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ISTVÁN KONCZ – ÁDÁM BOLLÓK

ELEPHANT IVORY ARTEFACTS IN THE CARPATHIAN BASIN 
DURING THE 6TH AND 7TH CENTURIES: 

CHRONOLOGY, DISTRIBUTION, AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

Zusammenfassung: Im vorliegenden Beitrag wurden vierzehn langobarden- bzw. awarenzeitliche Elfenbein-
objekte aus fünf Gräbern des Karpatenbeckens nebst weiteren langobardenzeitlichen Elfenbeinfunden aus 
Mähren zusammengestellt und analysiert. Im Lichte von den bekannten römerzeitlich-spätantiken Preisanga-
ben und den erhalten gebliebenen Funden aus dem Mittelmeerraum und Europa kann man darauf schließen, 
dass die Elfenbeinartefakte, trotzt der gewöhnlichen Aussage der archäologischen Fachliteratur, zumindest 
im spätantiken Mittelmeerraum ganz bis zu der Mitte des 7. Jahrhunderts nicht als unbezahlbaren Luxusgüter 
eingestuft werden sollen. Die Seltenheit der Elfenbeinartefakte im Karpatenbecken des 6.–7. Jh. könnte viel-
mehr mit kulturellen Faktoren erklärt werden. Im Gegensatz zu Edelmetall war Elfenbein für Thesaurierungs-
zwecke in barbarischen Gesellschaften wenig geeignet, da es im Bedarfsfall nicht einfach eingeschmolzen 
und als Kapital mobilisiert werden könnte. Im Grunde genommen war es weder für Umarbeitung nach dem 
Geschmack der Barbarenelite noch für Reparatur bei Beschädigung besonders angemessen.

Keywords: long-distance contacts, elephant ivory and its value, Carpathian Basin, Langobard period, 
Avar period, pouch ring, gaming piece

Although the offi ce-holders and military commanders of Republican Rome oft-times entertained 
the city’s population by parading exotic beasts and holding games displaying these creatures from 
the 2nd century BC onward,1 the Romans gathering to witness the games held on the occasion 
of the dedication of the temple of Venus Victrix by Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus, the consul of the 
year 55 BC, beheld a combat few had seen before: this was perhaps the very fi rst occasion when 
venatores were pitted against elephants.2 The people of the Urbs had seen elephants before in the 
Circus. The four war elephants captured in 275 BC in the victorious battle at Beneventum won 
over Pyrrhus, ruler of Epirus, were brought to Rome by Manius Curius Dentatus for his triumphal 
procession, just like Lucius Caecilius Metellus paraded a hundred elephants for the amusement of 
the Roman populus after his victory over the Carthaginians in the Battle of Palermo in 250 BC.3 
Nevertheless, the Romans fi rst saw elephants fi ghting in the Circus in 99 BC, as Pliny the Elder 
mentions citing the Roman historian Fenestella, although he fails to describe whether they had 
fought against venatores. He does add that twenty years later, an elephant was pitted against bulls.4

1 Toynbee 22013 17–18, cf. Jennison 1937 42–48; Bomgradner 2000 34–35.
2 Sen., De brev. vit. XIII.6, Latin text and English translation: Basore 1932 328–329.
3 Sen., De brev. vit. XIII.3, Latin text and English translation: Basore 1932 328–329; cf. Jennison 1937 44.
4 Plin., Nat. hist. VIII.7(19–20), Latin text and English translation: Rackham 1967 14–15. For the early 

venationes, some of which did involve the massacre of the exotic beast, while on others they were merely 
paraded for all to see, but were not hunted, cf. Bomgardner 2000 34–35. It is therefore possible that, as 
Livy records, elephants had appeared during a venatio held in 169 BC (Ab urbe cond. XLIV.18.8: Latin 
text and English translation: Schlesinger 1951 148–149), but their fi rst “combat” only took place several 
decades later.
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Yet, the slaughter of Pompey’s elephants (whose number is variously specifi ed as seventeen, 
eighteen or twenty in the sources) aroused rarely seen emotions in the spectators. Pliny and 
Cassius Dio, the two later authors who described the event in detail, both mention that the 
elephants, who fought bravely and won the admiration of the onlookers, gave out most unusual 
sounds – interpreted as cries for help by those present – after seeing the futility of their fi ght, 
and raising their trunks to the sky, they circled the arena. This provoked a rarely seen sympathy 
in the crowd and instead of demanding that the animals be killed, they blamed Pompey for the 
merciless slaughter of the noble beasts and beseeched him to spare the surviving animals.5 This is 
also confi rmed by Cicero, who had witnessed the event, and the famed orator also added that the 
onlookers apparently became convinced that there was some degree of kinship between elephants 
and men.6 Yet, some fi fty years later, the Res Gestae Divi Augusti records that 3500 African 
beasts, perhaps also elephants among them, were massacred during the 26 venationes staged by 
Augustus.7 These noble creatures were regularly included, even if not in great numbers, in the 
games put on by later emperors, and in fact the emperors reared their own elephant herds in Italy.8 
Although these beasts, regarded as exclusively befi tting rulers,9 most often entertained spectators 
with the tricks they had been taught,10 their massacre was a fairly regularly recurring event in the 
most spectacular Roman venationes; however, we do not hear of similar emotional outbursts as 
in 55 BC in later times.

A long road led from the four exotic beasts captured from Pyrrhus, creatures never before 
seen by the population of the Urbs, to the elephants fairly routinely appearing in the games put 
on by the emperors. Its main milestones outline the process whereby the Romans, fi rst acquiring 
their hold over Italy and then over the entire Mediterranean Basin, fi rst became familiar with and 
then gradually assumed control over the many different resources, the wildlife among them, of 
the Mediterranean world during their strive for hegemony. In addition to many other wild beasts, 
elephants too became recurring actors, even if not too frequently, of the social display of the 
emperor and the most wealthy aristocracy. Additionally, being an excellent raw material in view 
of its colour, hardness, and good workability as well as an expensive commodity that was hard to 
obtain, elephant tusks became virtually synonymous with power, wealth, and luxury. Pliny the 
Elder ranked elephant ivory among the most valuable natural materials and regularly discusses 
them in the same context as precious stones, gold, and electrum.11 Growing into an empire with 
her conquest of north-western Africa, the Near East, and Egypt, the greatest obstacle to obtaining 
elephant ivory in Rome was probably personal affl uence. According to Pliny, the demand for 
ivory was so immense that even elephant bones began to be used.12

The appearance and growing number of various articles carved from elephant ivory in the 
northern provinces lying far from the Mediterranean heartland was enabled by their integration 

5 Plin., Nat. hist. VIII.7(20–22), Latin text and English translation: Rackham 1967 14–17; Dio, Hist. Rom. 
XXXIX.38, Greek text and English translation: Cary – Foster 1914 360–363.

6 Cic., Ep. ad famil. VII.1.3, Latin text and English translation: Williams 1952 6–7.
7 Mon. Ancy. IV.22.3, Latin text and English translation: Brunt – Moor 1967 30–31. Jenisson 1937 45–46, 

63–64, highlights that the inscription’s Africanae bestiae, although usually designating African big 
cats such as lions and panthers, probably referred to the beasts arriving from distant lands, mainly from 
Africa, in Augustus’s text.

8 Jenisson 1937 65–66, 68–70, 74, 78, 84, 87–91.
9 Jenisson 1937 93; Bomgardner 2000 103.
10 Jenisson 1937 65–66.
11 Plin., Nat. hist. XXXIII.23(81) (referring to the age of Homer), XXXIII.54(152) (speaking of the ornate 

silver and elephant ivory sword hilts), XXXXVI.2(5) (speaking of the secular use of elephant ivory in 
everyday contexts), Latin text and English translation: Rackham 1959 62–63, 112–113; Eichholz 1959 
6–7.

