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[image: ]1Figure: Ivory plaque with griffin, Megiddo (Loud 1939, courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago)










The focus of this analysis will be the Megiddo griffin ivory, pictured above. This decoratively engraved ivory plaque is one of the Megiddo Ivories, excavated, primarily, by the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago in 1933–1938 under Gordon Loud (this particular ivory, between 1936-7). Figure 1 visibly depicts a seated griffin in profile, muscular lion-like limbs bent beneath it, plumed head tipped back, and wings of blocky, angular feathers splayed open, both in front, and behind the body, giving an indication of perspective, while maintaining a stylistic side-on depiction. This piece is listed as belonging to ‘Plate 9 32-33’, its measurements, according to the University of Chicago being ‘91 L x 38 W x 7 Th mm’ [footnoteRef:1] . [1:  University of Chicago Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, 2023, https://isac-idb.uchicago.edu/id/8cfebfa9-4026-4626-833f-d56bcb953b2c ] 

The griffin ivory was found in an annex grave of a palace in stratum VIIA of the Megiddo site, in the Levant, amongst a large mass of other ivories, many of which were broken and scattered before burial (inferred primarily from the distance between fragments when discovered). This site also contained several human bones, as well as a complete animal skeleton, possibly a camel or donkey, atop the ivories – suggesting either that the animal had lain down and died on top of them, or the corpse had been placed in the annex, intentionally. Among the various sources used for this analysis, there has been little discussion of the bones found with the ivories, beyond brief assertions, for instance by Amanda Borschel-Dan, that the ivories were found in a ‘helter-skelter state in the tomb, and are considered grave goods’[footnoteRef:2], thus accounting for the presence of human remains. However, this does not sufficiently explore the value – material or otherwise - of the ivories in their own right, nor the cultural influences at play that impact this. [2:  A. Borschel-Dan (2020) Digging at Armageddon: Tumultuous saga of doomed search for Solomon’s Lost City, The Times of Israel] 

Aside from being used as grave goods, the role of these ivories during their lifetime is debated. Marian Feldman argues that ‘virtually all of the carved plaques and cut-out pieces belonged originally to larger chests or furniture, such as couches or chairs’[footnoteRef:3], as a luxurious means of decorating the home. Gordon Loud also states that ‘there can be little doubt as to the use of certain plaques and ornaments to decorate furniture’[footnoteRef:4]. At the time of burial, the ivories were no longer fixed to these. He highlights that there is evidence for this, ‘pictured in reliefs’, citing the throne of Sennacherib before Lachish as an example, that showed how these panels would’ve been in their intended state. As decorative pieces, therefore, the choice of imagery on artefacts such as the one in question is crucial, and shapes the perception of the object, and, therefore, its socially assigned value. [3:  M. Feldman (2009) ‘Hoarded Treasures: The Megiddo Ivories and the End of the Bronze Age’, Department of Near Eastern Studies, p.184]  [4:  Loud, G. (1939) The Megiddo Ivories, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Oriental Institute Publications, p.2] 

