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Is it possible to discern which factors were most responsible for the decline in Ptolemaic elephant-hunting?

Introduction 

“Elephantomania had seized much of the ancient Mediterranean world and Near East during the course of the third century B.C.E. and later” says Sidebotham.[footnoteRef:1]  And the Ptolemaic empire was no exception.  By the end of Ptolemy II Philadelphus’ reign an impressive elephant-hunting programme had been established.  Elephants were sourced from East Africa, shipped via the Red Sea and then taken across the Eastern Desert to stables on the Nile.  But this did not continue.  This study concerns the apparent decline in elephant hunting in Ptolemaic Egypt, seeking to show when this may have happened and why.  But before discussing the decline, it is first necessary to consider the factors leading to the establishment of the elephant hunting programme under Ptolemy II Philadelphus which was then continued under his successors and to consider the scale and scope of these operations.  Following this, specific factors which may have contributed to its decline will be addressed.   Firstly, the issue of diminishing supplies caused by overhunting, including hunting for ivory, apparently forcing the hunting expeditions further and further south and making the whole enterprise more costly and more dangerous will be discussed. Secondly, the effectiveness or otherwise of the African elephant in battle, illustrated most graphically by Polybius when describing their performance at the Battle of Raphia in 217 where the African elephants refused to engage with the larger Indian elephants of the Seleucids will be considered.  Lastly, the political environment including the effect of the rebellion in the Thebaid and the wider political implications of the inability of the Seleucids to muster an elephant corps by the middle of the second century will also be addressed.  The conclusion of this study is that the decline in elephant-hunting was most likely a combination of these factors, (although not necessarily accepting the overhunting argument), but that elephant hunting ceased altogether at the time when the Seleucids could no longer command a force of their own and no longer presented a threat and that this, therefore, was the most important factor. [1:  All references in this essay are to B.C.E. unless otherwise stated.
Sidebotham 2011: 41 ] 


Sources
Before discussing the rise and fall of elephant hunting it is useful to discuss the sources of information available for the study of this period.  The dearth of extant contemporary literary sources makes the task difficult.  For example, one important source is Agatharchides of Knidos, a peripatetic and minor court official and tutor to Ptolemy VII’s son, writing in the second century who also had access to official records from the earlier times.  Unfortunately, only fragments of his On the Erythraean Sea are preserved principally through the writings of Diodorus of Sicily writing in the first century, Strabo writing during the Christian era and Photius in the ninth century C.E.[footnoteRef:2]    As with any fragment we cannot be sure that the meaning of the original has necessarily been accurately reproduced.  The only semi-contemporary Hellenistic history to survive is Polybius, writing in captivity in Rome from 168 onwards (and with a distinctly Rome-centric focus).  This means that even Polybius’ famous account of the Battle of Raphia was written fifty years after the event. [2:  Burstein 2008: 137; Cobb 2018: 24; Sidebotham 2011: 13] 


However, literary works are fortunately not the only source of contemporary evidence.  Evidence is available from public inscriptions, taking the form of epitaphs, dedications and decrees or, in some instances simply graffiti.   Also papyri represent another source where the dry desert conditions allows its preservation, although this fact in itself means that it is difficult to make generalisations from such evidence.[footnoteRef:3]  In addition, recent archaeological excavations in the Eastern Desert and at the Red Sea ports have produced much new archaeological material of value to the study of this area from the Paleolithic to the Roman periods.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Erskine 2005: 5, 9-12]  [4:  Sidebotham, Hense, Nouwens 2008: 35-36] 


Elephant hunting under Ptolemy II Philadelphus and Ptolemy III Euergetes
In order to determine the relevant factors associated with the decline in Ptolemaic elephant hunting, it is necessary to consider the drivers and factors promoting elephant hunting under the Ptolemies.