12 Plin., Nat. hist. VIII.4(5), Latin text and English translation: Rackham 1967 6–7. 
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into the Roman social, economic, and commercial system. Thus, even though access to elephant 
ivory as a raw material and to the various objects made from it was not restricted to the regions 
that were part of the Roman world, the number of ivory articles found in a particular region 
provides intriguing insights into the economic prosperity of a given area and its relation to the 
empire. In a certain sense, this is also true of the centuries of Late Antiquity and of regions that 
no longer remained under direct Roman control in the wake of the transformations brought on by 
the Migration period. The present study focuses on one of these regions and periods. Our goal is 
to compile a list of the currently known elephant ivory objects in the 6th–7th-century material 
record of the Carpathian Basin and their assessment, and thereby to address certain aspects of 
the diplomatic, commercial, and cultural connections between the late antique and early medieval 
population of the Carpathian Basin and the Mediterranean world through the study of a discrete 
group of artefact types that has hitherto not been examined in this context.

Elephant Ivory as a Raw Material

In archaeological contexts, ivory generally designates the tusk of African and Indian elephants, 
while less often it refers to the teeth of hippopotamus,13 walrus,14 and even narwhal,15 and in 
certain cases to the teeth of sperm whales.16 In the international archaeological literature, the 
different ivory types are distinguished – when and if necessary – by specifying the name of the 
species from which it originates (elephant ivory, hippopotamus ivory, etc.). In this sense, elephant 
ivory designates the tusks of elephants, the modifi ed upper incisors which undergo continuous 
growth during the animal’s life. In contrast to the English-language academic literature, the word 
used for designating articles made of elephant tusk in other languages in itself evokes the animal. 
In Hungarian, for example, elefántcsont specifi cally refers to a certain species17 or, to be more 
precise, to an animal family, the Elephantidae. Although less obvious at fi rst sight, the German 
designation, Elfenbein, from Old High German helfantbein, goes back to ancient Greek ἐλέφας 
and Latin elephantus, which in all likelihood initially meant the raw material and the articles made 
from it rather than the animal itself.18 Similarly to the German term, Old English elpenband had 
a similar etymological background, but was replaced during the Middle Ages by ivory, which can 
most likely be derived from Latin eboreus meaning “of elephant bone/of elephant” (ebur + eus).19 
Although the word clearly contains a reference to elephants, the term itself has by now become 
more neutral and can denote objects made from the tooth or tusk of several different animals.20

The identifi cation of ivories from different sources is aided by the clearly identifi able structure 
and distinctive traits of elephant, hippopotamus, walrus, and other tusks that are visible to the 
naked eye.21 For example, intersecting lines forming chevrons (the so-called Schreger lines) can 

13 Moorey 1994 115; Insoll 1995. 
14 MacGregor 1985 41; Pierce 2009; Seaver 2009.
15 Laufer – Pelliot 1913; Whitridge 1999.
16 Lane 2015 324–325.
17 Of the animals simply called elephants in common parlance, the African and Indian elephants are 

perhaps the best known, even though there were several other members of the Elephantidae aside from 
these two species such as forest elephant and mammoths.

18 DWDS: https://www.dwds.de/wb/Elfenbein (last accessed April 6, 2020).
19 Douglas Harper Online Etymology Dictionary: https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=ivory (last 

accessed March 18, 2020).
20 Although less relevant for European/Mediterranean archaeology, the artefacts carved from the beak 

of helmeted hornbills native to Indonesia are also designated as ivory (“red ivory”). Today, objects 
made from artifi cially produced, synthetic ivory are also available, although their value is obviously far 
inferior to that of original elephant ivory.

21 Locke 2008.
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be seen in the cross-section of tusks from the Elephantidae family and the various species are 
distinguished based on the angles of these chevrons.22

Depending on the geographic region and the chronological period, the raw materials mentioned 
in the above occur with varying frequencies, and in many cases, their importance eclipsed that of 
elephant ivory. In addition to their rareness and restricted accessibility, the value of these ivories 
was enhanced by their excellent workability and their colour, ranging from white to brown. In 
Northern Europe, particularly in the British Isles and Scandinavia, elephant tusk was in part 
substituted by walrus tusk (Odobenus rosmarus Linnaeus 1758) in the early Middle Ages, which 
could be procured from geographically closer sources and played a leading role from the 9th to 
the 13th–14th centuries.23 The value of walrus tusk and the demand for this commodity played 
a major role in the foundation and subsequent fl ourishing of the Viking settlements in Greenland, 
to the extent that it has even been suggested that one reason for their fi nal abandonment in 
the 16th century was the decline in the price of African elephant tusk.24 The renowned Lewis 
chessmen dating from the 12th century were for the greater part carved from walrus tusk,25 
although a few were made from the teeth of sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus 
1758).26 The use of less valuable, but locally available raw material can be noted in the case of less 
costly and simpler objects: the bulk of the gaming pieces from the Salme ship burial dating from 
the late Vendel period (early 8th century) was made from whale bones, the by-product of whale 
hunting.27 In the Near East, hippopotamus tusk (Hippopotamus amphibius Linnaeus 1758), much 
harder and whiter than elephant tusk, was always highly valued, especially for for its latter trait 
latter trait,28 and it is therefore hardly surprising that it was used as a substitute when elephant 
tusks were scarce;29 moreover, given its greater hardness, it was downright preferred for the 
production of certain objects.30 It was a trade commodity in its own right,31 with a distribution 
principally covering the eastern Mediterranean. Its importance is underscored by the fact that 
the majority of Late Bronze Age objects described as having been made of elephant ivory had 
in fact been carved from hippopotamus tusk.32 The above examples accentuate how the reliable 
determination of the raw material of artefacts simply designated as ivory – which is still in its 
infancy in many regions and in the case of several periods – provides an overall picture with a 
wealth of fi ner details in the case of a material hitherto treated rather uniformly.

Thus, due to its excellent workability and hardness, the materials designated as ivory, the 
enlarged teeth of various terrestrial and aquatic mammals, were used for the manufacture of the 
most diverse range of objects. Suffi ce it here to cite but a few examples, without any pretence at 
completeness. During the late antique and early medieval centuries, ivory was the raw material 
of diptychs, book covers, rectangular and round caskets, casket mounts and casket inlays, 
various furniture elements, staff ends, combs, hair and dress pins, buttons, beads, belt buckles, 

22 Locke 2008 430–441.
23 Roesdahl 2003; Roesdahl 2005.
24 Roesdahl 1995; Roesdahl 1998. For a more detailed discussion of the reasons that led to the abandonment 

of the Greenland colonies, without challenging the importance of the trade in walrus tusk, cf. Seaver 
2009.

25 Robinson 2004.
26 Tate et al. 2011 253.
27 Konsa et al. 2009 58; Peets et al. 2013 5.
28 Penniman 1952 23.
29 Krzyszkowska 1990 21.
30 Moorey 1994 115.
31 The perhaps best illustration is the cargo of the Uluburum shipwreck (TR): the bulk of what was thought 

to be “elephant ivory” actually turned out to be hippopotamus teeth. For a discussion, including the 
results of the archaeometric analyses, cf. Lafrenz 2004.

32 Krzyszkowska 1990; Reese 1998 142.
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strap-ends, bracelets, and writing accessories, alongside gaming pieces and gaming fi gures as 
well as decorative elements of musical instruments and weapons. In the case of various utilitarian 
objects made of ivory, they were prized perhaps less for the quality of their craftsmanship than 
for their raw material.

Elephant Ivory Artefacts of the Carpathian Basin from the 6th and 7th Centuries, 
with a Brief Look at the Neighbouring Regions

Ivory does not occur naturally in the Carpathian Basin or in its immediate neighbourhood, either 
in the classical (i.e. elephant ivory) or in the broader sense of the word as used in English,33 and 
thus the appearance of objects made from this raw material can quite obviously be explained 
with the long-distance contacts of the region’s communities, which, depending on their type, can 
equally point towards Africa, the Near East, India, or even Northern Europe.

