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Essential armaments of war? The role of foreign policy in the rise and decline of the Ptolemaic elephant-hunting programme
On 22nd June 217 BCE, at the close of the Fourth Syrian War, the armies of Ptolemy IV Philopator and the Seleukid king Antiochus III clashed at Raphia, just south-west of Gaza.
 While the Ptolemaic phalanx with its sizeable Egyptian contingent ultimately secured a victory, Polybius tells us that – aside from ‘some few’ who ‘came to close quarters’ with their opponents - the performance of the Ptolemaic king’s corps of 73 African elephants against the 102 Indian elephants of Antiochus left much to be desired:

Now, most of Ptolemy’s animals, as is the way with Libyan elephants, were afraid to face the fight: for they cannot stand the smell or the trumpeting of the Indian elephants, but are frightened at their size and strength, I suppose, and run away from them at once without waiting to come near them……(Polybius V. 84-86 translation Shuckburgh)
Since the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (284 to 246 BCE), the Ptolemaic kings had established and sustained a logistically complex and expensive elephant-hunting programme focused on the Red Sea coast of eastern Africa.
 For Burstein, the underperformance of the beasts at Raphia contributed heavily to the decline of that programme.
 This position is echoed in part by Sidebotham, who claims that ‘there is little indication that the Ptolemies imported elephants from the Red Sea region after the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator’, while also speculating that the dynasty may have gone on to establish its own successful elephant-breeding programme in Egypt.
 Manning, meanwhile, argues that the involvement of the Egyptian contingent in the victorious Ptolemaic phalanx at Raphia contributed to the rebellion in the Thebaid (206 to 186 BCE), a separatist revolt which made elephant-hunting in Lower Nubia temporarily untenable.
 Yet ultimately, no consensus has been reached. Fraser contends that far from ceasing in the wake of Raphia, elephant hunting was further systematized in the reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes (204 to 180 BCE) while more recently Cobb has suggested that over-hunting in the coastal areas of the Red Sea, combined with the increasing difficulty faced by the Seleukids in obtaining Indian elephants from the mid to late second century BCE onwards, removed the impetus for the Ptolemies to pursue their programme.
 The aim of this essay is to contribute to this debate by suggesting that Ptolemaic elephant hunting was from the outset wedded to the contours of the dynasty’s foreign policy, so that both its flourishing and its decline reflected the changing fortunes of the Ptolemaic – and Seleukid - empires in the international arena, as indicated by the interpretation of Cobb. It will be argued that the possession of an elephant corps was enmeshed with Egypt’s international standing, so that when the considerations that impelled Philadelphus to embark on the hunting programme no longer applied, the venture as a whole was abandoned. It was not, in fact, the Battle of Raphia – pace Burstein et al - which brought about the end of Ptolemaic elephant hunting, though we may speculate a priori that Ptolemy IV will have been disappointed by the performance of the beasts; rather, the Ptolemies continued to value the use of war elephants until the change in Egypt’s position vis-à-vis the Seleukids, compounded by the growning weakness of the empire as a whole, rendered them obsolete as ‘armaments of war’.

In Ptolemy I Soter’s time, two key forces doubtless drove the desire to obtain pachyderms – the example of Alexander and the employment of the beasts by the rival Diadochi.
 Curtius, writing at considerable remove from the events themselves, claimed that Alexander disdained the use of elephants in warfare, but his assertion is belied not only by the urgency with which the successors sought to build up their own stock, but also by the testimony of other ancient historians.
 Porus’s use of war elephants at the Hydaspes in 326 and the ‘fearful struggle’ that Alexander’s army were forced to engage in to overcome them seems to have convinced the conqueror of their military importance.
 Arrian tells us that Alexander returned from his Indian campaign with about 200 elephants and soon appointed an ‘elephantarch’ to take charge of them, while Diodorus – the reliability of whose account is increased by his having leant heavily for Books 18 to 20 of his History on Hieronymus of Cardia, friend of Eumenes, Antigonus and Demetrius - recounts how war elephants even formed part of the iconography of Alexander’s hearse.
 An attack on Egypt via Syria by the regent Perdiccas in 320 BCE, with elephants in train, no doubt impressed on Soter the need not only to maintain a buffer zone on Egypt’s northern frontier but also to acquire elephants for the Ptolemaic army with which to counterbalance those of his competitors.