At the Battle of the Hydaspes in 326 the elephant had proven its worth and from then on Alexander and his successors were determined to build an elephant corps.[footnoteRef:5]  Both Alexander and Ptolemy I Soter had acquired Indian elephants in the course of battle and in the case of Alexander, through gifts and tributes.[footnoteRef:6]  But the Ptolemies needed a continuing supply to keep up with the Seleucids and by the time of Philadelphus and even before then, the hope of obtaining Indian elephants had disappeared as the overland route was through hostile Seleucid territory and a long voyage over the Indian Ocean was out of the question.  It was Philadelphus who then sought to acquire African elephants.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Casson 1993: 247]  [6:  Scullard 1974: 65-84, 80-81]  [7:  Casson 1993: 247-248] 


The timing of Philadelphus’ quest for African elephants is illuminating. The first pioneers to search for elephants, in so far as it is known, were sent by Philadelphus immediately after the end of the First Syrian War; Satyros in around 270 and Eumedes between 270-264.[footnoteRef:8]  So it was against this background of the war with the Seleucids with their ready access to Indian elephants that Philadelphus first took steps to acquire his African elephants.   [8:  Casson 1993: 248] 


The beginnings of the elephant hunting programme coincided with the end of the First Syrian War.  It also coincided with Philadelphus’ intervention in Nubia in 270.  Nubia represented an opportunity as well as a threat.  The Hellenistic kings of Kush in Nubia had territorial ambitions, styling themselves “Kings of Upper and Lower Egypt” and sought to establish themselves in lower Nubia.  Burstein claims that a fragment from the first book of the On the Erythraean Sea preserved by Photius indicates that the invasion by Philadelphus was styled as a reactive, rather than an aggressive move.[footnoteRef:9]   This is possible, although it may simply have been a pretext. Sidebotham argues that the invasion could have been part of a deliberate policy to control the Wadi Allaqi gold mines in order to fund the elephant hunting programme.[footnoteRef:10]  Whatever prompted the invasion, the result of his campaign was that the Kingdom of Kush became, according to Burstein, a tributary state which would be expected to assist in the elephant acquisition programme. Thus, the southern frontier was secured by the Nubian intervention and facilitated the hunting of both Troglodytic and Ethiopian elephants, as recorded by the Adulis inscription set up by Ptolemy III Euergetes.[footnoteRef:11]    [9:  Burstein 2008: 138-139]  [10:  Sidebotham 2011: 43]  [11:  Bowersock 2013: 36; Burstein 2008: 140-141] 


The achievement in establishing an elephant hunting programme by Philadelphus cannot be underestimated.  It involved the founding of ports on the Red Sea, the most important for the handling of elephants being Berenike, the establishment of facilities on the Eastern Desert routes to accommodate the transportation of the elephants to the Nile, (notably along the Berenike to Koptos (Quft) and Berenike to Apollonopolis Magna (Edfu) routes) and stabling for the elephants on the Nile,  possibly in Memphis.  Not only that, it involved the building and provisioning of stations in remote areas and the recruitment and training of personnel who were able to capture and tame the elephants before they embarked on their voyage in specially designed ships, the elephantegoi.  All of this was a significant undertaking.  It was also dangerous and costly.[footnoteRef:12]  Agatharchides attests to the dangers of sailing in the Red Sea at this time in fragments of his work preserved by Photius and Diodorus, in which he explains how the elephantegoi were shipwrecked sailing at night in the strong winds and how by royal decree the wrecks remained there like cenotaphs as a warning for others.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Casson  1993: 247-259; Sidebotham 2011: 42, 44-46]  [13:  Agatharchides 5.85a + b = (a) Photius Cod. 250.83, 456b-457a = (b) Diod. 3.40] 


It is obvious that this whole enterprise must have been a very costly exercise, even if the expense may have been defrayed to some degree by the acquisition of ivory as part and parcel of the hunting expeditions.  An example of the cost and scale of these expeditions is evidenced by a papyrus from 223 recording that the Royal Banker in Edfu had been ordered to transfer a sum of money to pay the wages for three months of 231 huntsmen who were going to Eritrea.  Scholars agree that this represented very good pay for the day.[footnoteRef:14]  And this represented the pay for the lowly huntsmen; those is charge of the expeditions would no doubt have commanded much higher salaries. [14:  Scullard 1974: 137; Sidebotham 2011: 47] 


Despite the dangers involved and the evident cost, the success of the elephant hunting programme was proven when in the mid 240’s Euergetes was able to make effective use of his elephant corps in the campaign beginning the Third Syrian War.[footnoteRef:15]   [15:  Burstein 1989: 8] 



The Decline 
Historians have found it difficult to pinpoint exactly when the importation of live African elephants declined and/or ceased, but most seem to agree that it was in decline by the end of the third century that is, by the end of the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator, or at the very latest, continued only until the end of the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor in 145.[footnoteRef:16]  The inability to determine when the decline took place makes it more difficult to identify the factors underlying the decline.  Nevertheless, various theories have been put forward. [16:  Burstein 1996: 801; Burstein 2008: 146; Sidebotham 2011: 53] 