Various objects carved of elephant ivory arrived to Pannonia from the empire’s inner regions 
regularly during the centuries of Roman rule, even if in low numbers owing to the high value of 
the raw material. Most of these were beauty accessories such as dress and hair pins, small rods 
for applying perfume, and the like. This tendency is visible in the distribution of the worked bone 
fi nds from Aquincum, where items carved of elephant ivory accounted for no more than 1% of 
the assemblage (11 out of 942 artefacts).34

With the end of the Roman rule over the western third of the Carpathian Basin in the 430s, 
this situation changed profoundly. On the one hand, the procurement of elephant ivory articles 
became severely restricted following the transformation of the connections with the empire’s 
inner, Mediterranean provinces, previously ultimately determined by market conditions. On the 
other, the continuous demand for Roman luxury commodities among the successive Barbarian 
groups occupying the region meant that elephant ivory objects continued to reach this particular 
corner of the world through the peaceful (diplomatic and trade) connections maintained with 
the empire or, conversely, in the wake of military events. Their number, as is apparent from the 
list below, could not have been particularly high – at least judging from the pieces deposited 
in burials. In order to survey the range of the fi nds in question and to assess the nature, the 
direction, and the intensity of these connections, we chose the material record of a post-Roman 
period in Barbarian-Roman connections that is known to have been quite intense from various 
other sources, namely of the early Avar period as well as of the preceding Langobard period. In 
parallel with the latter, we also surveyed the archaeological legacy of the Gepids living east of 
the Danube, enlarging thereby the source material serving as the springboard for our conclusions.

Elephant Ivory Artefacts in the Carpathian Basin and the Neighbouring Regions
While surveying the material record for the catalogue, we identifi ed fourteen elephant ivory 
artefacts originating from the burials of fi ve different sites. These are presented in the catalogue 
of fi nds below.

Catalogue
1. Hauskirchen (Bezirk Gänserndorf, Niederösterreich, Austria), Grave 8

Annular elephant ivory ring (fi g. 1) (outer diam.: 10.8–11.7 cm; inner diam.: 8.5–9.4 cm; 
Th.: 1.4–1.6 cm), recovered from the burial of an adult female, in which it lay between the two 

33 One exception being the accidentally found mammoth tusks (Mammuthus primogenius Blumenbach 
1799), which, however, can be clearly distinguished from the tusks of historical elephants (Loxodonta 
africana Blumenbach 1797; Elephas maximus Linnaeus 1758) based on the Schreger lines. Drauschke – 
Banerjee 2007 115–118.

34 Choyke 2012 44–46, 50–51, fi gs 17–18.
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Fig. 1. Elephant ivory pouch ring 
with a copper-alloy decorative disc, 
Hauskirchen, Grave 8 (Photo: ©Alice 
Schumacher, ©Naturhistorisches 
Museum Wien/Natural History 
Museum Vienna)

Fig. 2. Set of elephant ivory gaming pieces, Mosonszentjános, Grave 12 (after Koncz – Tóth 2016 fi g. 2)
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thigh bones and was probably part of a pouch. The lavishly furnished burial was one of the graves 
in a small cemetery containing twenty burials, dated to the middle third of the 6th century.35

2. Jánossomorja, formerly called Mosonszentjános36 (Győr-Moson-Sopron county, Hungary), 
Grave 12 Ten elephant ivory gaming pieces of a set (fi g. 2).37 The eight larger pieces have a 
diameter of 2.6–2.8 cm and a height of 1.3–1.4 cm, while the two smaller pieces a diameter 
of 2 cm and a height of 1.2–1.3 cm. The grave was disturbed and thus the original number of 
gaming pieces remains unknown: only some of the pieces lay in situ beside the right leg of an 
adult male. The richly outfi tted male burial was part of a grave cluster made up of one animal 
and two human burials, which can be assigned to the middle/fi nal third of the 6th century.

3. Kölked-Feketekapu (Baranya county, Hungary), Cemetery A, Grave 539 
A raised, conical disc with a perforation in its centre, tentatively identifi ed as a gaming piece 
by Attila Kiss, the site’s excavator (diam.: 3.5 cm, H 1.8 cm, diam. of the central borehole: 
0.6 cm) (fi g. 3), found in the region of the right thigh in an adult burial.38 Given its parallels, it 
could equally well have been a spindle whorl,39 especially in view of the central perforation. 
The grave lay in the south-western half of Cemetery A and can be dated to its Phase 5, 
corresponding to the mid-7th century.40 The artefact’s aspecifi c form and the many pre-Avar-
period “antiques” found on the body’s left and right side, probably kept in a pouch attached 
to the belt, suggest that the perforated conical disc might equally well have been one of the 
articles collected from an earlier, Roman-period context.

4. Makó-Mikócsa halom (Csongrád county, Hungary), Grave 127
Elongated pouch toggle clasp decorated with ring-and-dot motifs made of elephant ivory (L.: 
8 cm, W.: 1.5 cm). This object was found in the burial of an elderly male laid to rest with his 
horse and a rich array of grave goods. The harness ornaments and the belt mounts assign the 
burial to the fi rst third of the 7th century in the cemetery whose use spanned the last third of 
the 6th century and the 7th century.41

5. Szólád-Kertek mögött (Somogy county, Hungary), Grave 38
Slightly elliptical ring made of elephant ivory (diam.: 11.5–13.6 cm, Th.: 1.5 cm; fi g. 4).42 The 
ring was made in one piece.43 It came to light from a girl’s richly furnished burial in which it lay 
beside the left lower leg, suggesting that it had probably been robably been kept in her pouch. The 
grave lay in a cemetery with 45 graves that can be dated to the middle third of the 6th century.

All of the objects listed in the above were made of elephant ivory. No other objects carved from 
raw material that can be identifi ed as ivory in the broader sense of the word is currently known to 
us from the 6th–7th-century Carpathian Basin. A belt buckle from Hódmezővásárhely-Dilinka, 

35 Stadler 2008 267–270.
36 The site is known as Mosonszentjános in the archaeological literature, even though the settlement 

offi cially became part of Jánossomorja in 1970. We will retain the better-known name of Mosonszent-
jános for the site in this study.

37 Koncz – Tóth 2016. The raw material was identifi ed by Zsuzsanna Tóth.
38 Kiss 1996 142–143, Taf. 95. 11. The raw material was identifi ed by István Vörös.
39 We are greatly indebted to Andrea Vaday for raising this suggestion.
40 Hajnal 2012 630.
41 The grave is still unpublished and we did not have the opportunity to personally examine the fi nds. The 

data listed here were kindly provided by the excavator Csilla Balogh (İstanbul Medeniyet Üniversitesi 
Sanat Tarihi Bölümü), whom we wish to thank for sharing this information with us.

42 von Freeden 2008 405–407. We are grateful to Tivadar Vida (Institute of Archaeological Sciences, 
Eötvös Loránd University) for kindly providing the data on the ring’s dimensions and for his permission 
to publish its photo.