This value of the image is significant for Loud’s other suggestion: the ‘possibility that ivory collecting was a hobby enjoyed by the ancients’ (Loud, 1939, p.2). This suggestion is based on the fact that there is little evidence on the ivories of wear from original use, allowing for speculation that maybe they were always intended to serve more of a decorative than functional purpose. This would also fit with the fact that so many ivories were discovered all in the same room.
However, if the ivories were of such personal value to the owner, the active destruction of them would seem a little unusual, unless, of course, the intention was to prevent the objects being of interest to looters, and so increasing the likelihood that they would remain in the grave with the deceased, taking them out of circulation. If this was the motivation, it would have been based on a realistic fear – Loud’s writings argue that the tomb was looted, and that gold was taken, while other treasures likely cast aside, being less reusable and versatile than gold could be once smelted down. There is also the argument that, as it was unlikely that the ivories would have been buried on their original furniture, perhaps they had been detached in order to enable a reuse of the basic frame of the furniture, maintaining the functional aspect of the item, while burying the deceased with the objects of beauty.
Feldman highlights that Megiddo was significant to the Egyptian empire as it grew. Thutmose claimed to have looted and received tribute from Megiddo, which indicates a wealth of desirable resources and artefacts would have been present there. Consequently, an extravagant collection of assorted ivories is not entirely out of the question. She also puts forward (p.182) the possibility of the ivories being used as a trading resource. This is particularly interesting to explore, as it suggests that, rather than being traded into Megiddo, the ivories were an object of local production that appealed to a wider market – this ties into the theory of International Style, which focuses on how objects of convoluted cultural origin move and are regarded. The potential for the Megiddo ivories to be a trading resource, almost as if a local commodity, suggests that cultural contact was so dense that items without individual and traceable cultural heritage were valuable; that objects that signify a sense of sentimental unity across regions were seen as positive, valued for their culturally ‘storied’ background. 
In her 2002 piece on International Style and the Ugarit, Marian Feldman categorises pieces that evidence International Style as artefacts which ‘defy attribution to any one cultural region because of extensive hybridism’[footnoteRef:5]. This theory in particular stands out as applicable for providing insight into significance and value, regarding both the griffin ivory, and the ‘magnificent collection’(Feldman, 2009 p.175) of Megiddo Ivories as a whole, which Feldman states are ‘often cited as illustrative of the internationalism characterizing the Late Bronze Age’ (Feldman, 2009, p.175). [5:  M. Feldman (2002) ‘Luxurious Forms: Redefining a Mediterranean "International Style," 1400-1200 B.C.E.’, The Art Bulletin, p.6] 

The depiction of the griffin in figure 1 arguably holds evidence of these convoluted influences, as does how historians have debated its origin. For instance, Feldman argues that an Aegean quality is evident, in the ‘subtle modelling’[footnoteRef:6] (2009, p181) of the animal body, which she compares to the stone lions rendered at the gated entrance to Mycenae. There is also a comparison to be drawn between the lion-like body and the sphinxes of Egypt, such as in the position of the legs and tail, resting against the body, seen in many three-dimensional renderings of the sphinx. [6: M. Feldman (2009) ‘Hoarded Treasures: The Megiddo Ivories and the End of the Bronze Age’, Department of Near Eastern Studies, p.181] 
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Description automatically generated]Further Aegean influences are noticeable when regarded in comparison to an earlier plaque of a griffin (figure 2), originating in Mycenae, dated before the 13th C birth of the figure 1 griffin ivory. The swirling pattern along the shoulder, and the slight geometric styling of the feathers in figure 2 bears a resemblance here, to the Megiddo ivory. However, the Megiddo ivory represents the wings slightly differently, with sharper feathers, and wings fully extended, without the sloping form of figure 2. This crisp definition of the feathers is seen in several pieces of later artwork found in the Levant, generally attributed to Phoenician artisans, but which often, themselves, fall into the category of International Style – mixing, amongst others, Phoenician and Egyptian art motifs (for instance, ‘Plaque depicting winged sphinx’ dated to c. 8th century BC[footnoteRef:7]). [7:  British Museum, https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1963-1214-8 ] 