Overhunting
Scholars appear to agree that the gradual establishment of hunting stations down the Red Sea coast to the Gulf of Aden during the reigns of Philodelphus, Euergetes and Philopator is likely to be explained by the exhaustion of the hunting grounds further north.[footnoteRef:17]  Although this seems like a probable explanation, it is not necessarily correct.  It is possible that the hunting stations operated contemporaneously, marking an expansion rather than a decline in elephant hunting as the Ptolemies gained experience in the whole workings of the operation.  The location of some of the hunting stations have been identified; the location of others remains a mystery and none of them have been excavated.[footnoteRef:18]  So it cannot necessarily be assumed that the northern hunting stations were no longer used for elephant hunting as it is not known when they stopped operating or stopped operating for that purpose.   Furthermore, there is, not surprisingly, no information available of the size of the herds before the hunting began. How then can we be certain that the move southwards meant hunting grounds further north had become depleted?    [17:  Burstein 1996: 801-802; Burstein 2008: 143; Casson 1993: 256; Cobb 2016: 201; Sidebotham 2011: 44]  [18:  Sidebotham 2011: 44-45] 


Neither is it known how many elephants were captured and successfully transported on each expedition.  Literary sources do provide some indication of numbers, although sources can vary in their estimates.  For example, Polybius says that Philopator put 73 elephants in the field against the Seleucid’s 102 Indian elephants at the Battle Raphia in 217.[footnoteRef:19]  Although it is not certain this represented his whole herd as some animals may have been sick or injured, it is  presumed that Philopator fielded as many animals as he could. Sidebotham believes that, at most, this would mean the Ptolemaic herd numbered about 150 and no more than 200, taking into account the “unseen” elephants.[footnoteRef:20] However, according to Appian when Philadelphus died in 247 he left a force of 300 war elephants.[footnoteRef:21] The figures do not tally.  Either source may be incorrect, but Polybius’ more precise estimate is surely to be preferred.  Polybius was also writing nearer the time than Appian in the second century C.E.  It is possible, of course, that both are correct and that the numbers had dwindled in the meantime, but as far as it is known elephant hunting had continued apace during Euergetes’ reign, as evidenced by the papyrus of 223 relating to the pay of the 231 huntsmen.  The discrepancy in numbers illustrates the difficulty in knowing how many war elephants were sourced. [19:  Pol. Histories V. 79]  [20:  Sidebotham 2011: 47]  [21:  App. Preface 10] 


Whatever the size of the Ptolemaic elephant herds, it is clear from the sources that it was to be measured in the low hundreds rather than the thousands.  Even accounting for a high rate of attrition during the process of capturing and transporting the elephants, one would not believe that these numbers obtained during a period of fifty years or more could decimate the elephant population. It must be appreciated, however, that the Ptolemies were not alone in hunting elephants.  Some indigenous peoples hunted elephants for food and ivory.[footnoteRef:22]    But even so, would this have been on a such a scale to exhaust supplies? [22:  Plin. NH VI. XXXV; Diod. III. 26] 

Burstein argues that hunting for ivory, rather than live elephants explains the gradual move southwards as hunting grounds were exhausted.  He calls this “the missing factor”.   In support of his argument Burstein evidences a papyrus recording payments to soldiers up to and including the 25th year of Euergetes’ reign, which although fragmentary appears to be associated with payments for elephant tusks.[footnoteRef:23]  While it is inconceivable that ivory would not have been obtained as a by-product of the hunting expeditions in circumstances, where for example, animals had been accidentally killed or injured during the hunting process or were considered otherwise unfit for service following their capture, the main focus was on the acquisition of live elephants.  Unrestricted hunting of elephants for ivory would surely run contrary to the primary objective. Live elephants were the priority.   [23:  Burstein 1996: 804-805] 


Burstein and others cite the three temple inscriptions on the island of Delos which show that the price of ivory halved between 279 and 250 and link this to an increase in the supply of African ivory at this time.[footnoteRef:24] While this may be indicative of an increase in supply as a result of Ptolemaic acquisition of ivory, there may be other explanations for the fall in price.  It may also be indicative of a change in demand or may reflect purely local conditions.  But, in any event over-supply affecting the price on the market does not automatically equal overhunting.  [24:  Burstein 1996: 803; Cobb 2016: 202; Sidebotham 2008: 165] 