43 Becker – Vogel 2008 200–203.
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Fig. 3. Elephant ivory spindle whorl or gaming piece, Kölked-Feketekapu A, Grave 539 
(Photo: ©Hungarian National Museum, Budapest)
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Franciszti téglagyár (Csongrád county, Hungary)44 whose raw material was initially identifi ed as 
elephant ivory, turned out to have been made from soapstone after its microscopic examination.45 

Before discussing the insights that can be drawn at fi rst glance from the above list, a brief 
detour to the neighbouring regions seems in order. The goal of this digression is obviously not 
to draw the elephant ivory objects from the regions bordering on the Carpathian Basin into the 
analysis, which would in any case be near-impossible, given the vagaries of publication in the 
northern Balkans. Additionally, since the latter territories – even if with shifting boundaries 
– remained under the control of the Eastern Roman Empire until the close of the 6th century,
it is not always possible to determine whether the elephant ivory items found there should be
interpreted within the context of Barbarian-Roman relations. The main reason for including the
few fi nds presented below is that the pieces from the 6th-century Carpathian Basin should not be
seen as isolated fi nds in a historic milieu when the rule of the Langobards occupying the western
third of the Carpathian Basin in part also extended to the regions farther to the north and west. The
list of these fi nds is not too long: our catalogue can be enlarged with three objects from two sites:

6. Lužice (okres Hodonín, Jihomoravský kraj, Czech Republik), Grave 94
Large, poorly preserved ring (diam.: ca. 12.5–13.37 cm, Th.: ca. 1–1.2 cm46 ) made of “bone”,
of which about one-quarter is missing (fi g. 5. 2).47 It was reinforced with thin strips of copper-
alloy in three spots. Found beside the left knee in the disturbed burial of a young woman
(fi g. 5. 1), whose burial had probably been richly furnished.

7. Lužice (okres Hodonín, Jihomoravský kraj, Czech Republik), Grave 119
Poorly preserved “bone” ring (diam.: ca. 1.2 cm).48 Found beside the left knee in the disturbed
burial of a young woman interred with a rich array of grave goods.

8. Žuráň (okres Brno-venkov, Jihomoravský kraj, Czech Republik), Grave II
Conjoining fragments of a pyxis made from elephant ivory decorated with at least four human
fi gures, of which two could be almost completely reconstructed. The better preserved fi gure
of a seated, short-haired, beardless man is portrayed wearing a tunic and a chimation, and
holding a book tucked under his arm with his left hand. The other male fi gure has long hair
and a long beard, he is also clad in a tunic and chimation, whose end is draped over his left
hand holding a processional cross (Stabkreuz).49 Only the outline remains of the fi gure to his
left. While several studies have addressed the iconography of the pyxis, most of which agree
regarding its obvious Christian content, different interpretations were proposed regarding its
details.50 The pyxis was earlier assigned to the 6th century,51 but this is strongly contradicted
by the dating of the burial’s associated fi nds.52 Given that the grave was heavily looted and that

44 Nagy 2005 102. Dezső Csallány erroneously described the buckle in question as having been made of 
bronze: Csallány 1961 125, Taf. 230. 14.

45 Identifi ed by Zsuzsanna Tóth. The artefacts examined and analysed by her will be discussed in another 
study, currently under preparation.

46 The publication does not specify the exact measurements, which we determined from the scale accom-
panying the illustration.

47 Klanica – Klanicová 2011 287–288, Taf. 72. 15. It is described as having been made of bone in the 
publication; however, its type, size, and form suggest that the ring was in fact made of elephant ivory, 
even though this cannot be conclusively claimed in the lack of an archaeozoological examination.

48 Klanica – Klanicová 2011 307–309, Taf. 85. It is described as having been made of bone in the 
publication; however, its type, size, and form suggest that the ring was in fact made of elephant ivory, 
even though this cannot be conclusively claimed in the lack of an archaeozoological examination.

49 Poulík 1995 71–73, Abb. 49–51a, Abb. A.
50 For an overview, cf. Poulík 1995 71–75.
51 Cf. Poulík 1995 71–75.
52 For a comprehensive survey, cf. Mastykova 2017 329–332.
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Fig. 4. Elephant ivory pouch ring, 
Szólád, Grave 38 
(Photo: ©Péter Skriba, ©Tivadar 
Vida, ©Rippl-Rónai Museum, 
Kaposvár)

Fig. 5. Elephant ivory pouch ring, Lužice, Grave 94: 1. the disturbed female burial and the location 
of the pouch ring in the grave; 2. the pouch ring and the copper-alloy decorative disc; 

3. alternative conjectural reconstruction of how pouch rings may have been used 
(1–2. after Klanica – Klanicová 2011 Abb. 40 and Taf. 72; 3. after MacGregor 1968 fi g. 62c)
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the fragments of the pyxis were found in the backfi lled soil layer, Jaroslav Tejral suggested 
that the fi nds dating from the late 4th–early 5th century had originally been the grave goods 
of an earlier burial disturbed during the construction of Grave II.53

Excursus: The pyxis from Čierne Kľačany (Feketekelecsény, Okres Zlaté Moravce, Nitriansky 
kraj, Slovakia)
Yet another circular-bodied container similar to the Žuraň pyxis was discovered at Čierne Kľačany 
in the north-western part of the Carpathian Basin.54 Dated to the 6th century on stylistic grounds in 
a recent study,55 the date of its deposition and of when it reached the Carpathian Basin nevertheless 
remains uncertain. The pieces of the fragmented pyxis were discovered on a site strongly disturbed 
during the laying of water pipes, where the settlement features of a prehistoric and early medieval 
10th–12th-century settlement as well as the burials of a 9th-century cemetery (Moravian period) 
were disturbed.56 Slovakian archaeological scholarship associated the pyxis with the 9th-century, 
rather modest burials.57 Obviously, there is no reason to exclude a 6th-century carving reaching 
the Moravian lands in the 9th century, particularly since we know that most of the late antique 
elephant ivory carvings survived the centuries of the early medieval period to the Middle Ages 
after passing into ecclesiastic usage, and thus a 6th-century pyxis could equally well have reached 
the population of the Carpathian Basin and Moravia from the Carolingian realm or Byzantium. 

Although the number of objects from the two centuries discussed here is rather meagre and 
thus unsuitable for any statistical assessment, the two fi nd lists do offer several chronological, 
regional, and cultural insights (fi g. 6):

(1) The ivory objects from the region are exclusively made of elephant ivory.
(2) Not one single artefact that can be identifi ed as having been made from elephant ivory is 

known from the 6th-century Gepidic material of the Hungarian Plain. 
(3) The fi nds from the burials of Transdanubia, Lower Austria, and Moravia, all regions under 

the political control of the Langobards during the greater part of this century (cat. nos 1–2, 
5, 6–8) can, with the possible exception of Grave II of Žuráň, be dated between the middle 
and the fi nal third of the 6th century on the testimony of their context and the associated 
fi nds.58

(4) The number of elephant ivory objects declined by the 7th century and no more than a single 
piece each is known from Transdanubia and the region east of the Danube: one from 
a burial of Kölked-Feketekapu, Cemetery A (cat. no. 3),59 the other from Makó-Mikócsa 
halom (cat. no. 4), the latter being the single elephant ivory object known to us from the 
Hungarian Plain.

Given their raw material, the connection with the Mediterranean is self-evident in the case 
of elephant ivory objects; nevertheless, a closer look at the artefact types as fi nished products 
provides a considerably more intriguing picture. The pieces dating from the 6th century on the 
testimony of their contexts can be divided into three larger groups in terms of their cultural 
connections:

53 Mastykova 2017 329.
54 Kolník – Veliačik 1983 18, 20, 16–30, fi g. 3. 8–11.
55 Vančo 2006.
56 Kolník – Veliačik 1983 17.
57 Kolník – Veliačik 1983 18–22, fi g. 4.
58 For the dating of the burials, see the literature cited in the Catalogue.
59 Given the form of the piece from Kölked and the associated fi nds, we cannot dismiss the possibility 

that it was deposited in the grave as an “antique” (Altstück); its exact date of manufacture can only be 
established with archaeometric analyses.
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(1) The largest group is made up of pouch or bag rings, known from the Szólád, the
Hauskirchen, and the Lužice cemeteries (cat. nos 1, 5–7). These mark the easternmost
occurrences of this distinctive type of the Western and Central European material record
of the Merovingian period. Used from the early 5th to the 7th century, these rings are
generally found in the waist region of female burials. The rings used in themselves or
combined with copper-alloy decorative discs (fi g. 1) were simple affairs in terms of their
manufacturing technique. The elephant tusk was cut transversally near the root where the
diameter of the pulp cavity was the largest and the dentine the thinnest, and the rings were
then made in one piece60 from these slices.61 The craftsmen manufacturing these articles
did not invest too much energy into the careful working of this raw material, more valuable
than bone, despite the fact that these rings were more costly owing to their imported raw
material. In view of their widespread distribution in Western Europe, it seems likely that
the pieces from Transdanubia, Lower Austria, and Moravia had not been made locally,
but were imports from the West, and thus they do not necessarily indicate direct contact
with the Mediterranean. However, given that it has also been suggested that the rings had
perhaps been manufactured in Italy,62 this issue is not as straightforward as it would appear
and we shall return to it below.