2 Figure: Vermeule, E. (1964) Plate XXXVII, A, Greece in the Bronze Age, University of Chicago Press, Chicago & London.
Harold Leibowitz (1989) also comments on the wings of the ivory, remarking how the ‘feathers are angularly-tipped, overlap[ping] one another, and fan[ning] in either direction from a mid-point along the wing’[footnoteRef:8], and that this calls to mind feathers on the ‘wings of an incised ivory from Delos’ (Liebowitz, 1989 p271), another observation of strong Aegean influences. In fact, later, Liebowitz describes the ivory as ‘so Aegean in spirit that Kantor suggested that the Megiddo griffon may be an import’ (Liebowitz, 1989 p272). On page 269, he describes the varied range of influences present in the Megiddo ivories on a spectrum suggested by Helene Kantor (1956), including Egyptianizing ivories, hybrid Canaanite-Mycenaean ivories and 'extreme Mycenaeani ivories' - where the griffin ivory falls is debatable. The writer argues for obvious Mycenaean and potentially Egyptian elements to the design, to the extent that Demetrios Vakras (2020) found it ‘staggering […] that [figure 1] is often attributed to Levantine makers, even though the wing spirals and technique is that of Mycenaean Greeks (whose ivory-carving workshops have been identified archaeologically)’ [footnoteRef:9], arguing that similarities are so potent there is potential for manufacture by a Mycenaean, albeit carried out in a Levantine workshop. He argues this possibility further based on the fact that the Levant, he argues, had ‘extensive trade contacts with the Aegean, (Mycenaean-Greek) world’, and that the work bore similarities to earlier Greek griffins, so could have been carved by a migrant native of that area themselves. [8:  H. Liebowitz (1989), ‘Two “Assyrianizing” Ivories from Megiddo’, Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies / דברי הקונגרס העולמי למדעי היהדות]  [9:  D. Vakras (2020) Griffin: A Greek Symbol, http://www.daimonas.com/pages/griffin.html ] 

Despite the varied iconography of the Megiddo Ivories, Loud makes certain that it is express clearly that ‘the finished product is definitely an expression of local art’ (Loud, 1939 p11), making the ivories definite participants of the International Style, that there are varied and convincing suggestions of origin – for instance, Loud, Kantor – which contradict and cannot, with objective certainty, be reconciled.
Loud also states that, among the iconography in place, he finds it surprising that Egyptian influences don’t dominate, as they were dominant in trade. This, along with the writings of Lilyquist and Bryan present a debate over the strength of the ‘Egyptianizing’ ivories category proposed by Kantor and mentioned by Liebowitz. Christine Lilyquist writes on how Betsy Bryan ‘argues that extant Late Bronze Age texts and material culture do not indicate long-term Egyptian administrative presence in Palestine but rather local activity that Egypt used to maintain "trade within Canaan, but particularly with Syria and beyond"[footnoteRef:10]’[footnoteRef:11], and that this is manifested through ‘particular luxury objects […] - i.e., “ivories” – support her reading’ (Lilyquist, 1998, p.25). However, Lilyquist argues that with her own specialities in Egyptology, the level of direct Egyptian influence expressed by other writers is often to be re-examined. Here, she suggests that the influence of Egypt on such matters as ivories was much less intentional than Bryan suggests, an argument that fits convincingly when reviewing the griffin ivory, which does not boast much explicit Egyptian influence. Lilyquist is supported by another source that feels similarly, as Millar Burrows, in fact, takes limited Egyptian influences on the ivories as an accepted fact, and uses this to draw further conclusions: ‘since relatively little dependence on Egyptian art is evident in the Megiddo ivories, it is inferred that a new wave of Egyptian influence must have swept over Syria in the tenth and ninth centuries’[footnoteRef:12] p404 [10:  B.M. Bryan, (1996) ‘Art, Empire, and the End of the Late Bronze Age’ The Study of the Ancient Near East in the Twenty-First Century: The William Foxwell Albright Centennial Conference]  [11:  C. Lilyquist (1998), ‘The Use of Ivories as Interpreters of Political History’, Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, 310, pp. 25-33 
]  [12:  ] 

All these points of discussion, and iconographic overlap, which Diamantis Panagiotopoulos describes as present as a result of how these regions are ‘tied together through complicated webs of communication and exchange’[footnoteRef:13], emulates the spirit of the International Style, defying a concrete point of origin. The overall conviction that foreign influences are strong in the Megiddo ivories, yet not being able to definitively state that the griffin ivory of figure 1 is made in a certain place, by people of a specific origin, therefore, though slightly unsatisfactory, embodies the intertwined art styles and cultural influences of the Late Bronze Age. [13:  D. Panagiotopoulos (2011) ‘The Stirring Sea. Conceptualising Transculturality in the Late Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean’, Intercultural Contacts in the Ancient Mediterranean, p.38] 
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