  Diodorus also tells us that Ptolemy managed to keep all 43 elephants belonging to Demetrius after the Battle of Gaza (312 BCE), suggesting that the satrap recognised that they were an essential component of the military machinery of the day.
 In 306 BCE Antigonus directly threatened the Ptolemaic kingdom itself, launching a menacing though ultimately unsuccessful invasion of Egypt with 83 war elephants in tow – again confirming for Ptolemy the importance of war elephants to the inter-dynastic rivalries of the period.
 
After the total defeat of the Antigonid army and the death of Antigonos Monophthalmus himself at Ipsus (301 BCE), the acquisition of a substantial pachyderm corps could have little more than a propaganda purpose in the Ptolemies’ wranglings with the Antigonids; however, Soter and his successor Philadelphus must have had every reason to feel it an essential instrument of their policy towards the Seleukids in Coele Syria, since while Seleukos Nikator was forced to temporarily accept the Ptolemaic occupation of parts of Phoenicia and Lebanon, there was every possibility that at some point in the future the Seleukids would seek to make good this loss.
 Troncoso notes that after the Battle of Ipsus ‘the scale in the use of elephants and the profits Seleucus [Nikator] made of them were unprecedented and had no equivalent in the history of Hellenistic warfare’ and, mutatis mutandis, this was a development which the Ptolemies could not ignore.
 Given the ease of access to a bountiful source of war elephants enjoyed by the Seleukids (Strabo claims that Seleukos Nikator received 500 elephants from the Mauryan king Chandragupta in around 305 BCE  – probably an exaggeration, but still indicative of the ease with which the Seleukids could obtain pachyderms) the acquisition of war elephants must have seemed a necessary facet of Ptolemaic policy towards the Seleukid empire.
 
By the beginning of the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, then, the contours of Ptolemaic foreign policy had crystallised, and the need to build up a stock of war elephants had become heavily intertwined with the Ptolemies’ prestige on the international stage. Celine Marquaille usefully summarises the components of Philadelphus’s policy as follows: the maintenance of Ptolemaic territories and interests outside Egypt itself; the defence of the Egyptian heartland by the creation of a buffer zone consisting of Cyrenaica, Coele-Syria, Phoenicia and Cyprus; and the promotion of Ptolemaic naval power as a means of dominating the Aegean and thus frustrating Antigonid ambitions there.
 Of these considerations, it was the second which impacted most directly on the course of the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme. The Syrian War of Succession (280-279 BCE) soured relations with the Seleukids by extending Ptolemaic dominance ‘from the coast of Egypt and Phoenicia up to southern and western Anatolia’.
 It is thus of note that, contemporaneous with these developments, from 285 BCE a number of ports were constructed along the Red Sea coast to facilitate elephant hunting, including Arsinoe, Myos Hormos, Berenike and Nechesia.
  The most significant was Berenike, which would become the hub for transporting the beasts from the more southerly Red Sea ports to various points along the Nile.
 Excavations conducted by Sidebotham, Hense and Nouwens at Berenike between 1994 and 2001 suggest that the port was founded at around the time claimed by Pliny the Elder, that is in 275 BCE.
 This supports the notion that Philadelphus began to seriously pursue the hunting of African forest elephants in the immediate wake of the Syrian War of Succession; to do so would be especially crucial if, as Cobb suggests, the elephant corps acquired by Ptolemy I had dwindled somewhat.
 A further impetus to obtain elephants as rapidly as possible was likely provided by the outbreak of the First Syrian War in c275 BCE. Following a Ptolemaic retreat from Syria, Antiochus I had successfully acquired 20 elephants from Bactria for a coming campaign against his rival. Such was the fear of a Seleukid invasion of Egypt at this juncture that Philadelphus and Arsinoe II went personally to the eastern Delta to organise Egypt’s defences, echoing Soter’s response to the attack of Perdiccas 45 years earlier.
 
Archaeological and epigraphic, as well as literary, evidence further attests the urgency with which Philadelphus set about establishing an infrastructure for elephant-hunting in the Eastern Desert and along the Red Sea coast at just the time when Egypt’s relations with the Seleukid Empire were rapidly deteriorating. Early attempts to acquire elephants via Lower Nubia and the Meroitic kingdom foundered on the difficulty of transporting the captured beasts overland, so that the coastal regions of the Red Sea became the focus of the programme.