60 In the case of the ring from Grave 94 of Lužice, the metal strips served to reinforce the ring and do not 
imply that it had been made from several pieces. A ring repaired in a similar manner is known from the 
Marktoberdorf cemetery: Christlein 1966.

61 MacGregor 1985 110; Drauschke 2011a 40. For a discussion of the similar use of tusks, cf. von Bargen 
1994 53, and 51, Abb. 3. 1.

62 Cf. Drauschke 2011b 125.

Fig. 6. Distribution of the 6th–7th-century elephant ivory objects discussed in the study
(map: ©Zsolt Réti; source: ©OpenStreetMap, https://maps-for-free.com/#close,

http://openstreetmap.org/)
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(2) In contrast to the pouch rings, the gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános, Grave 12
(cat. no. 2), refl ect direct Mediterranean connections. While their closest formal analogies
come from Lyminge in southern England, similar sets of gaming pieces are known from
several sites in Cividale in northern Italy such as Grave 24 of Santo Stefano ‘in Pertica’
and Grave A of ‘Gallo’, the latter also made of elephant ivory. Their manufacture was a
fairly intricate process. First, the nerve channel was concealed by plugging or by gluing
delicate ivory plaques over it, after which the gaming pieces attained their fi nal form by
turning on a lathe (fi g. 7).63 Although gaming pieces are not among the period’s most fi nely
crafted items, their identical sizes and the patches of pigment surviving on their surface64

nevertheless offer an insight into the technical skills and sophistication that went into their
making. They were in all likelihood made in a Mediterranean workshop, most probably
in the western Mediterranean, possibly somewhere in Italy, at least judging from the
geographic distribution of their parallels.

(3) Elaborate craftsmanship is especially true of the pyxis recovered from the burial of an elite
woman (?) at Žuráň, even if there is still no scholarly consensus regarding its chronological
position or the geographic location of the workshop where it was made. It seems likely that
the small containers of this type, described as boxes in the late antique sources65 and called
pyxides in modern scholarship, were produced in several different ivory workshops of the
Mediterranean world. At present, roughly seventy such circular boxes are known;66 their
production outlived Late Antiquity and continued into the centuries of the Middle Ages.
Similarly to the pouch rings, their basic form – a round tusk segment resembling a pyxis –
was created from the tusk sections with the pulp cavity, which was next turned on a lathe
and then decorated with carving.67 Despite their relatively expensive raw material, these
containers were made in larger series and were used for holding a wide variety of articles
(jewellery, coins, perfumes, spices and, in the case of Christian pieces, the Eucharist).68

In contrast to a part of the objects dated to the 6th century, both 7th-century elephant ivory items 
were less expensive pieces. The object tentatively identifi ed as a gaming piece or, alternatively, 
as spindle whorl from Grave 539 of the Kölked-Feketekapu A cemetery is much simpler than 
the gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános. The conical disc, perforated through its centre, was 
made in one piece and is formally close to the hemispherical gaming counters known from the 
Mediterranean to Scandinavia. Thus, disregarding its raw material, if its function is determined as 
a gaming counter and not as a spindle whorl, it does not conclusively attest to the direction of long-
distance connections. On the other hand, the pouch toggle clasp from Makó-Mikócsa represents a 
type used widely by the Avar-period population69 and it could therefore easily be transplanted into 
the local cultural schema, even if its owner was unaware of the piece’s raw material.

In the light of the above brief overview, it can be safely asserted that the number of ivory 
objects reaching the 6th–7th-century population of the Carpathian Basin was strikingly low, at 
least judging from the pieces deposited in burials. A part of these probably arrived directly from 
the Mediterranean, while the origin of another portion – the pouch rings – is less obvious and 
does not necessarily signal direct contact with the Mediterranean region; their origin and place of 
manufacture is equally well conceivable north of the Alps. The chronological concentration of the 

63 For a detailed description and discussion of the manufacturing technique, cf. Koncz – Tóth 2016 163–166.
64 Koncz – Tóth 2016 170, fi g. 9.
65 Duffy – Vikan 1983.
66 Cf. Volbach 1970; von Bargen 1994 45, note 2.
67 For the manufacturing technique, cf. von Bargen 1994.
68 Cutler 1987 452–453.
69 Cf. Tobias 2011.
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few elephant ivory artefacts in the mid-6th century is essentially determined by the distribution 
of pouch rings in the Carpathian Basin, which on the testimony of the current evidence arrived to 
this region through the Langobards’ connections with the western Merovingian world. Similarly 
to other artefact types arriving along similar routes, neither did these reach the Hungarian Plain.70 
This would explain why elephant ivory articles are solely known from Transdanubia, even though 
the number of relics of Mediterranean origin in the 5th–6th-century material east of the Danube 
exceeds by far the amount of articles of similar origin in the Langobard-period archaeological 
record of Transdanubia.71 In fact, this correlates well with what we know about the direction 
of the commercial and cultural connections of the Langobard-period population in the western 
Carpathian Basin.72 

70 Cf. Koncz 2019.
71 For the Mediterranean connections of the Gepidic- and Langobard-period material (with the earlier 

literature), cf. Bollók – Koncz in preparation.
72 Koncz 2019.

Fig. 7. Detail photos of the gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános: the fl awed edge; 
b–f. the pulp cavity and its concealment (after Koncz – Tóth 2016 fi g. 4)
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In the fi nal third of the 6th century, possibly in the wake of the Langobards’ migration to Italy, 
direct contact between Transdanubia and the western Mediterranean became more intense.73 It 
seems possible that the set of gaming pieces from the Mosonszentjános burial reached the region 
through these dynamic connections. It is therefore all the more striking that in contrast to the 
Langobards, no elephant ivory artefacts had reached either the Gepids, despite their more vibrant 
contacts with the Eastern Roman Empire, or the Avar-period population, whose dynamic relations 
with Byzantium and Italy wre much more dynamic, at least judging from the archaeological 
record of these peoples. Although in the late 6th century the Emperor Maurice (r. 582–602) 
sent a live elephant when the khagan specifi cally requested one,74 curiously enough there are 
no more than two artefacts made of elephant ivory in the immense number of early and middle 
Avar-period grave inventories (cat. nos 3–4),75 despite the famously dynamic Avar-Byzantine 
and Avar-Italian connections of the 6th and 7th centuries.76 Obviously, it is possible that there are 
unidentifi ed or yet unpublished elephant ivory articles among both the published fi nds and the 
material still awaiting publication, and some fi nds may possibly have escaped our notice when 
surveying the archaeological record. Yet, this does not, in itself, seem a convincing explanation 
for the low number of elephant ivory fi nds. Similarly, arguments invoking the possibility that few 
of the valuable gifts received in, or sent from, Byzantium77 had been deposited in burials whence 
they made their way into museum collections, are conjectural at best, the implication being that 
even if these gifts did include elephant ivory objects, they had either played a minor role in the 
elite’s mortuary display, or the pieces that had been placed in burials have not been found yet or 
have not reached a museum. 