In the first century C.E. Pliny the Elder commented that ivory could only be found in any quantities in India and the anonymous author of the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea attested to the disappearance of ivory from the hinterlands of the Red Sea. These observations have been used to illustrate how Ptolemaic elephant hunting decimated the herds in that the results were still obvious two centuries later.[footnoteRef:25]    But one might have expected the herds to recover in any event during that period, even if there had been overhunting.  There may be other explanations. The herds could have migrated to other regions, for example.   But perhaps the disappearance of the herds following the end of Ptolemaic hunting was as a result of overhunting by indigenous peoples.  As Burstein explains the kingdom of Meroe underwent an economic revival in the period when Pliny and the author of the Periplus were writing and significantly, the remains of a large store of ivory was discovered in a first century C. E. Meriotic palace.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Burstein 1996: 806; Cobb 2016: 202]  [26:  Burstein 1996: 806-807 n. 42] 


It has been suggested by Sidebotham that a successful breeding programme in Egypt could be the answer to the decline in hunting, although he admits that it is impossible to be sure about its success.[footnoteRef:27] Charles argues that Euergetes may have had a small stud of Indian elephants from Indian elephants captured in 245, but also alludes to the low live birth rates of elephants bred in captivity.[footnoteRef:28]  Casson assumes that Philadelphus must have had female elephants who had given birth in order to provide a sufficient number of trained elephants to capture the wild elephants, given that the elephants acquired by Ptolemy I Soter would have been too old for this purpose.[footnoteRef:29]  If it were the case that the Ptolemies bred elephants, then this would also have allowed the purportedly depleted elephant stocks to recover and in theory would permit further hunting.  However, one has to say that there seems to be little evidence to support the existence of a large-scale, successful breeding programme.[footnoteRef:30] [27:  Sidebotham 2011:  46, 53]  [28:  Charles 2007: 310]  [29:  Casson 1993: 250-251]  [30:  Cobb 2016: 203-4] 


If the decline cannot necessarily be explained by overhunting or the establishment of a breeding programme, then other factors must have been at work. 

The Effectiveness of the Forest Elephant in Battle
Were the elephant no longer considered to be an effective war weapon, then one would imagine this to be an important contributory factor in the decline of elephant hunting.

Polybius describes how the 73 African elephants of Philopator met with the 102 Indian elephants of Antiochos III in 217 at the Battle of Raphia.  In his account Polybius describes how a few of Ptolemy’s elephants engaged with the enemy, but most retreated in fear causing havoc amongst their own ranks:
“they gave the signal for battle and brought the elephants first into action.   A few only of Ptolemy’s elephants ventured too close with those of the enemy, and now the men in the towers on the back of these beasts made a gallant fight of it, striking with their pikes at close quarters and wounding each other, while the elephants themselves fought still better, putting forth their whole strength and meeting forehead to forehead………..Most of Ptolemy’s elephants, however, declined the combat, as is the habit of African elephants; for unable to stand the smell and the trumpeting of the Indian elephants, and terrified, I suppose, also by their great size and strength, they at once turn tail and take to flight before they get near them.”[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Pol. V. 84] 


Philopator won the battle notwithstanding his elephants’ generally poor performance.[footnoteRef:32]  The account given by Polybius has given rise to much scholarly debate concerning the identity of the elephants that were prepared to engage in battle and the issue as to whether the smaller forest African elephants carried turrets.  If Polybius is to be believed, the few brave elephants fought “forehead to forehead” meaning that they must have been comparable in size to the Indian elephants of Antiochos III.[footnoteRef:33]  The explanation given by scholars is that these elephants were either the captured Indian elephants from the successful campaign in 245 who were still in service in 217 (or elephants bred from those elephants) or they were the larger savannah or bush African elephants, possibly originating from Ethiopia (modern day Eritrea) rather than from the land of the Trogodytae.[footnoteRef:34]  However, the general consensus is that the savannah or bush elephant was unknown at this time and in any event apparently bush elephants are notoriously difficult to train and presumably to capture and transport.[footnoteRef:35] Charles suggests a further possibility that the “brave” elephants were larger, older and better-trained forest elephants or the Seleucid Indian elephants were younger and smaller specimens, but even Charles sounds somewhat unconvinced by his own argument.[footnoteRef:36]  The likelihood is that Philopator did have some Indian elephants and these were the elephants who were prepared to do battle.  If this is the case and the vast majority of Philopator’s elephants were then forest elephants who would not fight with the Seleucid Indian elephants it would surely impugn the whole rationale for seeking to capture, transport and train such elephants.    [32:  Pol. V. 86]  [33:  Charles 2007: 309]  [34:  Brandt 2014: 88-89; Charles 2007: 306-311; Charles 2016: 53-65]  [35:  Charles 2016: 60-61; Gowers 1948: 177; Scullard 1974: 63]  [36:  Charles 2016: 61] 