 A flurry of expeditions to explore suitable grounds for elephant hunting along the southern reaches of the Red Sea littoral followed: according to Strabo, Satyrus was ‘sent to explore the hunting ground for elephants’ and while doing so founded Philotera, while Eumedes, the founder of Ptolemais Theron, worked especially hard to achieve his master’s goals, overcoming local opposition to the project:

He enclosed, without the knowledge of the inhabitants, a kind of peninsula with a ditch and wall, and by his courteous address gained over those who were inclined to obstruct the work, and instead of enemies made them his friends. (Strabo. 2.5. translation Jones)
Evidence of the difficulties and cost of establishing Ptolemais Theron as an elephant hunting base is provided by the Pithom Stele. Discovered in the Nile Delta, the stele is generally dated to around 264 BCE, after the end of the First Syrian War, though according to Sidebotham, Hense and Nouwens the foundation of the colony could have taken place earlier than this, from 270 BCE onwards.
  According to the text of the stele, the founder of Ptolemais of the Hunts, presumably Eumedes, ‘caught elephants in great number for the king, and he brought them…..on his transports over sea.’
 The text indicates the considerable effort and expenditure required to establish the colony once local opposition had been overcome – not only would ramps and docks need to be installed to facilitate the transportation of elephants, but Eumedes also ‘made there fields and cultivated them with ploughs and cattle’, suggesting the creation of a long-term infrastructure.
 
Both Strabo’s account of the activities of Satyrus and Eumedes and the epigraphic evidence of the Pithom Stele provide clear evidence of the determination and energy with which Philadelphus and his commanders sought to lay their hands on African pachyderms at a time when the Ptolemaic government was engaged in an escalating rivalry with Antiochus I. The reliability of Strabo’s testimony is increased by its being derived from the Ptolemaic geographer Agatharchides via Artemidorus who, according to Falconer, was the source for these passages.
 We may therefore conclude that his version of events is likely to offer an accurate reflection of the importance of establishing an infrastructure for elephant hunting at this time. 
Furthermore, archaeological evidence from Berenike seems to testify to the presence of pachyderms in the port during the early Ptolemaic period. Sidebotham, Hense and Nouwens have speculated that a V-shaped ditch discovered in the early Ptolemaic industrial area of Berenike may have been used as a corral for elephants, a method of controlling the beasts that is also attested for India by Megasthenes, the Seleukid ambassador to the Mauryan court of Chandragupta.
 While thus far only a single elephant tooth has been uncovered, in trench BE00-40, it is worth noting that according to Sidebotham less than two per cent of the Ptolemaic industrial zone has been excavated; it therefore seems entirely possible that further evidence of the presence of pachyderms could yet be uncovered.
 Other evidence demonstrates the lengths to which the early Ptolemies were prepared to go to overcome the not inconsiderable geographical obstacles to their expeditions. It seems that captured elephants were transported from the southern ports to Berenike by means of the so-called ‘elephantegoi’, a new type of vessel designed to facilitate the transport of the bulky creatures in the often shallow waters of the Red Sea. Diodorus, drawing on Agatharchides, recounts with some pathos that ‘the ships which carry the elephants……bring upon their crews great and terrible dangers’ and that many of the elephantegoi were shipwrecked, and ‘remain[ed] there for years [in the place of their destruction] like a group of cenotaphs.’
 Clearly neither the hefty size of the beasts, nor the physical limitations of existing ships, nor the perilous crossing that awaited those hunters who traversed the Red Sea, would deter Philadelphus and his immediate successors from pursuing a programme which had become an increasingly crucial element of their defence and foreign policy agenda. 
That Ptolemy II sought to ensure that the elephant hunting programme was carried out with the utmost efficiency is evident from Strabo’s account of the creation of the ‘elephant road’ crossing the Eastern Desert from Berenike to Koptos:
Philadelphus is said to be the first person that opened, by means of his army, this road, which had no supply of water, and to have provided stations. This he did because the navigation of the Red Sea was difficult, particularly to those who set out from the recess of the bay. (Strabo. 17.1.45. translation Jones)
In light of the archaeological evidence suggesting that Berenike was founded at some point in the 270s, the construction of the facilities along this road must have been initiated fairly shortly thereafter; if Strabo’s account is to be believed, Philadelphus used the military to support the building of the road to Koptos, as well as the erection of stations for watering and monitoring purposes, which again testifies to the high priority the king placed on acquiring war elephants from the south from the 270s onwards.