The above assertions regarding the 6th–7th-century elephant ivory artefacts call for an 
explanation, particularly for the early Avar period. From the 550s onward until at least the 
620s, there were regular diplomatic missions, which continued, albeit much less intensely, until 
the 680s, which involved ritualised gift exchanges as well as “shopping sprees” in the Eastern 
Roman Empire,78 alongside the annual tribute sent regularly until 626 and the successive military 
campaigns, all of which provided ample opportunities for the Avar-period population to acquire 
elephant ivory articles. The following potential explanations can be invoked for their lack:

(1) Owing to the high price of elephant ivory, the articles made of this raw material were too
expensive and did not reach the Carpathian Basin;

(2) Chronological factors: at the time the Avars established themselves in the Carpathian Basin, 
elephant ivory became less accessible or was more rarely worked in the Mediterranean and
the number of newly-made pieces declined drastically;

(3) Cultural factor:
(a) they were not deposited in burials in the Carpathian Basin;
(b)  there was no demand for these articles: the Avar-period population had no interest in

them, which is why they did not reach the region.

73 Koncz 2015 333–334; Vida 2018a; Bálint 2019.
74 Theoph. Sim., Hist. I.3.8–10, English translation: Whitby – Whitby 1986 24; cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020 52.
75 According to the classical chronology pegged to the date of 568, the Mosonszentjános grave can be dated 

to the early Avar period; however, the burial itself can only be contextualised within the framework of 
the connections established during the earlier 6th century.

76 Garam 2001; Daim 2003; Daim 2012; Vida 2016; Vida 2018b; Bálint 2019; Bollók 2019; Blay 2020; 
Samu 2020.

77 Cf. Pohl 2018; Bollók 2019 233–237.
78 For a recent discussion, cf. Bollók 2019.
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 Potential Sources and Value of Elephant Ivory as a Raw Material

In order to make an informed choice among the options outlined in the above, we must fi rst address 
the issue of the contemporaneous availability and value of elephant ivory as a raw material.79 
Another intriguing question which calls for an explanation is why elephant ivory articles that 
still reached the western half of the Carpathian Basin during the later 6th century, even if not en 
masse, but nevertheless in considerable numbers, are virtually unattested in the 7th century. The 
fi rst two points made above should be examined together because these indicate the availability 
and accessibility of the raw material and the Roman-Mediterranean aspect of the problem, and 
are in this sense strongly intertwined; the same holds true for the two sub-points of the third 
point, which shall be discussed in the last section of the present study.

We covered the potential sources of elephant ivory as a raw material in the late antique 
Mediterranean and in the written sources as well as in the material record providing insights on its 
price in another study, in which we reviewed the source material known to us.80 In the following, 
we shall therefore only accentuate those points that are highly relevant to the assessment of the 
6th–7th-century conditions in the Carpathian Basin.

Our overview of the written sources and the material record indicated that elephant ivory 
arrived to the Mediterranean markets from three main regions during the late antique centuries. 
Of these, elephant ivory from eastern Africa, transported to the Mediterranean through Egypt, 
has the longest tradition that can be underpinned by the sources. The amount of tusks arriving 
from the Somalian-Eritrean region and from sources even farther to the south grew substantially 
in the 3rd–1st centuries BC, during the reign of the Ptolemids, leading to a major decline in their 
price.81 In the long term, however, over-hunting led to the depletion of the elephant population 
south of Egypt. The Periplus Maris Erythraei, written in the middle third of the 1st century AD, 
records that the availability of elephant tusks on the Red Sea markets was rather restricted and 
that abundant stocks were to be found in the Axum region, particularly in Adulis, its marine port, 
and in the ports of the Swahilian coast extending from southern Somalia to northern Tanzania.82 It 
would appear that the elephant population of the Red Sea region recovered from the over-hunting 
in the course of a few centuries since the sources from between the 4th and mid-6th centuries 
AD again mention large elephant herds in the region. In all likelihood, the trade routes leading 
southward as far as the tip of Africa, along which elephant tusks reached Egypt and were thence 
transported farther north, contributed to the renewed upswing in the trade in eastern African 
elephant ivory trade during Late Antiquity.83

Far less is known about the contemporaneous availability of elephant ivory from north-western 
Africa.84 In a speech delivered in 370 AD, Themistius, the famed Constantinopolitan orator, 
mentions that there were still elephants living in the Maghreb at the time.85 Given the general 
consensus in the period’s scholarship that this species only became extinct in the 6th century,86 
it seems reasonable to assume that their tusks were used for making various carvings during the 
Roman period and Late Antiquity. Even though there are no direct references to, and relics made 

79 Given that only elephant ivory objects are known from the region discussed here, we shall solely focus 
on the potential sources of these articles.

80 Bollók – Koncz 2020.
81 Tarn 1928 258.
82 Per. Mar. Eryth. 317, 44–13, 64, 718–21, 1012–13, 165, 1718–19, Greek text and English translation: Casson 

1989 50–57, 60–61.
83 For a comprehensive survey of the sources, cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020, 41–46, 48–50..
84 For a detailed discussion, cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020, 45–46, 50.
85 Them., Or. 10, English translation: Heather – Matthews 1991 44.
86 Zeuner 1963; Cutler 1987 442.
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of, elephant ivory that can be securely associated with western Africa, with the region of Mali, 
Burkina Faso, Guinea, and the Ivory Coast, it may nevertheless be theoretically considered as a 
potential source of the elephant ivory reaching the markets of the Mediterranean along the trans-
Saharan trade routes, given that this commodity had been procured from the region during the 
classical Islamic period.87

Similarly to the elephant ivory transported north from eastern Africa through Egypt, several 
sources mention elephant ivory reaching the Roman markets from the Indian subcontinent, 
particularly from its westerly regions. The upswing in the trade in elephant tusks to the 
Mediterranean, earlier probably conducted through Persia, but increasingly more often as part 
of the Indian Ocean trade during the Hellenistic period, can in all likelihood be explained by the 
depletion of the elephant herds in the broader Red Sea region owing to over-hunting. It would 
appear that the diminishing volume of tusks from north-eastern Africa could largely be replaced 
from Indian sources following Augustus’s conquest of Egypt and the dynamic growth of Indian 
Ocean trade in its wake, much more intense than ever previously. The Periplus lists elephant 
ivory among the major commodities of the markets along both the north-western and the south-
western Indian coast.88 A papyrus from the mid-2nd century AD, the so-called Muziris Papyrus 
(P. Vindob G 40822), records that the Hermapollon, one of the period’s larger ships plying the 
seas, carried almost 4 tons of elephant ivory from India to Egypt.89 Obviously, we have no way 
of knowing to what extent the Hermapollon’s cargo, of which elephant ivory accounted for less 
than 1%, can be regarded as the norm; nevertheless, it seems more than likely that several similar 
shipments were made to the Red Sea ports annually during this prospering period of Roman 
Indian Ocean trade, lasting up to the early decades of the 3rd century.90 Trade in Indian elephant 
ivory did not cease during the later centuries of the Roman Indian Ocean trade; at the same time, 
we also know that in the earlier 6th century, some of the eastern African elephant ivory was 
transported in the exact opposite direction, to the markets of India and the Sasanian Empire.91

To the enormous good fortune of modern scholarship, the Muziris Papyrus allows an insight 
not only into the volume of the imported raw material, but also its price. On the testimony of 
the papyrus, trimmed tusk weighing 1 kg was valued at roughly 35 silver denarii or 1.4 aurei 
when calculating the import duty. The price for the same amount of intact tusk was 50 denarii 
or 2 aurei.92 It therefore comes as somewhat of a surprise that roughly one and a half centuries 
later, the Edict on Maximum Prices issued by Diocletian (r. 284–305) fi xed the price of ivory even 
lower, specifying a value of 150 denarii for a (Roman) pound of ivory (ca. 320–330 g), which 
was less than half an aureus per kilogram, even taking into account that the period’s aureus was 
lighter by 2 g than the mid-2nd-century aureus and that the exact conversion rate between the 
denarius and the aureus remains a matter of controversy.93 Although there are no comparable 
data from the later periods of the 4th to 6th centuries, this strikingly low price compared to 
silver and silk94 could be taken to imply an abundance of elephant ivory, as does the number, 
size, and craftsmanship of the late antique ivory carvings. The written sources and the fi nished 
products thus both indicate that elephant ivory was copiously available in the eastern and central 