There is also the issue as to whether the forest elephant carried a turret. Elephants carrying a turret or tower significantly increased their effectiveness as a fighting machine, as they were then able to be manned by three or four fighting men, protected by the turret and armed with pikes, javelins and spears as illustrated by Polybius in his account of the ‘brave’ elephants at Raphia.[footnoteRef:37]  Polybius does not tell us whether the ‘cowardly’ elephants carried turrets.   Indeed, it has been questioned whether forest elephants were able to carry a tower on account of their size.  Having reviewed the literary, numismatic and pictorial evidence, Charles considers it unlikely that forest elephants carried turrets in pitch battles, although may possibly have done so in siege situations, or away from the battlefield on parade or in the ring.  He finds it difficult, however, to counter the evidence in the account of the battle of Thapsus in 46 given by the unknown author of the Bellum Africum, where there are repeated references to turrets, arguing somewhat unconvincingly that this evidence is anachronistic relating as it does to a time when large-scale elephant warfare was no longer current.  He also considers Polybius’ account of Raphia “problematic”.  However, if it is accepted that the elephants who engaged the Seleucid Indian elephants at Raphia were themselves Indian, this problem disappears.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Pol. V. 84; Gowers 1947: 43]  [38:  Charles 2008: 358-359] 


Not all scholars agree with Charles.  Gowers does not appear to question the fact that the African elephant used by Carthage and by the Ptolemies carried a tower, although not specifically addressing the issue.[footnoteRef:39]  Rance argues that Hannibal’s forest elephants could and did carry turrets.  Rance relies upon a fragment from the Suda explicitly referring to the turrets of the elephants.  He argues that the fragment refers to an incident which was likely to have taken place at the beginning of the Second Punic War when Hannibal and his army were travelling through southern Gaul and the Alps.  The fragment, he says, should properly be attributed to Diodorus and was drawn by him from a well-informed contemporary source, the fragment having previously been dismissed by scholars as from an unknown source or possibly attributed to Polybius and generally given little credence.[footnoteRef:40] But while the evidence Rance relies upon is unambiguous, it is still only one small fragment.  To conclude, all it is possible to say is that the forest elephant may have carried a turret, but it is not known that this was always the case; they may not routinely have carried turrets into battle in which case their Indian opponents certainly held the advantage.   [39:  Gowers 1947: 43]  [40:  Rance 2009: 91-111] 


Can the decline in Ptolemaic elephant hunting be explained by the fact that the African forest elephant was smaller, possibly not able to carry a turret and not prepared to engage with the Indian elephant in battle?  This would seem a logical supposition.  After all, given the enormous cost and effort in capturing, transporting and training the elephants there would appear to be no justification in continuing the hunting when their elephant corps provided no military advantage; in fact quite the reverse!  But it appears that elephant hunting did continue after Raphia, even if the elephant was not deployed in battle again by the Ptolemies.[footnoteRef:41] Philometor invaded Syria in 147, some seventy years after Raphia with a force including elephants, meaning that the hunting must have continued after Raphia.[footnoteRef:42]  And Cobb, following Fraser, argues that despite the poor results at Raphia, the Ptolemies still felt the need to compete with the Seleucids who continued to have a substantial elephant corps at least until the first half of the second century.[footnoteRef:43]  [41:  Gowers 1947: 44]  [42:  Burstein 2008: 146, n. 59; Scullard 1974: 188-189]  [43:  Cobb 2016: 198] 