  Moreover, this system was supported by a streamlined bureaucracy, as may be inferred from a register on papyrus dating to the reign of Philadelphus (c255 BCE), which makes reference to ‘Demetrius the officer in charge of the supply of elephants in the Thebaid.’
 When taken as a whole this evidence lends considerable support to the interpretation of Casson that it was Philadelphus who systematically established the infrastructure for the elephant-hunting programme, rather than Euergetes (as Rostovtzeff believed) or Philopator (as argued by Fraser).
 This in its turn supports the suggestion that the establishment of the elephant hunting programme was connected to the escalation of Ptolemaic Egypt’s rivalry with the Seleukid empire and the specific context of the wars over Coele-Syria.
 In pursuing elephant hunting with such focused and brutal efficiency, Philadelphus was responding to the dictates of the international situation.
Sidebotham, Hense and Nouwens also propose that Berenike rapidly became a transit point for the trade in ivory, either as a by-product of the elephant-hunting programme or as an objective in its own right.
 Indeed, Burstein has suggested that over-hunting for the purpose of harvesting ivory may have contributed heavily to the decline of Ptolemaic elephant-hunting in the long-term.
 In support of this, he cites three temple inscriptions from Delos which appear to record a slump in the cost of ivory during the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus – from 8 drachmas per mina in 279 BCE to 5 drachmas per mina in 276 BCE and finally to 3.5 drachmas per mina in 250 BCE.
 According to Burstein, this suggests that the Mediterranean market in the mid third century BCE was flooded with ivory.
 However, the figures from Delos may not offer as reliable a guide to the fortunes of the ivory trade – and thus the Ptolemaic elephant-hunting programme - as at first appears, since relations between Philadelphus’s Egypt and Delos were particularly close. The Ptolemaia was founded there in around 280 BCE, while Delos was a key member of the Aegean League of Islanders, of which Ptolemy I Soter had gained the leadership early in his satrapy.
 A high volume of trade between Ptolemaic Egypt and Delos in goods such as ivory might therefore be expected, so that the inscriptions may not entirely reflect the reality of the ivory trade in other markets of the eastern Mediterranean.  Thus, the evidence that the decline of Ptolemaic elephant hunting was caused by the over-zealous procurement of ivory may arguably rest on insecure foundations, especially when the presence of an elephant corps in the Ptolemaic army is attested as late as the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometer (180 to 145 BCE), long after ivory purportedly saturated the market at Delos and elsewhere.
 Rather, it seems reasonable to surmise that while the trade in ivory was a profitable side-line of the elephant hunting programme, it was probably not the key factor that brought about its end. 
The argument that the fortunes of the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme were  intertwined with the contours of the dynasty’s foreign policy is also supported by evidence from the reign of Ptolemy III Euergetes (246 to 222 BCE). Under Euergetes, foreign policy continued to be anti-Seleukid and to emphasise the need for a buffer-zone (Coele-Syria) to secure the Egyptian heartland; but, as Holbl notes, the new king’s expansionist ambitions outstripped those of his father and grandfather, leading to the extension of the Ptolemaic empire in the eastern Mediterranean and Anatolia at the expense of the Seleukids, the acquisition of Seleukia in Pieria and even the installation of a Ptolemaic governor in the region of the Euphrates.
 In order to sustain such a policy, ongoing military strength was essential and a variety of evidence makes it clear that the acquisition of war elephants continued to be integral to Euergetes’ imperialist objectives. 
Euergetes made efforts to extend Ptolemaic power as far as Nubia and founded more bases on the southern coast of the Red Sea, including Adulis on the island of Massawa in Eritrea.
 Here, a now-vanished inscription copied in the sixth century AD by Cosmas Indicopleustes reveals that elephants were portrayed as a key part of the Ptolemaic military machine in the Third Syrian War:
……having taken over from his father the kingdom of Egypt, Libya, Syria, Phoenicia, Cyprus, Lycia, Caria and the Cyclades islands, [Euergetes] marched out into Asia with a force of infantry and cavalry, a fleet/and elephants from the Troglodytes and Ethiopia, which his father and he himself were the first to hunt from these provinces, and (which) they brought to Egypt and equipped for use in war. (OGIS 54. translation Burstein)
Not only does this inscription provide further support for the interpretation of Casson that it was Philadelphus who established the infrastructure of the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme, it also directly links the Ptolemaic elephant corps to the success of Euergetes’ Asian conquests. Later, the inscription claims that Euergetes ‘crossed the river Euphrates [and] subdued Mesopotamia, Babylonia, Susiana, Persis, Media and all the remaining territory as far as/Bactria’.