87 Cf. the data compiled in Bollók – Koncz 2020, 45.
88 Per. Mar. Eryth. 4929, 5624, Greek text and English translation: Casson 1989 80–81, 85–86.
89 De Romanis 2012.
90 The papyrus and its broader context are analysed in De Romanis 2020.
91 Cosm. Ind., Top. christ. XI.23, Greek text and English translation: Wolska-Conus 1973 354–355, English 

translation: McCrindle 22010 372.
92 Cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020, 46, for the calculations based on the table in De Romanis 2012 101.
93 For the detailed calculations and the market value of the calculated price, cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020, 46–47.
94 Cf. Cutler 1987 434.
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Mediterranean up to the later 6th century and that its procurement was expressly cheap compared 
to other historic periods.95

This situation changed profoundly sometime in the later 6th century. The drastic decline in 
the number of securely datable carvings in the Byzantine lands is generally dated to the fi nal 
decades of the 6th century.96 However, given that the number of pouch rings made of elephant 
ivory did not decline signifi cantly until the middle third of the 7th century in the burials of the 
Merovingian West,97 the growing scarcity of the raw material can more likely be dated to the 
early decades of the 7th century. It would appear that the signifi cant decline in the availability of 
elephant ivory in the Mediterranean Basin and in the regions to its north can be attributed to a 
complex interplay of political elements. One of these was the political instability and uncertainty 
of the western Indian region and the perceptible decline in the volume of Roman Indian Ocean 
trade in its wake during the earlier 6th century, which in turn led to internal and external shifts 
in the southern Arabian and north-eastern African polities involved in this trade. In the 570s, the 
Sasanian army occupied some of the key regions of the southern Arabian trade routes, and then 
extended its sway over the Near Eastern and Egyptian provinces of the Eastern Roman Empire in 
the 610s–620s.98 And even though the Sasanian conquest proved to be short-lived, the new Arab 
conquerors arriving in the 630s–640s came to stay for long centuries in the eastern provinces of 
Byzantium, retaining their control over Egypt and her capital Alexandria, a major gateway for 
eastern African and Indian elephant ivory to the Mediterranean markets. These political changes 
effectively cut off the supply of elephant ivory to the lands still ruled by Christian sovereigns 
for some two centuries, even if ivory carvings continued to be produced in Alexandria or, more 
broadly, in the north African and Greater Syrian regions during the reign of the Umayyad caliphs 
during the 8th century, although not with the same intensity as during the 4th to 6th centuries, at 
least judging from the surviving relics.99

The Role of Elephant Ivory Artefacts in the 6th–7th-century Carpathian Basin

It is our hope that the above, very brief overview has highlighted the point that the value of 
elephant ivory as a raw material was not constant during the centuries of Late Antiquity and the 
Early Middle Ages. Neither do the data gathered and reviewed in the above support the widely 
held belief that only the rich and wealthy had the possibility and/or the means to access elephant 
ivory at all times and in all places. At fi rst glance, the claim that access to the raw material in the 
late 6th century became exceedingly restricted – a claim which in any case needs to be revisited 
in the light of the Merovingian-period fi nds – seems a logical enough explanation for the striking 
scarcity of elephant ivory carvings in the early Avar period. However, this is, at most, merely 
one component of the possible reasons in the light of the available information on the price and 

95 Cutler 1987; Bollók – Koncz 2020. Even though a comparison with 20th-century prices offers little 
information that would be relevant for Late Antiquity and the early medieval period, it is nevertheless 
noteworthy that in the 1950s–1960s, the price of elephant ivory per kilogram was less than $6. Following 
the ban on trade in elephant ivory in 1990, prices skyrocketed. In 2009, when China again permitted 
trade in elephant ivory, its price was around $1000 or higher, which after peaking in 2016, began to drop 
in the wake of co-ordinated international measures, and by 2017, it dropped to $600–700. According 
to wildlife activists working in Kenya, the locals received only a fraction of this sum, around $40 per 
kilogram on the average. Cf. https://www.forthegiants.info/information/elfenbeinpreise/ (last accessed: 
April 9, 2020). The price of elephant ivory tends to change rapidly and drastically: Sosnowski et al. 2019.

96 Cutler – Niewöhner 2016.
97 Drauschke 2011b 119, 122, Abb. 53.
98 For a comprehensive overview, cf. Power 2012.
99 Cf. Bollók – Koncz 2020 59, for the cited data and the literature.
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availability of elephant ivory during the Roman period and Late Antiquity.100 A convincing case 
could hardly be made for the conjecture that had the Avar elite and its envoys shown any particular 
interest in elephant ivory objects, the Constantinopolitan court would have been reluctant or unable 
to provide any. Suffi ce it here to recall that in order to win the Avar khagan’s goodwill – or, to put 
in another way, to pay the requested price for peace – the Byzantines were quite willing to fulfi l his 
wish and send him one of their elephants captured from the Persians, even if the khagan was not 
overwhelmed by the same sentiments as the Roman populus or by the feeling that there was some 
special bond between men and elephants, as recorded by Cicero. In fact, the khagan was not even 
particularly pleased that his whim had been indulged. Neither is it mere chance that elephant ivory 
carvings do not appear on the exceptionally well documented list of Byzantine gifts and various 
forms of tribute sent to the Avars, nor did they apparently demand any.101 True enough, neither do 
the diplomatic gifts given and received by the Byzantines in other cases include elephant ivory in 
the form of fi nished products, as can be seen from Ekaterina Nechaeva’s exhaustive survey based 
on the information contained in the late antique sources.102 This, then, is perhaps no coincidence.

It is noteworthy that the number and nature of elephant ivory carvings from the Mediterranean 
reaching Western Europe and deposited in burials does not seem to refl ect any major demand 
for this type of commodity.103 The reason for this may have been less that the articles carved of 
elephant ivory were not seen as particularly precious exotic goods or gifts owing to the relatively 
low price of the raw material – the countless pouch rings belie any explanation invoking an overall 
lack of interest. It seems more reasonable to assume that a part of the carvings in their fi nished 
form – such as diptychs, one of the “type fossils” of late antique Mediterranean carvings – could 
not be put to any practical use either in the post-Roman West, or in the 6th–7th-century Carpathian 
Basin. Another group – such as pyxides, caskets, and furniture – were rarely deposited in burials, 
even if Barbarian populations could use them for their own purposes. The pieces that were placed 
in the grave – for example combs, buckles, spindle whorls, pouch toggle clasps, palettes, gaming 
pieces, and the like – were mostly artefact types that were in any case more or less regular 
elements of their burials; however, these articles generally fell into the less valuable range of 
Mediterranean products. And while some carvings were doubtless less expensive than various 
precious metal articles, they also had a major disadvantage: their value could not be mobilised 
in times of need and neither could their raw material be melted down and re-used. If damaged, 
their repair ran into major diffi culties. As a result, unlike silver and various precious stones, 
elephant ivory was only suited to hoarding in societies whose values, as coded into their cultural 
traditions, appreciated the carvings on their own merit. Moreover, the bulk of the pieces made in 
the late antique Mediterranean world bore the fi gures of Graeco-Roman mythology or a Christian 
imagery, and thus its value as a medium of social display was principally or exclusively derived 
from its distant origin and place of manufacture. These considerations probably appeared 
differentially among the groups with diverse cultural backgrounds living in a particular region. 
In the strongly Romanised urban communities of the former Roman provinces, as for example 
in certain regions of Gaul, the Church and the aristocracy of Roman ancestry in all probability 
attached entirely different values to Roman-type elephant ivory carvings even after the Empire’s 
dissolution than the rural population with a Barbarian background.

