 Hv-3709 Ibid.

Messak (Ti-n-
Einesnis)

Libya 5300-4800 6080±80 GX-28543 Lernia 2006

Wa-n-
Muhjâj (Uan 
Muhuggiag)

Libya 5200-4700 6035±100 UD-225 Belluomini & Mandra 1987: 
128, 328

Ti-n-Torha North II Libya 4960-4710 5870±50 R-1031 Gautier & van Neer 1982

Wa-n-Muhjâj 
(level VIII)

Libya 5250-4500 5952±120 UD-225 Clutton-Brock 1989

Fayum (E29G3) Egypt 4830-4720 5900 / Gautier 1987-a

Relidjem (Erg 
Admer)

Algeria 4500-3950 5420±130 Ly-408 Ibid.

Méniet Algeria 4550-3800 5400±150 Sa-59 Ibid.

Arlit Niger 4500-3900 5380±130 Gif-3057 Ibid.

Adrar Tiwyin 
(Tiouyine)

Algeria 4550-3800 5320±130 Gif-1380 Ibid.

Tamaya Mellet Niger 4230-3960 5245±55 Pa-1042 Ibid.

Murzuq 2 Libya 4230-3960 5248±51 KIA 11195 Pachur & Peters 2001

el-Khattara Egypt 4230-3820 5215±55 SMU-493 Gautier 1987-a

Messak (site 556) Libya 4230-3700 5150±110 GX-28446 Lernia 2006

Messak (I-n-
Habeter IIIa)

Libya 4000-3660 5071±91 GX-20348 Ibid.

Kehf el-Barûd 
(chamber)

Morocco 4600-2900 5035±343 / Jousse 2004



Wâdi el-Bakht 
(Gilf Kebîr)

Egypt 3900-3400 5180±60 KN-3079 Gehlen et al. 2002

3970-3750 5070±60 KN-3149

Kadada Egypt 3780-3370 4840±70 Gif-6809 Gautier 1986

Geldaman-Akbu Algeria 3700-2900 4630±130 Ly-3657 Chaïd-Saoudi 1987

Zakiab Sudan 3500-3320 T-2818 Close 1980

Ti-n-Hanakaten S3 Algeria 2880-2490 4100±70 Mc-676 Chaïd-Saoudi 1987

Tichitt (site 46) Mauritania 2650-1900 3830±120 Gif-2884 Holl 1985

I-n-Tuduf (TDF3) Niger 2900-1600 3740±200 Pa-1048 Paris 1997

Windé Koroji I 
(level 17)

Mali 2300-1700 3635±90 GX-19990 MacDonald 1996

Karkarichinkat
(KN2)

Mali 2150-1750 3620±80 N-1398 Smith 1974

Chami A2 Mauritania 2150-1500 3500±120 Gif-2492 Bouchud 1981

Asa Koma Djibouti 1960-1520 3440±90 Gif-7404 Guérin & Faure 1996

Niger 2300-900 3325±260 Pa-0292 Faye 1988

Khatt Lemaïteg Mauritania 2200-1000 3310-±200 Ly-2502 Bathily et al. 1998

Gajiganna B Nigeria 1610-1210 3150±70 UtC-2330 Breunig et al. 1996

Nkang Cameroon 890-420 2580±70 LV-1940 van Neer 2002
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Wadh Lang’o Kenya 120-250 1819±28 OxA-14505 Lane et al. 2007

Toteng Botswana 280-320 1765 / Denbow & Wilmsen 1986

Mzinyashana South Africa 270-330 1750 / Plug 2002

Lotshitshi Botswana 205-593 1660±100 / Denbow & Wilmsen 1986

Kasteelberg A South Africa 310-560 1630±60 OxA-3864 Bousman 1998

Usenge 3 Kenya 410-580 1560±40 Beta-190746 Lane et al. 2007

Debbat Bandgit Sudan 400-1000 / / Gautier & van Neer 1997

Broederstroom 
24/73

South Africa ca. 460 UCLA-1791B Mason 1974

Mabveni Zimbabwe 1-540 1770±120 SR-43 Bousman 1998

430-880 1380±110 SR-79

Kamabanga I Angola 780-1020 1120±60 Gif-6182 van Neer 2002

Nqoma Botswana 760-1050 1000±60 / Denbow & Wilmsen 1986

Drie Susters 
(DSM)

South Africa 870-1150 1050±60 Pta-5478 Smith et al. 1991

Kreeftebaai South Africa 980-1190 970±50 Pta-5517 Ibid.

Makwe Zambia 946-1214 980±70 SR-206 Phillipson 1976

Kitala II Angola 1200-1330 720±60 Gif-6011 van Neer 2002

Linbangbo RCA  1270-1450 559±77 Bdy-582 Ibid.

Matupi Congo 1360-1390 730±45 GrN-7244 Ibid.

Mondongué RCA >1400 130±240 BM-2425 Ibid.

fragments of ostrich eggshells collected from the surface, 
and one can doubt their connection with the 25 bones of 
domestic cattle, goats and sheep which were also collected 
from the surface. Since no bone of a domestic animal has 

-
nological position corresponds to this date), and since the 
remains of this period are also very rare on the surface, the 
most probable scenario is that these bones actually belong 
to the local phase known as Gilf C, situated around the 
middle of the Vth

-

bovine bones were found, in reality was obtained from 

-
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for a Bos found at Ti-n-Torha in the Akukas mountains 
(Libya) and said to be at stage of “incipient domestication” 

-

-

presence of such ancient domestic bovids at Ti-n-Torha

laboratory at a time where the results were not reliable yet, 
must be erroneous. The same remark can be made for the 

hearths at the basic level of the Wa-n-Muhjâj rock-shelter 

-

-

ticated cattle is only proven here for the middle levels at 

dates for domestic cattle in the Akukas obviously must be 
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