 While Austin notes that ‘the reality of these grandiose (and ephemeral) ‘conquests’ is usually doubted’, it is fair to say that even as a piece of propaganda rooted in pharaonic ideology the Adulis inscription celebrates the role of the Ptolemaic elephant corps in Euergetes’ triumphs.
 Indeed, the inscription’s boast that, along with his father, Euergetes was ‘the first to hunt from these places’ testifies to the pride with which the hunting of African elephants was still pursued. 
 At the same time, the location of the inscription evidences the ever-more southerly embrace of the elephant hunting programme, supporting Cobb’s contention that the Ptolemies were beginning to exhaust the coastal hunting grounds of the Red Sea.

Other evidence also attests to the continued importance of the elephant-hunting programme in the reign of Euergetes. Diodorus tells us that the Ptolemaic commander Simmias was dispatched to locate fresh hunting grounds and thus secure a further supply.
 According to Kistler, Euergetes enlisted Ethiopian and Sudanese mahouts to train and control his new stock of African forest elephants, while a letter to a banker on papyrus dating to 223 BCE, at the very end of Euergetes’ reign, refers to a sizeable hunting expedition of 231 men, and orders the banker to arrange for the hunters to receive three months’ pay at 20 drachmas per month for their efforts.
 As Casson notes, this amounted to a ‘princely sum’ and testifies to the level of financial investment Euergetes and his government were still prepared to make in the elephant-hunting programme.
 Meanwhile, it seems that Berenike continued to thrive from the project: a papyrus dated to 224 BCE refers to the fitting out of an elephantegoi at a port of the same name and on the basis of a document found in the Fayum, Sidebotham, Nouwens and Hense believe that Berenike Troglodytika was the port in which this took place.
 Given the imperialism of Ptolemy Euergetes, the ongoing anti-Seleukid direction of Ptolemaic foreign policy and the continued belief in the importance of pachyderms as weapons of war demonstrated by the Adulis inscription, it should not be surprising that elephant hunting was pursued with renewed vigour, for this reflected the imperialist expansionism of Egyptian foreign policy during his reign. 
For scholars such as Burstein and Toynbee, the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator represents a turning point in the fortunes of the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme, largely on account of the underperformance of Philopator’s African elephants at Raphia.
 Toynbee argues that the Battle of Raphia directly contributed to the end of Ptolemaic elephant hunting, stressing that ‘the Ptolemies were not having much success with the African elephants’ so that ‘[the] penetrating searches for pachyderms in the marshlands of Ethiopia came to an end.’
 However, the international context in which Philopator was operating, as well as plentiful evidence of the energy with which he continued to pursue the elephant hunting programme, suggest that its decline should not be located in his reign but in that of his successors. The late 220s BCE saw a resurgence in Seleukid power that must have compelled the continuation of Ptolemaic elephant-hunting. While in the reigns of Seleukos II (246 to 225 BCE) and Seleukos III Soter (225 to 222 BCE) the Seleukid kingdom had suffered at the hands of the Parthians in the east and the Galatians in the west, the accession of Antiochus III in 222 BCE marked a revival of its imperial ambitions – and a renewed effort to lay claim to Ptolemaic possessions in Coele-Syria.
 By the summer of 221 BCE Antiochos had already attacked the Ptolemaic strongholds of Gerrha and Brochoi in the Beqa’a Valley, while Ptolemaic sponsorship of the rebel Achaios in Asia Minor could only forestall a more decisive attack on Ptolemaic Syria and Phoenicia and possibly the Egyptian heartland itself.
 The evidence of Josephus tells us that elephants continued to be a part of the Seleukid military machine throughout this period – shortly after Philopator’s death, Antiochos reconquered cities in Coele-Syria and Samaria which had fallen into the hands of the Ptolemaic general Scopas, and did so with such success that the Jews of Jerusalem ‘received him into the city, and gave plentiful provisions to all of his army, and to his elephants.’
