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Introducing Medieval Animal Names by Ben Parsons 
was published by the University of Wales Press in 
the Medieval Animal series designs to provide short, 
easily digestible insights into various animals 
inhabiting the real and imaginary spaces of the 
medieval world, the book is geared towards an 
audience of non-specialists, interested in animal 
studies but possibly not specialising in it. At least the 
impression left after reading the book is that the 
author is more familiar with the theories from the 
fields of race study and anthropology than the most 
recent studies in medieval animal history. Unlike the 
earlier books in the series, such as Introducing the 
Medieval Ass (2020) or Introducing the Medieval Dragon 
(2019), which deal with single species of animals, 
whether real or fantastic, Introducing Medieval Animal 

Names takes a panoramic view of medieval animals that became subject to naming in 
romances, chronicles, administrative documents, theological treatises and so on. 
Fantastic animals, such as the unicorn, the dragon, the centaur, etc., are not included, 
possibly because they do not become reliable witnesses to human-animal 
relationships in the Middle Ages – although the book does not go as far as explaining 
the omission.  

Taking a panoramic view that encompasses the ancient world, including ancient 
Egypt, and the early modern and even modern Europe, as well as using references to 
China, India and the Arabic Peninsula of the medieval period, the author provides a 
rich mosaic intended to illustrate the power wielded by humans over non-human 
animals through the act of naming. The examples of animal names seem to be mainly 
used as material needed to back this argument rather than to enhance the 
understanding of the individual animal species. In the single chapter devoted to the 
Middle Ages, two separate sections discuss dog and horse names respectively. All the 
other animals, such as cats, donkeys, oxen, pigs, hunting and even elephants are 
thrown in together. The author distinguishes several trends in the naming of 
individual species: thus, the closer the relationship between the humans and the 
animals, the more likely they are to be named. Moreover, the more expensive the 
animal and the more emotional involvement exist between the animal and its owner, 
the more likely the animal is to be named and recorded. This is particularly true of 
dogs, both lapdogs and hunting dogs, and of horses, especially elite horses, such as 
destriers. 

Unfortunately, there is little engagement with previous literature on medieval 
animals, including studies devoted to horses. The names of horses are the subject of 
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a separate and detailed overview included in The Horse in Celtic Culture,1 where horse 
names given to horses in Welsh sources are discussed and allocated into several 
groups, based on colour and physical and mental characteristics. Likewise, the horse 
names in English sources are analysed in my previous article, the “Price and Value of 
the Warhorse in Late Medieval England,” where I argued tentatively for a link 
between coat colour, reflected in the horse's name, and its price (The Horse in 
Premodern European Culture).2 Indeed, the extant coat colour catalogues in medieval 
manuscripts show a clear hierarchy of coat colours, which were reflected in the names 
given to the horses of the royal household (along with the name of the owner or of 
the horse’s place of origin), as well as to the humbler equines. 

It is unsurprising that the more prized animals - both in emotional terms and in 
terms of market value – would have been named and the names would be recorded 
in administrative sources and literature. It is likely that hunting birds were named 
following the same principle as horses and hounds. On the other hand, those animals 
that were not encountered as individuals, such as sheep, pigs, goats, geese and other 
domestic birds, were less likely to receive names. Indeed, received wisdom has it that 
those animals that are to be eaten should not be named, or, if named, should have 
names evocative of their function – Soup, Sausage, Fatty, etc. That is something 
Introducing Medieval Animal Names does not pick up, but it is an obvious point to make. 
A named animal cannot be eaten. Dogs and birds of prey are not eaten by humans, 
and, in the Middle Ages, there was a widespread ban in the Christian world in eating 
horse meat. Among the people who eat horse meat traditionally, such as the Yakuts, 
the ridden horses are those which are not designated for slaughter, as I have 
mentioned in my article in this issue of the journal.3 

Introducing Medieval Animal Names is a thought-provoking book, which points to 
several tendencies in the medieval world and indeed in our own world. It does not 
romanticise the Middle Ages, neither does it claim that the modern world is somehow 
a better or more ethical place. Its range of animal names and sources examined is 
impressive. However, better familiarity with the secondary literature in medieval 
animal studies (for instance, the recent monograph by Evans-Tang, Animal-Human 
Relations in Medieval Iceland) would have provided a stronger argument and would have 
been more interesting for those readers who are interested in medieval animals 
themselves and not in the theoretical underpinnings of the phenomena of naming 
and namelessness. 
 
 
 

 
1 Nerys Ann-Jones, “Horses in Medieval Welsh Court Poetry,” in The Horse in Celtic Culture: 
Medieval Welsh Perspectives, ed. Sioned Davies and Nerys Ann-Jones (University of Wales Press, 
1997), 82-101. 
2 Anastasija Ropa, “Price and Value of the Warhorse in Late Medieval England,” in The Horse 
in Premodern European Culture, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy Dawson (Berlin: DeGruyter, 
2020), 219-233, at 230. 
3 Anastasija Ropa, “Yakutian Horse as an Asset for Sustainable Tourism in Yakutia,” Cheiron: 
The International Journal of Equine and Equestrian History 5.1 (2026). 
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