In the lack of surviving fi nds, it would be far too bold to take a defi nite stand on whether the 
gifts and other forms of tribute given to the Avars by the lords of Byzantium, or the commodities 
purchased by the Avar envoys in the Roman lands had included any elephant ivory items. Yet, 

100 Bollók – Koncz 2020.
101 The relevant sources and the relevant literature were most recently covered by Bollók 2019.
102 Cf. Nechaeva 2014.
103 Drauschke 2011b 119–122.
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knowing that the Constantinopolitan court had a many centuries long experience of the Roman 
commodities preferred and valued by the Barbarians, drawn both from carefully kept records and 
personal observations,104 it seems more likely that had there been any, they would have accounted 
for an insignifi cant portion of the Byzantine products reaching them. The fact that the currently 
known grave assemblages of the Avar-period elite do not include any objects of this type is a clear 
indication that even if they had laid their hands on Roman articles made of elephant ivory, these 
did not become mediums of social display in their culture – or were not included in the range of 
artefacts selected for deposition in burials. Although one or another piece may have been set aside 
and kept in treasuries, which perhaps became a source of inspiration for locally made articles,105 it 
would nevertheless appear that these pieces never became integral to displays of power. Interestingly 
enough, a similar phenomenon can be noted in the case of the ancient Hungarians. Several sources 
record and describe the campaigns conducted by the ancient Hungarians against Western Europe, 
Italy, and Byzantium during the 10th century, and yet there are no elephant ivory articles among the 
western and Byzantine objects they had acquired and deposited in their burials, despite the fact that 
those places where a major portion of the period’s elephant ivory objects could be found, namely 
various church institutions, were one of the main targets of their raids.106 Even knowing that the price 
of elephant ivory was much higher both in 9th–11th-century Byzantium and Western Europe than 
in Late Antiquity, the reason for its apparent lack again seems to lie in the strongly restricted role of 
elephant ivory in wealth accumulation rather than its expensiveness, as already noted in the above.

The elephant ivory articles brought to light from Avar-period burials were without exception 
pieces with a low value. One of these, the elongated pouch toggle clasp was a type enjoying 
widespread use among the Avar-period population and, given its identical function, could thus 
be seamlessly fi tted into the recipient culture. As we have already pointed out, its owner may 
not even have been aware of its raw material, but merely of its divergence from the usual pieces. 
Another piece, identifi ed as a gaming piece or a spindle whorl, was found in the burial ground of a 
community that maintained lively contact with the northerly regions of the Mediterranean during 
the 6th and 7th centuries, and thus the simple, lathe-turned gaming piece – or perhaps even an 
entire set – or spindle whorl could easily have been acquired as an article of trade.

The lack of ivory objects in the material record of the Gepids attests to a more or less similar 
tendency as in the Avar period, and the barely more than half a dozen fi nds in the Langobard-period 
material record allow but only partially differing conclusions. The rings from Hauskirchen, Lužice, 
and Szólád refl ect the connections of the Langobard-period population with the west – with Italy 
and the Merovingian lands – and are imprints of the trade network of a period when, owing to the 
relatively low market price of this raw material, elephant ivory reached distant regions without 
any serious obstacles, either through direct contacts with the Mediterranean world, or through 
indirectly maintained connections. Aside from easy accessibility, another important element was 
that the pouch ring of the Merovingian world, an artefact type that did not hark back to antique 
antecedents, was strongly linked to elephant ivory as a raw material. Being an integral part of the 
female costume, it seems quite likely that these widely used pouch rings remained available as 
late as the initial third of the 7th century exactly because of their popularity and had reached the 
Carpathian Basin as imports in the mid-6th century. One indication of their value is that they are 
principally found in more richly furnished burials.107 That these rings were highly cherished and 

104 Cf. Bollók 2019 232.
105 As argued by Szenthe 2013 153–154, 162.
106 For the booty from the military ventures to the West and what survived of it, as well as for the dangers 

threatening church institutions, cf. Bollók 2014.
107 All three burials listed in the catalogue rank among the cemeteries’ wealthy burials; this is especially 

true of Grave 38 of the Szólád cemetery, one of the most lavishly furnished 6th-century child burials of 
the Carpathian Basin.
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perhaps less easily replaced is shown by the traces of repair on the damaged pieces: for example, 
the ring from Grave 94 of the Lužice cemetery (cat. no. 6) was reinforced with strips of bronze in 
three spots where it had become cracked (fi g. 5. 2).

The set of gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános refl ects closer and more direct connections 
with the Mediterranean. They were no doubt more valuable than the pouch rings, even if the 
production of the lathe-turned gaming pieces,108 repaired and restored in several spots,109 was 
more in the nature of items produced in larger series than of individual pieces with an aesthetic 
value commissioned by a patron. Although the exact price of the raw material in the 6th century, 
at the time the set was made, is not known, their weight of a few dozen grams and their small 
size would suggest that they were hardly expensive products.110 Nevertheless, the value of the raw 
material itself is shown by that even though the decorative motif on the upper edge was misplaced 
on one piece (fi g. 7a), it was not discarded.111 Their owner could equally well have acquired them 
as a traded commodity or as a gift from the envoys regularly arriving to the region from the 
Byzantine and Merovingian world in the middle third of the 6th century. Neither can we exclude 
the possibility that one of the soldiers fi ghting in Justinian I’s army against the Goths112 had taken 
the set back to his homeland. Nevertheless, the chronology of its context and its formal analogies 
would rather suggest that the set had reached the region in the last third of the 6th century in the 
wake of the more intense connections with Italy following the Langobards’ migration to that land. 

The elephant ivory carving most closely connected to the Mediterranean world is doubtless the 
Žuráň pyxis, whose contextualisation is bedevilled by the controversies surrounding its date and 
the context of the burial(s). What seems certain is that the object, which on the testimony of its 
surviving iconography undoubtedly originated from a Christian milieu, was adapted to another 
use in its new Barbarian home. Obviously, we have no way of knowing what exactly it was used 
for: it was perhaps a container for cosmetics or for the wealthy woman’s jewellery, or perhaps 
it had contained some very special and rare food offering when deposited in the grave. In this 
case, its value principally lay in its origin from a distant land or perhaps the unusualness of its 
ornamentation, the imprint of an unknown and unfamiliar world. Its new owner, perhaps one of 
the buried woman’s (?) male relatives, could equally well have acquired it as a gift or as part of the 
booty during one of the military expeditions against the Roman world. Similarly as in the case of 
the gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános, the richness of the other grave goods from the burial(s) 
again underscores the validity of the oft-noted tendency for elephant ivory articles, too, namely 
that closer contact with the Mediterranean world was principally maintained by the wealthier and 
higher-ranking members of the post-Roman Barbarian communities. The fi rst steps in overcoming 
cultural distances were taken on this level, even if we can only speak of a genuine cultural 
transfer – no matter on how low a level – in the case of the gaming pieces from Mosonszentjános, 
and perhaps from Kölked, insofar as the contemporaneity of the latter is confi rmed by future 
archaeometric analyses and if its function does not turn out to be a spindle whorl.113

108 For lathe-turned elephant ivory articles as an indication of production in larger series during Antiquity, 
cf. Cutler 1987 435.

109 Koncz – Tóth 2016.
110 Bollók – Koncz 2020 59–60.
111 Koncz – Tóth 2016 165–166. This fl aw, although visible to the naked eye, is not too conspicuous and 

neither is it a unique occurrence among pieces produced in large series, for example among pyxides, as 
noted by Cutler 1987 452–453.

112 The Langobards are repeatedly mentioned in relation to Narses’s Italian campaign, and the text leaves 
no doubt that they did not return empty-handed: Proc., Bell. Goth. IV.26.12–13, 19, 30.18, 31.5, 33.2–3; 
Greek text and English translation: Dewing 1928 330–333, 366–367, 370–371, 388–391.

113 This research was supported by research grant NKFIH/OTKA NN 113157 funded by the National 
Research, Development and Innovation Offi ce (NKFIH).
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