 Philopator, embroiled as he was in the throes of the Fourth Syrian War, therefore had every reason to wish to maintain his elephant corps, even after their performance at Raphia. Indeed, according to Casson it was under Philopator that the search for hunting grounds extended beyond the straits of the Bab el Mandeb, with the establishment of the so-called ‘hunting ground of Pythangelos’, as well as ‘the Elephant-hunt of Lichas’ and Cape Peitholaos on the northern coast of Somalia.
  Those who took part in hunting expeditions under Philopator appear to have been men seconded from the Ptolemaic army – a papyrus dating from the reign lists commanders such as Lichas and Chariomortos, who appear in other inscriptions as Ptolemaic generals.
 This evidence is again suggestive of the high priority elephant hunting continued to enjoy under Philopator. 

It is true that at first sight the passage in Polybius describing the underperformance of the Ptolemaic African elephant corps at Raphia (5.84 to 86) seems to lend weight to Toynbee’s view. Indeed, Kistler, citing Chamoux, notes that Philopator sacrificed four war elephants to the sun after the battle, asking laconically - ‘would he have killed the beasts if they had been victorious?’
 Yet this oft-cited passage, when used in tandem with other evidence, does not support the notion that the Battle of Raphia contributed decisively to the abandonment of elephant-hunting. Firstly, it is clear that at least a part the Ptolemaic elephant corps did have some success against the beasts of Antiochos, for Polybius recounts that ‘those few of Ptolemy’s elephants…..[who] came to close quarters with the foe……fought still more brilliantly [than the soldiers on the howdahs], using all their strength in the encounter….’
 Thus, the notion that the Battle of Raphia sapped the Ptolemies’ will to maintain an elephant corps is contradicted by the spirit with which some of the Ptolemaic beasts fought. Charles believes that those elephants who fought bravely at Raphia were of the Indian variety rather than African elephants, yet evidence post-dating the battle suggests that the Ptolemies continued to value – and indeed replenish – their stock, and since the acquisition of Indian elephants other than through victory in battle was still not practicable at this point, the focus of their attention must have remained the capture of African pachyderms.
  According to Polybius Philopator lost most of his elephant corps in the aftermath of the battle – ‘sixteen of the elephants were killed and most of the others captured’.
 Yet the evidence of the demotic version of a decree of Egyptian priests passed in honour of Ptolemy IV in November 217 BCE suggests that the reputation of elephants as armaments of war was undiminished, for in the aftermath of Raphia, ‘Pharaoh [i.e. Ptolemy IV] took as spoil many people and all the elephants’. While this version of events somewhat contradicts the evidence of Polybius, perhaps unsurprisingly since it narrates them from the Ptolemaic perspective, it does suggests that elephants continued to be viewed as desirable components of the Ptolemaic army even in the immediate aftermath of Raphia when their alleged deficiencies would have been all too clear.
 Moreover, in the reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes elephants were deployed in 196 BCE against the conspiratorial courtier Scopas; if we accept the evidence of Polybius that Philopator lost most of his elephant corps in the wake of Raphia, then this lends considerable support to Fraser’s argument that Epiphanes revived the elephant-hunting programme so as to replenish a stock that had been grievously depleted.
 Holbl notes that by the end of Philopator’s reign ‘the Ptolemaic empire began to totter on its feet’, yet if anything the Fourth Syrian War and the resurgence of Seleukid power under Antiochus III had highlighted once more the need for the Ptolemaic kings to maintain their position in the ‘arms race’ with their Seleukid rivals, an arms race which continued to stress the importance of war elephants.
 
Why, then, at the end of the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometer (145 BCE), when the dead king’s force of Forest elephants was seized by Demetrius II Nicator, was the elephant-hunting programme seemingly abandoned?
 In theory, the maintenance of an elephant corps remained important. There is plentiful evidence to show that, in spite of the peace of Apamea (188 BCE), the Seleukids continued to use and value war elephants for some time after the reign of Philopator.
 Anticochus IV Epiphanes invaded Egypt with a force that included elephants in 169-168 BCE and their continued efficacy was demonstrated when at the Battle of Beth-Zacharias (162 BCE) Judas Maccabeus ordered his force of Jewish rebels to retreat in the face of the Seleukid elephant contingent.