But there is perhaps an argument that the utility of the elephant in battle had in effect been neutralised by the second century.  The superiority of the Indian elephant was certainly well-known by the second century B.C.E.  In 190 at the Battle of Magnesia, the Romans did not deploy their African elephants against the Indian elephants of Antiochus III because they were known to be no match.[footnoteRef:44]  But more than this, tactics had been developed to counter an enemy armed with an elephant corps.  The elephant was at its most effective and most destructive against infantry in close formation, as for example in 255 at the Battle of Tunis when Rome suffered a disastrous defeat against the Carthaginians.[footnoteRef:45] But in 202 at the battle of Zama, Scipio drew up his infantry in columns allowing large gaps between the companies instead of the usual tight formation.  Rome won an overwhelming victory, but the elephant charge might have turned the tables had the legions been otherwise arranged.[footnoteRef:46]   [44:  Livy XXXVII. 39; App. Syr. XI. 31.]  [45:  Gowers 1947: 44-45]  [46:  Gowers 1947: 46-47] 


The dismal performance of the forest elephant at Raphia did not perhaps immediately lead to a decline in elephant hunting.  One poor performance was not enough to bring it to an end.  It might have been thought at the time that they were in any event outnumbered and/or perhaps poorly trained for battle.  After all, the Ptolemaic army had not campaigned for almost thirty years.[footnoteRef:47]  Not enough therefore to abandon the whole project overnight.  Nevertheless, it is tempting to believe that the growing realisation that the forest elephant was no match for the Indian elephant, together with the successful introduction of tactics by the Romans to counter an elephant charge, which presumably would not have gone unnoticed, must have had some impact. [47:  Burstein 2016: 60] 


But Raphia had other consequences which were arguably more influential in bringing about the decline in elephant hunting: internal unrest.

Internal political unrest
Not only was Raphia unique in that it is the only recorded battle in which Ptolemaic African elephants took part, it was also unique in that for the first time the army included 20,000 native Egyptians who were trained as hoplites.[footnoteRef:48]  According to Polybius their achievements at Raphia prompted the Egyptians to rebel against their masters.[footnoteRef:49]  Polybius is perhaps unduly critical of Philopator refusing to credit him with the battle’s success, but in the years which followed it appears some men of this new military class led a revolt in the northern part of the country with a view to establishing an independent power. This in turn encouraged the uprising in Lower Egypt in the latter years of Philopator’s reign in 206 and which continued for twenty years.  The uprising led to the creation of a Pharaonic state in Thebes under Herwennefer, who ruled from 206 to 200 and who was succeeded by Ankhwennefer, ruling until 186.  The Meriotic kings also became involved in the conflict using it as an opportunity to increase their influence in the northern part of Lower Nubia, occupying the city of Syene from 196/5 to 187 and giving military assistance to Ankhwennefer. [footnoteRef:50]  [48:  Erskine 2005: 48; Holbl 2001:154]  [49:  Pol. V. 107]  [50:  Holbl 2001: 154-156] 


The revolt had significant consequences for the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme as it meant the Nile ports of Koptos (Quft) and Apollonopolis Magna (Edfu) routes) were no longer accessible and thus the preferred route from Berenike to the Nile was out of commission.  It may have been possible to continue hunting by sailing with the cargoes to the more northerly Red Sea ports of Arsinoe, Cleopatris and Clysma and then by the canal restored by Philadelphus linking the Red Sea to the Nile.  Sidebotham refers to one occasion during Philadelphus’ reign when elephants were transported via the canal, but other than this there is no evidence this route was used on a regular basis.  The strong prevailing northerly winds in the upper part of the Red Sea would have made the journey to these northerly ports very hazardous and it is likely that elephant hunting ceased at least until the southerly routes became available once more.[footnoteRef:51]  In addition, the hostility of the Meriotic peoples during this period would have meant that the hunting grounds in the territories they occupied would have been inaccessible.   [51:  Cobb 2016: 200-201; Sidebotham 2011: 51] 


