
LUCRETIUS' ELEPHANT WALL 

IN an articleI entitled Lucrece et les Elephants, Professor Ernout has referred to 
recent archaeological evidence that in palaeolithic times the skeletons of 
mammoths were used in the construction of primitive habitations, and observes 
that the well-known lines of Lucretius 2. 532 ff. about India being so prolific in 
elephants that the whole land 'milibus e multis vallo munitur eburno' may 
refer not to anything legendary (as Bailey and others had supposed), nor to the 
military use of elephants in large numbers for frontier defence,2 but to a recog- 
nition of the fact that even in later times 'les Indiens avaient pu conserver leur 
mode de vie et utiliser avec ses defenses d'elephant le systeme de protection 
invente par leurs ancetres, ou simplement conserver ces gigantesques os de 
mammouths', etc. Like those editors of Lucretius who (unlike Munro who was 
apparently unaware of the passage in question) adduce any parallels at all 
from ancient literature, Ernout refers to the 'three authors' (i.e. Lucretius, 
Pliny, Polybius) who mention the use of elephant tusks in building, although in 
fact the two latter are writing not about India but Africa, where Pliny, quoting 
Polybius, says (N.H. 8. 31) that on the borders of Ethiopia tusks are used as 
door-posts or as props in the partitions of houses or out-buildings ('postium 
vicem in domiciliis praebere, saepesque in his et pecorum stabulis pro palis 
elephantorum dentibus fieri Polybius tradidit auctore Gulusa regulo'). 

By a strange oversight however, no Lucretian commentator, so far as I know, 
has ever adduced a parallel from Dio Chrysostom's oration rrepl r7rovrov (79. 4), 
where the incorporation of elephant tusks in the walls of ordinary Indian 

dwellings is mentioned. The comparison with Lucretius here is indeed height- 
ened by a certain similarity of theme. Lucretius has just cited, in his argument 
about the finite number of different shapes of matter, the unsurpassed nature of 
the finest colours, smells, tastes, and sounds ('barbaricae vestes Meliboeaque 
fulgens / purpura Thessalico concharum tacta colore', etc.), arguing that 
otherwise the coloured fabrics and luxuries which we most prize would be 
rejected, and continues by commenting on the paradox that certain things of 

great rarity among one society are commonplace elsewhere, such as the snake- 
headed elephants of India: 

quorum 
milibus e multis vallo munitur eburno 
ut penitus nequeat penetrari: tanta ferarum 
vis est, quarum nos perpauca exempla videmus. 

Dio on the other hand refers to the argument that a city's well-being can be 
measured by its metals and other material products (such as Syrian and 
Babylonian fabrics), and observes ironically that on such considerations the 
Indians are the most blessed of mankind: el e AcX'as OaaviacrrTv K7r7t(a KaC 

7rept,!LaX-rov 'Iv0ot roA v 7rdcvTCWv oA~uira'ro Kal apaTrot, ,rap' os g EppTrTat Lra trcov 

R.Ph. xliv (1970), 203-5. quoting E. L. B. Meurig-Davies, Elephant 
2 See most recently P. H. Schrijvers, Tactics, C.Q. xlv (I95I), 153-5, who had 

ltudes sur la poetique et la poesie de Lucrece referred to the wars against Pyrrhus and 
(1970), 294-6, who envisages the tradition Carthage. 
as going back to the invasions of Alexander, 
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X ravT)v oara Kat ovels 7TparOUELV, E7rEp EvOae C V OC& V T7 KatL vwv. 

Kal TroAAaXou baocLv Ev Tro7s TOLtOLS voEKVOKOaOJLEOatL Ta Kpavla 7r-v EAf)/a)oWV 

avTots o0ovatv. 

Dio's account has an air of casual reality about it, whereas Lucretius prefers 
to invest the story with the romantic grandeur so often associated with 'believe 
it or not' tales of the exotic orient.' I am reminded of the not dissimilar state- 
ments that the Indians or Singalese lived in houses roofed by gigantic tortoise- 
shells.2 Aelian (JN.A. 16. 18) mentions the number of elephants in Taprobane 
(Ceylon) which exceed in size even those of India, and were exported to the 

mainland, and in Paradoxographus Vaticanus 10 (p. 107 Keller) the Teubner 
editor suggests the substitution of Tarrpofaviovs for the corrupt rrAjoLs as the 

subject of Xp~aOat in the fragment quoted of Agatharchides,3 which also men- 
tions tortoise-roofing in this part of the world: HIoAhKAc7-os XEAXwvas ylvEarOa 
qiortv KaV T7) rLayyd', xV 7T XEAOwVLOV /LE$[lVOVs XWpeLv TreTv7e. o AyaOapXlr,qs as 

To s XCehvtoiS Xp7(TOCa t'rArAoLs US opoq/LacrtL 7TrV KaAvfl3v. Aelian himself (ib. 

I7. 3) out-trumps Polyclitus' figure of five medimni with a claim for six- 
medimnus shells on the Arabian coast of the Red Sea, doubles it for the ten- 
medimnus shells of the Indian river-turtle (i6. I4), and approximately trebles 
it for the same Ganges turtles, whose shells are said (I2. 4I) to hold as much as 

twenty amphorae (about i80 gallons). Poets and prose writers alike may allow 
their fantasies to take wing when describing 'quae loca fabulosus lambit 

Hydaspes'. 

University of Edinburgh 

Cf. D. A. West's comment on this 
passage in The Imagery and Poetry of Lucretius, 
21. 

2 That the shells of the giant turtles of 
the Indian ocean are of exceptional dimen- 
sions and sturdiness is as true today as it 
was two thousand years ago, and doubtless 
they could be put to use as roof tiles, but I 
am unaware that any credible example is 
on record much more than a quarter as long 
as the fifteen-cubit shells described by Aelian 
(NV.A. i6. 17) large enough for 'quite a few 
people to dwell underneath': n'KTrovrat Se 
apa ev rat r r OaAXdarT Kal XEAX?va[ /sEyL'Tat, 

<v7Trep ovv ra EVuTpa 6pootL ytvovTat' Kal yap 
e(aTt Kati revTrKa$eEKa Ir'XEcov W v XEcAVLV, 

WS VTTOLKEtV OVK oAXyovs. Pliny (N.H. 9. 12. 
35) also insists on the capacity of a single 
shell ('tantae magnitudinis... uti singularum 
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superficie habitabiles casas integant'). 
3 This fragment is overlooked in the 

fragments of Agatharchides printed in 
Muller, Jacoby, and G.G.M. For the read- 
ing of the manuscript (Keller gives 7rAoeios), 
see Giannini's recent edition of the Paradoxo- 
graphorum Graecorum Reliquiae, who tentative- 
ly proposes os 7rArvOots here. A comparison 
with parallel descriptions (abstracted from 
Agatharchides himself) in Phot. Bibl. 250 
(G.G.M. i. p. I39) -oros e KV'reac Xpv'rat 

Trpos Tas aKrIvwaeiS, OLOVEL KaAhvas E 
vblhAotgs TotroS 7Tprv eLS KaOtar&TvTes and 
Diod. Sic. 3. 21. 5. Kal rrpos Tas aK7,vdaeLs, 

LOeves Tr p 71 v e ' 
zbl'Acov rTOroTv, suggests 

as a possible reading in Agatharchides XeAw- 
vloLs Xp7aOaL 7Trpjvmat (i.e. with top of the shell 
uppermost, opp. v7Trlos): for A/p confusion, 
see Greg. Cor. p. 269. 
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