 All this suggests that the key factor that had catalysed the Ptolemaic elephant-hunting programme under Philadelphus and Euergetes – the need to keep pace with the Seleukids and to secure Egypt’s buffer zone and borders against their incursions – remained a high priority. Furthermore, it is clear that Ptolemy VI continued to make use of war elephants – from Josephus we learn that the army used in his Syrian campaign in 145 BCE contained an elephant corps, since after his death the treacherous Demetrius ‘kept his elephants’ - but after this there are no further references to the use of elephants by the Ptolemies.
 
Once again, however, foreign policy considerations could shed light on the changing fortunes of the programme. The reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes (204 to 180 BCE) witnessed the loss of the Ptolemaic empire in the eastern Mediterranean as well as a successful rebellion in the south of Egypt (206 to 186 BCE) during which first Herweneffer and then Ankhweneffer were installed as pharaohs in Thebes.
 With the contraction of the empire the overall thrust of Ptolemaic policy became ever-more introverted, seeking first to bring about the defeat of the Theban rebels and then to enhance the power of the dynasty in Egypt itself.
 The need to secure the empire against Seleukid incursions, which had been one of the key factors driving the elephant hunting programme, was less of a priority in this context. The accession of Philometer witnessed a brief renaissance in Ptolemaic fortune as the sixth Ptolemy sought to recapture Coele-Syria for Egypt, first promoting the cause of the pretender Alexander Balas and then reversing his policy to support Demetrios II Nicator. In these circumstances of renewed conflict, elephants as armaments of war continued to have some value, as confirmed by their presence in the Ptolemaic army during Philometer’s Syrian campaign in 145 BCE.
 But according to Holbl Philometer’s death brought a de facto end to the hope of regaining Coele-Syria, thus removing another of the key platforms of Ptolemaic foreign policy vis-à-vis the Seleukids which had impelled the elephant hunting programme in the first place.
 All this tallies with archaeological evidence attesting to the decline and in some cases gradual abandonment of the ports associated with the elephant-hunting programme. This included Berenike, which according to Sidebotham experienced a notable downturn from around the middle of the second century BCE, roughly at the same time as larger forces conspired to make the elephant hunting programme by which it had flourished less tenable or even desirable.
 After Antiochos VII Sidetes used ten forest elephants in battle against the Parthians in 130 BCE, their use by the Seleukids is also no longer attested, and indeed Parthian expansion from the 140s BCE no doubt first frustrated and then terminated Seleukid access to the Indian elephants of the east, removing whatever impetus remained for the Ptolemies to maintain their own programme.
 When the dynastic strife and hubris associated with the fraught and tyrannical reign of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II is thrown into the mix - a toxic brew involving bitter enmity between the two Ptolemaic queens Cleopatra II and Cleopatra III, civil war and the brutal murder of Euergetes II’s own son Ptolemy Memphites on Cyprus - it should not be surprising that both the motivation to pursue the elephant-hunting programme and the energetic leadership required to sustain its infrastructure had all but evaporated.
 Thus, elephant hunting came to an end when the foreign policy considerations which had originally impelled the programme no longer applied and when the effort required to support that programme became both unnecessary and unsustainable.
To conclude, there is every reason to suggest that from its inception the fortunes of the Ptolemaic elephant hunting programme were inextricably intertwined with the demands of Egyptian foreign policy. Compounded by factors such as the exhaustion of the hunting grounds and the disruption caused by the Theban revolt, it was nonetheless the changing nature of Ptolemaic foreign policy which contributed most heavily to its decline. Cobb is clearly right to suggest that by the mid-second century BCE, the exhaustion of the more northerly hunting grounds along the African coast of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden had rendered the elephant-hunting project less financially viable and more logistically difficult, while the performance of the African Forest elephants at Raphia no doubt disappointed their master Philopator.
 Yet the desire to acquire and use war elephants persisted into the reigns of Epiphanes and Philometer, showing that the Ptolemies did not regard these difficulties as insurmountable. He is also correct to stress the importance of the Seleukids’ own inability to access elephants by the end of the second century, for this represents the final manifestation of the link between the international situation of the Ptolemaic empire and the practice of hunting African forest elephants, a link which had been inherent since the establishment of the programme under Philadelphus and whose outline has been traced above. The connection was strengthened by the expansionism of Euergetes, maintained despite the fluctuating fortunes of Philopator and Epiphanes, and ultimately terminated by the decline and hubris which characterised the murderous reign of Physkon.
 By 145 BCE, then, the necessity for and viability of the Ptolemaic elephant-hunting programme had disappeared and the mighty beasts of war were finally rendered redundant.
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