Burstein believes that the rebellion in the Thebaid was largely responsible for the decline in elephant hunting.[footnoteRef:52]  However, Cobb disagrees arguing that the Ptolemies would have wanted to restore their elephant stocks given the number of elephants possessed by the Seleucids.[footnoteRef:53]  While in theory the infrastructure for the elephant acquisition programme was in place and hunting could have resumed once the revolt had been crushed, twenty years is a long time.  Twenty years represents a generation in which no hunting had taken place. Arguably, it would have been necessary to train a whole new generation in the art of elephant hunting and taming and in the art of sailing the elephantegoi because in twenty years these skills could have been lost.  This would not, of course, have been impossible but it is important not to underestimate the lasting effect the revolt may have had on elephant hunting.   Also, whereas in the days of Philadelphus and Euergetes Meriotic assistance in the programme could be expected, following the revolt when the political relations between the Ptolemaic and the Meriotic kingdoms were at a low ebb, this was unlikely to have been forthcoming.[footnoteRef:54]  While we know that Philometor had elephants in the army when he invaded Syria in 147, so some elephant hunting must have continued after the revolt, it is possible that following the Thebaid revolt elephant hunting continued, but on a much reduced scale. [52:  Burstein 2008: 146]  [53:  Cobb 2016: 201]  [54:  Holbl 2001: 157] 


The Seleucids
As has been noted the impetus for elephant hunting programme initiated by Philadelphus (and possibly even under Soter) was the desire to keep up with the Seleucids and their ready supply of war elephants.  It is likely, however, that the Seleucid’s ability to obtain Indian elephants was severely compromised by the rise of the Parthian state in the latter part of the third century.[footnoteRef:55]  Nevertheless, according to Polybius following Raphia Antiochus III was able to restore his elephant corps to 150 animals, having obtained elephants from Euthydemus, king of Bactria and the Indian rajah Sophagesenus.[footnoteRef:56]  And it appears that the Seleucid elephants played an important part in the campaign in 202-201 when Antiochus III invaded Coele Syria defeating Ptolemy V Epiphanes. It is supposed that Epiphanes also deployed his elephants, including presumably those acquired at Raphia.[footnoteRef:57]  Perhaps Epiphanes then had to give up his elephants to Antiochus III. [55:  Sidebotham 2011: 53]  [56:  Pol. XI. 34; Scullard 1974: 144]  [57:  Scullard 1974: 144-145] 

One might have supposed that the Peace of Apameia following the Battle of Magnesia in 190 would have sounded the death knell on Antiochus III’s ability to maintain an elephant corps.  He was forced to surrender his entire elephant herd and was forbidden to acquire more in the future.[footnoteRef:58]  In spite of this injunction, however, in 169 Antiochus IV invaded Egypt with a force including elephants, and there are repeated references to elephants in Maccabees in his history of the Jewish revolt in the 160’s.[footnoteRef:59]  It was not until 162 when Rome intervening in Seleucidic dynastic rivalries finally enforced the provisions of the Peace of Apameia by hamstringing the Seleucid elephants.  After that it seems as if the only elephants the Seleucids acquired were African elephants from Philometor’s invasion of Syria in 147.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Scullard 1974: 181]  [59:  I Macc. 1.17, 1 Macc. 3.34, II Macc. 11.5, I Macc. 6.43-46]  [60:  Scullard 1974: 188-189] 


The Ptolemies may have continued elephant hunting in the first half of the second century as the Seleucids could apparently still muster an elephant corps until that time.  However, thereafter the Seleucid’s traditional sources of supply of Indian elephants were no longer available to them and they were also subject to the prohibition imposed by Rome, which might be enforced at any time. Given this situation, it seems likely that Ptolemies then abandoned their elephant hunts.[footnoteRef:61]   [61:  Cobb 2016: 199-200; Sidebotham 2011: 53] 


Conclusion 
It is not easy to say which factors were most responsible for the decline in Ptolemaic elephant hunting. While overhunting may appear an attractive argument, the move southwards is not necessarily to be explained by the depletion of herds further north. The size of the herds before hunting began is unknown and neither are the numbers of live elephants caught nor those killed for ivory.  The shortcomings of the African Forest elephant in battle, however, cannot be ignored, particularly when facing the larger Indian elephant.  And by the beginning of the second century successful tactics had been developed certainly by the Romans to counter the elephant charge calling into question the elephant as an effective military weapon. Given the effort and cost necessary to acquire African elephants and their doubtful value in battle it is reasonable to suppose that hunting had suffered a decline by the beginning of the second century.  The Thebaid revolt put a further nail in the coffin, bringing a stop to hunting for twenty years. While hunting clearly resumed once the revolt had been crushed, it is more than possible that it continued thereafter only on a somewhat reduced scale.  And finally, when the Seleucids could no longer access their supply of Indian elephants the rationale for acquiring war elephants in the first place disappeared, thus ending a century and a half of elephant hunting by the Ptolemies.
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